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ABSTRACT 

 

During the early part of the 21st century, a number of campus demonstrations and other 

protest acts on college and university campuses became highly visible nationally and 

internationally, largely thanks to social and traditional/popular media.  This visibility was 

partially due to the ubiquitous and easily accessible nature of emergent digital technologies – 

cameras, cell phones and social networking sites, among other tools.  Though campus protests 

and social movements began to proliferate nationally, and in the context of increased economic 

inequity, few studies sought to explore how campus actors (students and employees in particular) 

used social and popular media to shape and control public perception, specifically during highly 

visible campus conflicts.  Further, much of the literature on campus activism has historically 

overlooked protests and social justice movements occurring on comprehensive state university 

and community college, or 2-year, campuses.   Additionally, the literature does not offer a 

comprehensive examination of strategies surrounding pre-negotiated protest acts between 

campus activists, administrators and law enforcement officers.  Also, the literature has not 

adequately examined responses to tactical strategies employed by law enforcement agencies 

during campus protest, and at a time of heightened militarization of officers.  Both issues are 

related to the image-making capabilities of activists and administrators.  

To explore such issues, I set out to investigate how student and employee activists and 

also administrators construct meaning around the public good mission of higher education.  I 

then explored how both groups public good conceptualizations to shape both action and public 

perception.  In doing so, I employed a combined theoretical framework, modifying academic 

capitalism and co-cultural theories and adapting them into a single framework.  My framework 

enabled the examination of power dynamics around interactions, discourse and space, ultimately 
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leading to an understanding that the public good mission is a battleground.  Within this frame, 

campus activists and administrators are struggling to both define and manifest the democratic 

imperative, or historic public good mandate, in different ways.  The framework also allow for the 

study of why specific information is publicized or narrated, while other information is omitted or 

ignored.  Using qualitative methods, I specifically studied how individuals seek to control 

involvement in democratic processes on campus based on definitions associated with the public 

good.  I also studied ways individuals advance democratic ideals.  Further, I explored what tools 

(including social media and traditional and/or popular media, also referenced collectively as “the 

press”) individuals employ to shape public perception about equity issues and conflicts on 

campus.  In this regard, social and popular media serve as conduits for informing public 

audiences.  

For my investigation, I purposefully selected one land-grant institution, a comprehensive 

state university, and one 2-year community college – all in California.  I intentionally selected 

California, as the state has historically and continues to be seen an important forerunner for 

nationwide higher education policy and practice.  I also chose campuses whose conflicts were 

receiving statewide and national media attention to allow for the investigation of public 

perception surrounding campus conflict.  Doing so also allowed for the exploration of how those 

on campus employed social media strategies and also utilized popular media to attempt to shape 

and control the public image of their institutions.  

My findings suggest that while campus activists and administrators maintain a similar 

belief that public institutions should be broadly accessible, they differently conceptualize how 

the public good mission of higher education should manifest.  The difference in framing of the 

public good complicates interactions between both groups, and at times leads to violent clashes 
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during protest.  My findings also suggest that while activists and campus officials both maintain 

a social media presence and interact with media representatives, administrators are not as 

successful in capturing public support.  This appears especially true during and after clashes have 

occurred during campus protest acts that also involve campus law enforcement officers.  

Additionally, my findings indicate that the under-utilization of social media, lax media relations 

strategies and blame shifting, specifically during protest acts, may ultimately hurt administrators 

and law enforcement officers with regard to image-shaping efforts.  Of note, the resulting 

coverage of violent clashes in the popular media tended to favor activists over administrators and 

law enforcement officers no matter the type and amount of pre-planning and pre-negotiations 

between activists and campus officials.  

Ultimately, my findings challenge perceptions that institutional image-making powers 

reside squarely with administrators and media relations offices.  Given the widespread use of 

digital technologies and social media, and also strategies activists have employed to engage with 

members of traditional media outlets, my findings also illustrate how student and employee 

activists are changing how power is introduced and distributed within their campus communities.  
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND AND STUDY PURPOSE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the most visible and powerful images in the midst of nationwide protests opposing 

increased global economic inequity came on Nov. 18, 2011 at the University of California, 

Davis.  That day, students and non-UC Davis affiliated individuals had been maintaining an 

encampment of about two dozen tents near the center of campus.  The group had organized in 

opposition to proposed tuition increases at UC Davis.  The group was also acting in support of 

Occupy Wall Street, a protest movement (also termed the Occupy movement) that launched in 

New York months earlier against capitalism, widespread consumerism and growing global 

economic and social inequity.  In 2012, the wealthiest 1 percent of the nation's population 

accrued more than 50 percent of the nation's income (defined as “wages and salaries, pensions 

received, profits from businesses, capital income such as dividends, interest, or rents, and 

realized capital gains)” (Saez, 2013, p. 2).  That percentage was the greatest it had been since the 

era of World War I, and it was growing (Saez, 2013).  Meanwhile, the income levels for the 

bottom 99 percent, in the aggregate, has mostly flat lined for nearly 100 years, thereby driving 

the concerns and frustrations of OWS activists.  

Similar groups to the one at UC Davis formed on higher education campuses across the 

nation.  Above all, one of the resounding questions at UC Davis and elsewhere was repeated: Is 

public higher education protecting its public good mandate, or has it foregone that responsibility 

in favor of private interests?  

The response of the UC Davis administration presented another set of images that 

catapulted the event to one that received international attention, and in ways that undermined the 

public image of the institution.  On Nov. 18, a group of UC Davis Police Department officers 
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gathered to disband the encampment, citing university policy disallowing on-campus camping, 

and also later citing safety and health concerns1.  When a group of individuals sat in non-violent 

protest opposing calls to remove the camp, UC Davis police Lt. Pike asked the group to 

disperse2.  The line refused.  Ultimately, Lt. Pike began to dispense upon the group a canister of 

OC spray ("oleoresin capsicum," a powerful agent that results in almost instantaneous symptoms, 

including teary eyes and coughing, and which was designed for users to delay a human or animal 

attack so that they may flee a dangerous situation3).  Lt. Pike operated seemingly in a 

choreographed way, moving calmly back and forth down the line of seated individuals who 

remained linked by their arms.  A second officer, later identified in a report4 as Alexander P. 

Lee, eventually joined him.  As some of those seated began yelling and screaming in pain, 

bystanders began chanting: "Shame on you, shame on you, shame on you."  Officers began 

removing and arresting pepper sprayed individuals, literally dragging some away5, as bystanders 

continued chanting, also yelling: "Who do you serve; who do you protect?"  Officers then began 

to slowly and carefully retreat in a tight, circular formation, their weapons and OC spray 

canisters clearly visible, whilst dozens of individuals continued to chant, holding up their cell 

phones recording the incident.  The chanting then shifted to "Whose university? Our university."   

                                                 
1 In a statement detailing the Nov. 18, 2011 incident, Chancellor Linda P.B. Katehi explained that UC Davis 

maintained a campus policy against encampments, and later explained in the same letter that she made the decision 

to enforce barring encampments during the school's weekend closure: http://ucdavis.edu/administration/chancellors-

statement.html. 
2 The happening was captured by numerous bystanders and posted on YouTube, including: a video posted by Aggie 

Studios: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AdDLhPwpp4; and Tommy Fowler: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmJmmnMkuEM. 
3 OC spray has for decades been considered by law enforcement agencies as an alternative to the use of force, as 

reported by the National Institute of Justice: https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/181655.pdf. 
4 See the Reynoso report: 

https://localwiki.org/davis/Reynoso_report/_files/Reynoso%20and%20Kroll%20reports%20unredacted.pdf/_info/ 
5 See Tommy Fowler's " Police pepper spraying and arresting students at UC Davis" at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmJmmnMkuEM. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AdDLhPwpp4
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This is when a significant shift occurred.  It is evident from publically accessible video 

recordings (later loaded to YouTube) that the officers were evaluating the situation as they 

retreated, calibrating next steps.  Ultimately, individuals began chanting, "You can go," offering 

permissions that there would not be a violent interaction.  At that point, the officers began to 

deliberately walk away.  Individuals standing in protest then turned to others passing by, urging 

them to "Join our strike."  

The entire incident – seemingly singular and isolated – serves as a powerful and dynamic 

illustration not merely of what happened at UC Davis, but of what was occurring on campuses 

across the nation, in terms of institutional responses to student protests.  The many video 

recordings captured that early November evening illustrate both the variant temper of protest, the 

dispersed nature of power and control and also contemporary image-making processes. The 

image and act of Lt. Pike pepper spraying the group of seated protesters ultimately became 

highly symbolic of certain contentions held by Occupy movement supporters.  The image, taken 

by then-UC Davis student Louise Macabitas, was also reimagined in social media with the 

introduction of the "Casually Pepper Spray Everything Cop6" memes, which rapidly heaved the 

UC Davis case and the Occupy movement into the global digital sphere.  Lt. Pike's acts would 

then serve as an example that the militarization of police, including campus police, resulted in 

unwarranted and overextended use of force, and also invaded constitutional rights.  The 

collective actions of the police department, and later actions by the administration, also 

complemented the movement's contention that there existed a greater divide between the 

common person and those in positions of power based on economic, social and political divides.  

The UC Davis case brings me to my dissertation research.   

                                                 
6 See: http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/casually-pepper-spray-everything-cop 
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Observing and following the UC Davis events in both social and popular media in 2011 

and 2012, I was struck by the power of the social media-mediated context of our lives.  It was 

during that time that social media giants like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube were either 

becoming or were already infiltration powerhouses, permeating people's personal and working 

lives.  Suddenly, social media – which has its origins in the 1970s and saw rapid growth in the 

1990s – were no longer characterized as mere platforms or applications, but as powerful 

resources (van Dijck, 2013).  To explain, social media rapidly evolved from spaces designed for 

the mere sharing of content and information between and among friends into conduits for social 

change (van Dijck, 2013, p. 6).  In doing so, social media became a resource, as van Dijck 

explained, offering people customizable and deliverable services (p. 6)  with new communication 

tactics (p. 7) by which a greater number and range of individuals were able to engage in social 

capital building activities (p. 15).  Social capital represents the resources that a person is able to 

access via their social networks; resources a person is able to adopt and use for their own benefit 

because of their connections with others (Lin 2008).  Thus, social media introduced new and 

creative ways for humans to interact, communicate and engage (van Dijck, 2013, p. 11).  For 

example, in studying the student-led immigration reform protests and marches in 2006, 

Costanza-Chock (2008) found that thousands across the nation relied on their MySpace accounts 

to organize marches.  Social media had begun to reshape our relationships, how we learn, how 

we conduct business, how we are entertained – much of our entire lives.  Related to my study, 

the ability of a broader and more diverse group of people to connect and communicate is hugely 

important.  Institutional communications has been primarily propelled by central administration 

and campus media relations officials.  However, social media has enabled more and different 
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people access to an ability to amplify messaging about colleges and universities while also 

gaining unfiltered information about campus affairs.  

 Also observing the UC Davis events, I was especially struck by the police and campus 

response to what even the administration acknowledged was a peaceful protest from its start. 

More than that, the administration was unsupportive of the extent of the police response.  In an 

official statement released the day after the incident, UC Davis Chancellor Linda P.B. Katehi 

wrote: “Yesterday was not a day that would make anyone on our campus proud….”  Katehi 

expressed in her letter a campus-wide investment in supporting and promoting “inquiry, debate, 

and even dissent.”  Katehi also affirmed that the clash culminated after a week of “peaceful 

demonstrations during which students were able to express their concerns about many issues 

facing higher education….”  Later sharply criticized for not taking adequate disciplinary actions 

against campus police at fault in the protest clash, Katehi also said in her original statement that 

officers pepper spraying the group was "chilling."7 

Elements of the UC Davis incident were not new.  U.S. history holds countless examples 

of campus protest ending in force: During anti-Vietnam War protests in 1968 at Columbia 

University, the New York City Police Department forcefully removed protesters, resulting in 

nearly 150 people injured; similar protests occurred at Kent State in 1970, during which 

members of the Ohio Army National Guard shot and killed four students and injured nine others.  

Nevertheless, the UC Davis case was intriguing for a number of reasons.  The incident was 

occurring in the context of instability in the national and global economies.  Of note, like 

numerous other campus protests and movements during the early part of the 2st century, the UC 

                                                 
7 See: http://ucdavis.edu/administration/chancellors-statement.html; cached version available: 

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:YuWmn0x6enEJ:chancellor.ucdavis.edu/news-and-

updates/campus_updates/2011-updates/111911_taskforce.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us.  

http://ucdavis.edu/administration/chancellors-statement.html
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:YuWmn0x6enEJ:chancellor.ucdavis.edu/news-and-updates/campus_updates/2011-updates/111911_taskforce.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:YuWmn0x6enEJ:chancellor.ucdavis.edu/news-and-updates/campus_updates/2011-updates/111911_taskforce.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
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Davis case was thematically linked to Occupy protests.  UC Davis and comparable cases, then, 

must be seen within a broader national and, in an important way, global situational reality.  That 

reality is this: Conceptually, the public good is an ideological battleground for campus activists 

and administrators who hold different and conflicting perceptions and beliefs about how the 

public good should manifest.  This analogy, and its context, is apparent in the demands and, 

ultimately protest acts and movements – the battleground, actualized – on campuses throughout 

the U.S. and also in Canada, South Africa and throughout Latin America (see below for further 

explanation).  Such efforts were related to concerns of both global economic instability and 

inequity, and also centered on issues such as parity pay, higher education cost increases and race-

neutral admissions.  Such issues were often thematically linked to other issues of sociopolitical 

concern, such as immigration, environmental sustainability, community resiliency, and also civil 

rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender individuals, among other topical issues.  

Another example of such protests and activity is the Black Lives Matter movement, organized 

after the 2012 killing of Trayvon Martin.  The movement called for an end to racial profiling by 

police and stand-your-ground type legislation in states, resulting in organized protests and 

solidarity marches on campuses across the nation.  Yet another: the Million Student March effort 

in 2015, which called for a base $15 minimum wage for campus employees, tuition-free 

education and the cancellation of student debt.  And still another example occurred at the 

University of Missouri in 2015, resulting in a hunger strike and football players refusing to play 

amid administrative refusal to address instances of racism on campus.  Those efforts culminated 

with the president and chancellor’s resignations during the fall of 2015.   

As described earlier, students, faculty members and their allies who were motivated by 

global economic instability and inequity were protesting in other parts of the world.  From 2011 
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to 2013, and again in 2016, students protested across Chile to end for-profit education and in 

support of making higher education free, with some demonstrations turning violent.  Other 

demonstrations and other forms of protest were occurring throughout Latin America – in 

Guatemala, Brazil and elsewhere – during the early part of the 21st century – in Colombia – for 

similar reasons: the demand that affordable education to be seen and treated as a social and/or 

civil right.  Likewise, in 2012, hundreds of thousands of people participated in a number of 

demonstrations – including marches and strikes – in Montreal, Quebec and elsewhere in Canada8 

in opposition to rising tuition costs.  The University of Witwatersrand uprisings in 2016, which 

was most intense and violent at the Johannesburg campus,9 was launched in opposition to 

system-wide, double digit tuition increases.  These protests were also motivated by persistent 

inequity in the post-apartheid era (it is notable that given mention that University of 

Witwatersrand’s campus community was highly engaged in activist work to end apartheid during 

the 1990s).  Costs increases were reportedly10 pricing students out and also making it difficult for 

existing students to complete their degree programs.  

 The UC Davis received an undeniable boost in visibility and support due to social media 

and digital technologies employed by the protesters and their supporters, conceptualized as 

battleground “tools”.  Such resources, equipped with global sharing capabilities at near 

immediate response times, became widely accessible with the advent of smartphone technology 

at the very end of the 20th century.  Lastly, a seemingly incapacitated group of pepper sprayed 

                                                 
8 Protests began with plans to increase tuition by 75 percent over a five-year period, and through related concerns 

associated with declining public support for the middle and working classes throughout the country: 

http://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2012/04/queb-a14.html. 
9 One powerful example include the #FeesMustFall protests in , as reported by news outlets such as The New 

Yorker, MSNBC, the BBC and Metro.co.uk: http://metro.co.uk/2016/10/12/apartheid-rears-its-ugly-head-as-

protests-descend-into-violence-in-south-africa-6187041/.  
10 Ryan Lenora Brown reported on the uprising, detailing the protests and demands associated with cost increases in 

South Africa: http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/10/30/the-student-protests-rocking-south-africa-are-about-more-than-

tuition/. 

http://metro.co.uk/2016/10/12/apartheid-rears-its-ugly-head-as-protests-descend-into-violence-in-south-africa-6187041/
http://metro.co.uk/2016/10/12/apartheid-rears-its-ugly-head-as-protests-descend-into-violence-in-south-africa-6187041/
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individuals – and their extension of supports – was largely able to shape the dialogue about the 

UC Davis situation in public discourse, also with credit to Web-mediated modes of 

communication and digital technologies.  

Consequently, I began to question: In our digital media-mediated lives, how is the public 

discourse surrounding contentious occurrences at our public institutions presented, responded to 

and controlled?  Also, what is the influence of a group of individuals armed not with pepper 

spray and pepperball guns, but with portable cameras, WIFI equipped devices and the ear of 

local, national and international social and mainstream media outlets?  They may seem powerless 

in the face of “the authorities,” and yet as noted in the above examples of protest, such groups 

have in fact been able to re-shape the public discourse surrounding and the image of certain 

universities.  In fact, I also found that such tools – cameras, WIFI-enabled devices, social media 

and also traditional/popular media – were used in the battle for defining and/or redefining the 

public good.   I found that activists and administrators use largely different tactical approaches 

while engaged in this battle.  Further, I began to ask as part of my research, what is the response 

of campus officials to protest, and what is the subsequent treatment of the protest by the public 

relations office of the institution?  Thus, the public – by way of social and traditional media – 

served as the audience for which the battle was debated and fought.    

The Economic Crisis and the Slow Privatization of Public Higher Education  

 

Called the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, the 2007 United States’ 

recession, tied to a larger global recession, had destabilizing effects on the higher education 

sector.  The recession is time bound, and generally defined as the period from December 2007 to 

June 2009 by the National Bureau of Economic Research.  With its origins in 2007 with the 

deflation of the housing bubble, the recession resulted in a shaving away of public funding for 
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public programs, a decline in revenue from taxes, a decline in consumer spending, massive 

nationwide layoffs and record-breaking unemployment rates, according to U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics data11.  The U.S. unemployment rate peaked at 10 percent in 2008 and, in particular, 

disproportionately impacted men and also African Americans and Latinos nationwide, the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics also reported.   

The higher education sector was not immune to the recession’s effects and, in fact, had 

for decades already experienced states stepping back from investing in the public sector.  This is 

an especially immobilizing move, as state funding generally helps cover operational budgets – 

salary-supporting dollars, and key monies for programming to subsidize institutional wish-lists.  

The Pew Charitable Trusts (2015) found that both federal and state spending for higher education 

declined significantly during the recession.  Of note, nationwide state general-purpose 

appropriations declined by $14.1 billion, or 21 percent, during a period that spanned 2007-2013.  

Also at that time, student enrollments increased 8 percent, for 1.2 million additional students, the 

Pew Charitable Trust noted in the same report.  Analyzing budgeting trends, the American 

Council on Education reported that state funding support for higher education would reach zero 

in 2059 – and sooner for some (Mortenson, 2012).  

Also, the higher education sector – namely, presidents, chancellors and governing boards 

– has been criticized for not appropriately preparing for the pattern of recessions.  Colleges and 

universities have and continue to be especially challenged by balancing a number of conflicting 

dynamics – operational costs and college affordability, student access and learning outcomes and 

also institutional mission matched with local and nationwide priorities.  This is occurring at a 

                                                 
11 The 2008 rate was not the highest on record. The U.S. unemployment rate reached 10.8 percent during the early 

1980s – the highest on record. However, at 4.4 percent in 2008, the long-term unemployment rate was the highest on 

record.  The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics recession-related data is available online as of Dec. 12, 2015: 

http://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2012/recession/. 
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time of increased public scrutiny and skepticism about the role, function and value of higher 

education.  The public contention is that the sector’s financial crisis cannot be blamed 

exclusively on market forces, that higher education leaders have exhibited a persistent failure to 

plan, prepare and respond before crises occurred.  

California was especially hard-hit by the early 21st century recession, and that has led to 

a reversal of the state's historical commitment to offering low higher education costs for state 

residents.  Much like Florida, Michigan, Arizona, Florida and Nevada, California was the among 

the states hardest hit by the recession, experiencing some of the highest unemployment rates and 

the greatest funding cuts in the nation (Johnson, 2014, p. 5).  This was predicted.  The California 

Postsecondary Education Commission12 – which was dismantled during the 2011-2012 year due 

to state-level budget cuts – reported in 2010 that while the recessions of the early 1990s and 

2000s had significant adverse impacts on higher education, predictions for the challenges to be 

met in the next decade would be "enormous13."  The agency had previously reported that fewer 

high school graduates in California were going directly to college after graduating – from more 

than 60 percent in 1985 to fewer than 50 percent in 2005.   

California recorded a comparable trend with institutions nationwide: colleges and 

universities have seen a substantial decline in allocated state general funds as a proportion of 

their overall budgets in recent decades.  Institutions rely on numerous funding streams, including 

tuition and fees, grants and contracts from governments, government appropriations, private 

investments and auxiliary revenues.  Also, states have historically borne the responsibility of 

                                                 
12 The California Postsecondary Education Commission was established more than one decade after the launch of 

the California Master Plan to serve as the statewide planning and coordinating agency for public higher education in 

the state. 
13 The "California State University Undergraduate Demand Projections, 2009–2019" report illustrated a hugely 

concerning view for public higher education in the second decade of the 21st century.  
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supporting public colleges and universities, but a shift occurred in the majority of states at the 

beginning of the 21st century (See Table 1).  The National Association of State Budget Officers 

(NASBO) termed the shift a "new funding paradigm."  Federal funding for public higher 

education is now outpacing that of state funding, according to the Pew Charitable Trusts federal 

and state spending for higher education report mentioned earlier.  Of note, the Pew Charitable 

Trusts reported that the federal government spent nearly $76 billion (with the exclusion of loans) 

on higher education during the 2013 fiscal year.  That figure is compared with the nearly $73 

billion investment (in general allocation dollars) provided by states14.  Also, the trend predated 

the recession.  It is important, however, to note that general appropriations – which cover 

institutional operating costs – remain the overwhelming investment type coming from states, as 

compared with monies earmarked for financial aid programs and research dollars.  By contrast, 

federal government’s investments come overwhelmingly in the form of restricted dollars.  The 

nonprofit State Higher Education Executive Officers, in a 2000-2010 analysis of state and local 

tax revenues generated, found that states allocated a smaller percentage of state dollars to higher 

education institutions.  The higher education sector saw a 5.6 percent decline in state allocated 

funding during that time period15.  

The result, as discussed further below, is that declining support for public higher 

education resulted in rapidly raising tuition and fee costs.  Some of the higher education 

literature addresses questions related to the shifting the burden of payments to students and 

families.  Leonard (2014) studied institutional responses to budget shortfalls, giving attention to 

the University of California system, and within the context of the global economic collapse.  

                                                 
14 The local investment was reported at just above $9 billion for the 2013 fiscal year.  
15 The financial report is available online as of Dec. 12, 2015: www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/SHEF-

FY12.pdf. 
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Leonard asserts that instead of developing and implementing forward-looking fixes in 

preparation for the next recession or the next fiscal challenge, institutions adopt “triage 

responses” (p. 263) to short-term liabilities, such as disasters, health-related crises and computer 

hacks.  The context for liability-oriented preparations have been partially motivated by school 

shootings, such as those at Virginia Tech in 2007 or Northern Illinois University in 2008 (p. 

260).  Thus, more public safety-related mechanisms exist, like bolstered campus security, 

expansive communications systems, adopted evaluation plans and emergency response teams (p. 

260).  Leonard notes: “The interval between anticipated events, as in the case of a major 

financial crisis, may be relatively long and for some institutions may never materialize. Yet there 

are plans and preparations for many possible eventualities, except for the revenue shortfall 

resulting” (p. 260).   

One of higher education’s prevailing solutions has been to increase tuition and fees, 

leading to strong public opposition that college and universities – in becoming privatized – are 

pricing out certain people while also compromising their students’ financial futures.  Geiger and 

Heller (2011) explained the push for privatization in the higher education sector, dating back to 

the 1990s and driven by institutional interest in private industry and capital markets.  This move 

has resulted in a fundamental and important change in the way people pay for higher education 

(Geiger & Heller, 2011, p. 1) with a stronger reliance on financial aid, especially loans.  Of note, 

the increased competition for students led institutions to more readily adopt high tuition and high 

aid funding models and policies (Geiger & Heller, 2011, p. 10).  “High costs among private 

universities correlate closely with the prevalence of high-ability students. High levels of 

spending, in other words, promote higher student quality,” Geiger and Heller (p. 10) explained.  
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However, those institutions with less competitive admissions requirements and less prestige have 

not been as successful implementing such models and policies (pp. 10-11).  

Analyzing the negative effects of neoliberal politics, Giroux (2002) explained ways in 

which corporate culture was gaining a stronghold on people’s social lives and also in the higher 

education sphere leading toward, among other things, privatization.  Giroux explained how 

corporate culture, supplanted over a sector that has been historically civil and democratic, has 

resulted in increased competition for student enrollments, extensive cost-cutting, greater 

alignment with the private and/or business sector and increase priority placed on disciplines with 

the highest market values (p. 442).  Giroux affirmed that “higher education must be embraced as 

a democratic sphere because it is one of the few public spaces left where students can learn the 

power of questioning authority, recover the ideals of engaged citizenship, reaffirm the 

importance of the public good, and expand their capacities to make a difference” (p. 450).  The 

battleground with the future of public higher education at its core, then is about a struggle to 

“prioritize citizen rights over consumer rights” (Giroux, 2002, p. 450).  Related, in a 2012 

editorial16 published in The Huffington Post, Richard Guarasci, President of Wagner College, 

wrote: “The traditional higher education business model is essentially a deflating balloon if not a 

bursting bubble, as the global economic crisis has created a highly risk-averse climate for 

students, parents and donors.”  California – and other states – has escalated tuition increases at 

dramatic levels (See Table 2).  For example, within the University of California system – 

historically the most accessible public research university system in the country – the College 

Board reported that Berkeley saw about a 20 percent increase in its tuition comparing the 2009-

                                                 
16 "The Crisis In Higher Education: How Civic Engagement Can Save Higher Education (Part I)" was published 

June 27, 2012, and is accessible online: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/richard-guarasci/civic-engagement-

programs_b_1630919.html.  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/richard-guarasci/civic-engagement-programs_b_1630919.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/richard-guarasci/civic-engagement-programs_b_1630919.html
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2010 academic year with the 2014-2015 academic year.  Thus, it is understandable that protests 

emerged regarding policy changes and how those changes had an impact on students' access to 

higher education.  

After the global economic collapse, student loan debt became one of the largest types of 

consumer credit with the largest growth during the recession.  By 2012, student loan debt in the 

U.S. was estimated at $1 trillion.17  That amount of debt – only lower than mortgage loans – was 

greater than auto and credit card loans, the Federal Reserve Bank of New York reported based on 

2012 figures.  In 2014, the Institute for Higher Education Policy reported18 that about 40 million 

people in the U.S. had some level of student loan debt, a debt type that had more than doubled 

since 2007. Also the maximum federal Pell Grant amount had not, for decades, maintained pace 

with the inflated cost of tuition.19   Rising costs can have adverse effects for students and their 

families.  Researchers have found that cost increases in California have negatively impacted 

access for lower- and middle- income families (Poliakoff & Alacbay, 2012; Jones 2011).  

Increasing higher education costs, and subsequent student loan debt, has tangible adverse effects 

well beyond the graduation ceremony.  For example, researchers have found that indebted 

college graduates are either delaying or foregoing homeownership due to loan repayments 

(Houle & Berger 2014).   

In addition to institutions raising tuition, state governments and higher education 

institutions have adopted new funding models.  Some of these models have compromised higher 

education participation among certain student groups.  Anti-affirmative action legislation has 

                                                 
17 Federal Reserve Bank of New York student loan debt data indicates that the bulk of debt is owed by individuals 

under the age of 30, at $322 billion. Data released in 2013 is available online: 

http://www.newyorkfed.org/studentloandebt/index.html 
18 In "Looking Back to Move Forward: A History of Federal Student Aid": 

http://www.ihep.org/research/initiatives/looking-back-move-forward-history-federal-student-aid 
19 Report available via FinAid Page, LLC., online: http://www.finaid.org/educators/pellgrant.phtml 
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clearly compromised access, particularly for underrepresented students (Santos, Cabrera & 

Fosnacht, 2010).  In addition, outcomes-focused, or performance-based funding, which provides 

key incentives for colleges and universities to increase their enrollments, have begun supplanting 

enrollment-based models.  As of July 2015, nearly three dozen20 states had polices or programs 

shaped after performance-based models (awarding institutions and also units funding based on 

students’ class completion rates, degrees awarded, certificates granted, external funding granted, 

and other metrics), including Arizona, Texas, New York, Pennsylvania and Washington state.  

Such models also place greater emphasis on attracting additional financial sources, such as fee-

for-services, and also drive institutional alignment with economic development needs, among 

other neoliberal priorities and development demands.  For example, the then-Santa Monica 

College Chancellor Chui L. Tsang presented a new funding model to the Santa Monica College 

District Board of Trustees, resulting in continued protest.  The model would require state 

residents pay $46 per semester credit21 (the total per-unit cost was $180, with taxpayers paying 

the remaining cost).  Under the proposed plan, SMC would offer 50 self-funded summer courses 

at the total cost of $180 to state residents able to pay in full through a partnership with the Santa 

Monica Career and Transfer Alliance, a nonprofit corporation founded by the college.   

Further, public higher education institutions have more readily moved to a high-tuition, high-aid 

model, which is historically more common at selective private institutions.  This move, 

researcher have found, has  adversely impacted some.  Gumport (2000) explained that the 

tremendous cost inflation seen in the higher education sector since the late 1990s has been 

partially driven by the massive demand for a college degree.  Of note, the post-World War II era 

                                                 
20 Source: National Conference of State Legislatures via http://www.ncsl.org/research/education/performance-

funding.aspx 
21 During the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 academic years, state resident fees remained at $46 per unit at Santa 

Monica College: http://www.smc.edu/EnrollmentDevelopment/Admissions/Pages/Fees.aspx.  

http://www.smc.edu/EnrollmentDevelopment/Admissions/Pages/Fees.aspx
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led to the massification of higher education in the form of unprecedented demands for higher 

education, and also in the rise of academic consumerism (Gumport, 2000, p. 69).  Heller (2002) 

has found that increasing higher education costs have led to stratification within higher 

education, with financial barriers adversely impacting students by race and income level.  This is 

true even as overall aid – in the form of grants, loans and Pell grants – became increasingly 

availability, particularly spanning the 1980s to the early 2000s.  Heller (2002) affirmed that cost 

of attendance would likely continue more rapidly than students’ ability to pay.  More recently, 

rapid cost increases have hit institutions more heavily in states that include Texas, New York and 

Washington states.  Such models also indicate a shifting of higher education costs from the state 

onto students and their families, and also taxpayers (Ehrenberg 2006, p. 218).  Also, while the 

adoption of higher tuition costs to offset costs for lower-income students is increasingly popular 

with institutions, the ticket price for higher education can be a deterrent for some 

underrepresented minority groups (Ehrenberg 2006, p. 35).  Thus, the promise of financial aid 

support continues to discourage certain student populations, including African American and 

Latino students (McDonough & Calderone, 2006) who remain underrepresented in higher 

education. Specifically, for Latino students, federal grants and also loans actually discourage 

students from pursuing higher education (Gross, 2011).  

Another point of contention involves California’s heightened emphasis on the 

enrollments of nonresident domestic and international students.  During the spring of 2015, 

University of California President Janet Napolitano said the system would not expand the 

number of seats made available to the state’s freshman and transfer students without a revenue 

boost from the state.22  Later that year, during the summer of 2015, the UC system reported, 

                                                 
22 As reported by the Los Angeles Times on March 3, 2015: http://www.latimes.com/local/education/la-me-ln-uc-

enrollment-20150303-story.html. 
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based on a preliminary headcount of freshman students, a decline in California resident 

enrollments, from 168,624 to 167,959. The system also reported during that period that the 

nonresident international student population leapt from about 16,000 to more than 19,900.  The 

backlash was tangible, as California families and legislators openly protested and criticized 

Napolitano for her plan to limit California resident access.  By the fall of 2015, Napolitano 

affirmed that she would increase the number of California undergraduates in the 2016-2017 

academic year, with particular emphasis placed on the highly-competitive Los Angeles and 

Berkeley campuses.  The Legislature planned to expand $25 million in bonus general fund 

dollars if the system under a four-part provision: welcomes at least 5,000 California 

undergraduates by the 2016-2017 year; does not increase California resident tuition in 2015-2016 

and 2016-17; does not increase nonresident enrollments above 2015-2016 levels at Berkeley, Los 

Angeles and San Diego in 2016-17; and phases out financial aid for nonresidents beginning in 

2016-2017.23  Such data returns the focus to campus activism.  The early 21st century protest 

movements on campuses in California and elsewhere across the nation can be attributed to a 

direct and strong opposition to a climate that had, for decades, shifted its favoritism toward 

neoliberal, in favor of corporate culture and privatization at the expense of social and income 

parity.  

Power of the People and Social Media 

 

Instability in the global economy, with its origins in 2007, led to Occupy Wall Street, the 

Arab Spring, the Republican National Convention Protests of 2008 and other highly visible new 

millennium protests and social movements.  This swath of new protests and social movements 

specifically targeted government structures, policies and also institutions, including those in the 

                                                 
23 As reported by the California Assembly Budget Committee in the Floor Report of the 2015-16 Budget: 

http://abgt.assembly.ca.gov/sites/abgt.assembly.ca.gov/files/Floor%20Report%20%20FINAL--June%2015.pdf. 
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public higher education sector.  These movements were linked in responses to growing 

economic, political and social inequity.  Such efforts also collectively involved protestors 

utilizing tactics and technology not widely seen before.   Each area of collective action included 

massive demonstrations and a sizable number of arrests and widespread media coverage, all 

while benefitting from relatively new and powerful tools: the Internet and mobile technologies.  

Utilizing new communication technologies, protestors were able to impact public discourse in 

significant ways. 

Pre-dating such protests was the massive World Trade Organization protest in Seattle 

during the fall of 1999.  This protest in particular signaled an important, “watershed” moment in 

the U.S. in terms of organizers utilizing new media (Eagleton-Pierce, 2001).  The protest was 

catalyzed largely due to the power and pervasive nature of the Internet and is also seen as a 

notable example given the scale and widespread international media coverage (Eagleton-Pierce, 

2001, p. 331), becoming one of the most publicly visible protests in history (Eagleton-Pierce, 

2001).  However, images of armored police officers and members of the U.S. National Guard in 

riot gear, in some cases pepper spraying cowering protesters and firing rubber bullets into 

demonstrators, were not entirely unprecedented.  Such images were remnant of another era of 

protests, including during the Civil Rights Movement and Vietnam War.   

The appearance of activism and advocacy at colleges and universities, particularly during 

the academic capitalist era, is in direct contrast to decades past.  Contemporary protests on and 

near college and university campuses, beginning with the late 20th century, have been animated 

by concerns associated with the adoption of capitalist ideologies.  Likewise, such movement 

have been motivated by concerns with increased consumerism, heightened militarization of 

police and other law enforcement officers and also declines in equity and access.  Together, these 
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concerns form an oppositional response to capitalist ideologies, and have been conceptualized as 

“New Social Movements” (Gusfield, 2009).  Such movements have been pervasive in capitalist 

and industrial nations during the latter 20th to the early part of the 21st century.  Such 

movements represent a significant shift from the “welfare-state pattern” of earlier labor 

movements related to materials production and distribution (Habermas, 1981) to focusing on 

fissures in social life (Offe, 1985).  To explain further, during the 1960s, higher education 

campuses were the sites of some of the most socially, politically and racially charged sites for 

public protest, most notably during the Vietnam War and in defense of civil rights.  A more 

recent interpretation suggests that historic attempts to control free speech were largely driven by 

federal policy aimed at protecting national interests.  This is especially true in a post-Sept. 11 

era.  Threats to free expression and activism on colleges and universities appear to come in 

cycles, largely tied to actual or perceived threats to the U.S. government and civil liberties 

(Blanchard, 2002).  Cycles of restriction tend to be advanced by dominant beliefs that 

government protections trump individual speech, especially when that speech is in opposition to 

the government (Blanchard, 2002, p. 349).  This has been historically true, and continues to be 

true.  As a consequence, seemingly localized acts are largely shaped by established structures, 

which connects well with the tenants of globalization.  

While federal level forces remain impactful, other more direct and localized attempts 

exists to restrict and control free speech and activism, largely due to external pressures that 

higher education institutions be neutral, accountable and politically correct.  The U.S. public 

higher education is experiencing the greatest tensions arguably in the history of the sector.  More 

powerful and more divergent stakeholders are attempting to shape and control the current 

practices and also the trajectory of institutions.  For example, the accountability push, 
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particularly around public funds spending at colleges and universities, has resulted in declines in 

institutional autonomy, expansion of oversight, increased mission alignment, a heavier emphasis 

not only on inputs but also outcomes and demands for improved access and affordability, among 

other things (Zumeta, 2011; Lane, 2007; Burke, 2005; Boehner & McKeon, 2003), which are 

each reinterpreted with societal shifts (Zumeta, 2011).  

Socially-conscious actors within higher education can exhibit the same ideologies, values 

and behaviors as do those actors external to the organization.  In studying the work of socially 

conscious faculty and staff, deemed internal leaders, Meyerson (2003) found that these 

“tempered radicals” simultaneously engage in behaviors that are conformist and radical.  

Meyerson argued, as have other scholars (Anderson, 2008), that the work of such individuals can 

lead to important transformational change within colleges and universities.  Such studies suggest 

that individuals engaged in activism, advocacy or resistance in ways meant to advance the social 

responsibility of the institution may indeed be found throughout campus.  Such forms of activism 

may even in unsuspected domains and environments.   

Thus, New Social Movements present new attempts and developments at self-organizing 

and engaging unlike historic movements (Day, 2005).  Examples of New Social Movements 

include protests against the use of nuclear energy, efforts to advance LGBT rights, the move to 

advance alternative medicine in Western (Laraña, Johnson & Gusfield, 1994, p. 3).  Such 

movements presented as anomalies to sociologists and political scientists, who could not fully 

conceptualize why these new movements occurred, or how they formed.  Posing a problem of 

analysis, the movements did not fit into frameworks that focused on studying objectives and 

demands within social structures (Day, 2005, p. 5; Laraña, Johnson & Gusfield, 1994, p. 4).  As 

noted earlier, not only are New Social Movements organized in different ways, but the theorizing 
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of what drives movements also has evolved.  Whereas 1960s era movements were primarily 

concerned with identity and war, New Social Movements respond to ethical and moral issues 

borne of global capitalist practices (Walter, 2007; Day, 2005).  In that regard, these movements 

are anti-globalization, and critical of issues related to capitalism and colonialism while also 

pushing for accountability (Day, 2005, p. 4).  Day (2005) conceptualized these movements as a 

new field of "contemporary radical activism,’ explaining (p. 4):  

By radical activism I mean conscious attempts to alter, impede, destroy or construct  

alternatives to dominant structures, processes, practices and identities. ...Thus, for example, 

rather than seeking pay equity for men and women, a radical feminist works for the elimination 

of patriarchy in all of its forms; rather than seeking self-government within a settler state, a 

radical indigenous politics challenges the European notion of sovereignty upon which the system 

is states is (sic) constructed. 

Thus, regarding these contemporary movements, much of the tone and many of the 

actions had changed as compared with their decades-old predecessors.    

Public higher education, a domain for democratic engagement and social mobility in the U.S., 

became a likely location for the sort of protest embedded in New Social Movements.  As such, 

the Occupy Wall Street movement and subsequent international Occupy movement, launched in 

and around 2011 in direct opposition to economic inequity, served as an important mobilizing 

agent for efforts on and off campuses across the nation.  

The California Case  

 

 A powerhouse state, California is among the top 10 largest economies in the world.24  It 

is also one of the most racially diverse states in the nation and maintains some of the highest 

                                                 
24 California’s gross domestic product was estimated at estimated at $2.31 trillion in 2014, placing the state 7th or 

8th globally; the state’s GDP is on par with countries like France, Italy and India. The state’s agriculture, real estate, 
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college-going rates in the U.S.  The state is diverse across racial/ethnic lines, with Whites 

comprising less than 43 percent of the population as of 2008, according to U.S. Census Bureau 

data.  The state is also home to the largest higher education system – enrolling more than 12 

percent25 of students in the U.S. by 2008 – in the nation, and the state of California is the 

coachman for higher education policy globally.  The California Master Plan,26 whose many 

recommendations were approved under the Donahoe Higher Education Act of 1960, would for 

decades serve as a framework model for public higher education.  Originally completed in 

195927 within a post-World War II context, the plan was designed to accelerate universal access 

to higher education while addressing new economy demands (Liaison Committee, 1960).  

Today, as a result of the plan with its foundational approach in state-subsidized 

education, the statewide system is comprised of the 113-campus California Community 

Colleges, the 23-campus California State University and the 9-campus University of California 

systems.  The three-tiered state higher education system was historically built on the premise of 

the more recently promoted idea of "universal" access to higher education (Trow, 2007/1970).  

No matter a person’s residence within the state, an institution of higher learning is within 

geographic reach.  Statewide, more than 2.8 million students were enrolled in California’s higher 

education institutions in 200828.  A vast majority of high school graduates in California – more 

than 60 percent – enroll in college directly after earning their diplomas, with about 35 percent of 

                                                 
engineering, construction and manufacturing industries help contribute largely to its global rank: 

http://www.lao.ca.gov/LAOEconTax/Article/Detail/90.  
25 The California Postsecondary Education Commission maintains a 50-state comparison of full-time equivalent fall 

enrollment: http://www.cpec.ca.gov/StudentData/50StateGraph.asp?Type=FTEAllAllPctTot&Year=2008 
26 The California Master Plan was presented in the document: "A Master Plan for Higher Education in California, 

1960-1975," which was prepared for the Liaison Committee of the State Board of Education and the Regents of the 

University of California. 
27 The state in 1999 passed Senate Concurrent Resolution 29, which called for drafting of an updated Master Plan 

for Education to meet the needs of the new millennium.   
28 Data according to California Postsecondary Education Commission.  

http://www.lao.ca.gov/LAOEconTax/Article/Detail/90
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the population enrolled in in the state's community college system.29  Overwhelmingly, the 

percentage of California’s K-12 students are of color, and that trend has been growing (see Table 

3).  The statewide public high school graduating class became a minority-majority during the 

1992-1993 academic year.  It is also important to note is that the majority of students enrolled in 

California attend a public higher education institution, with nearly half attending a community 

college.  More than half of all college students are underrepresented minorities.  In an analysis of 

potential high school graduation rates from 2009 to 2028, the Western Interstate Commission for 

Higher Education (WICHE) projected that the U.S. would see a decline in admissions but an 

increase in applications from underrepresented minority students.  For a report for WICHE, 

Prescott and Dakota (2008) projected that the education opportunity gaps would grow, citing a 

decline in the number of high school graduates, poor academic preparation and insufficient 

finances to cover higher education costs.  Focusing on California, Prescott and Dakota reported30 

that higher education degree attainment rates had increased for certain populations of 

Asians/Pacific Islanders, yet those rates remained lower for African Americans and Latinos.  

Universal access supports the concept that education is a universal right.  The adoption of 

a universal access frame – define as more than 50 percent of the population enrolled in 

postsecondary education – also dismissed the idea that education was not a privilege reserved for 

the elite (Trow, 2007/1970).  Universal education, then, promotes the concept that higher 

education's role is to support the "whole population" in the evolution of social and technological 

advancements and change (Trow, 2007).  Thus, initially adopted in California, the transformative 

                                                 
29 Data culled form a Public Policy Institute of California report released in January 2014 detailing the impending 

shortage of skilled, academically trained workers in the state: 

http://www.ppic.org/main/publication_quick.asp?i=1112 
30 WICHE provided a state-by-state analysis; California’s report is available online: 

http://www.wiche.edu/info/knocking-8th/profiles/ca.pdf.  

http://www.wiche.edu/info/knocking-8th/profiles/ca.pdf
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framework affirmed that the state’s residents should have easy access to public higher education 

without the barriers of geography, finances and personal or professional constraints.  At its core, 

universal or open access is designed to promote equity of access while dismantling long-held 

barriers purposefully mounted between institutions and the general, often the working public 

(Trow, 2007).  Unlike earlier models for designing systems of higher education, universal access 

demands the acknowledgement and responds to demands for the diversification of the higher 

education sector.  For example, whereas autonomous and mass education systems were defined 

by their hierarchical structures, elusive administration, elitism and strong selectivity (Trow, 

2000/1970), universal access seeks to ensure participation among individuals from the full 

socioeconomic strata.  Trow (1973) did, however, predict that the move from mass to universal 

access could be problematic if institutions and their administrators were not formally prepared to 

respond to the more divergent needs of the campus community.  

The promise of universal access is so attractive for the reason that providing expanded 

cost-free or low cost education, more individuals and a more diverse group of the population will 

enjoy the benefits of higher education.  Further, a trained an educated population would then 

expand contributions to the state and national economies. Notably, research indicates that 

baccalaureate recipients generally enjoy lower unemployment rates, higher incomes and more 

social mobility than do individuals carrying high school diplomas and associate's degrees (Day & 

Newburger, 2002; Valadez, 1996; Dougherty, 1992).  Also, an educated workforce is able to 

more readily engage and participate in innovations, particularly through technological 

advancements, that help to strengthen local and national economies, contributing to growth and 

an improved standard of living.  Goldin and Katz (2008) predicted that, during a period that 

spanned 1915 to 2015, education contributed to 0.48 percent annually to the workforce, resulting 
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in 0.34 percentage points in annual growth to the U.S. economy (p. 38)31.  In an analysis, White 

House author Betsey Stevenson, a member of the Council of Economic Advisers, explained that 

the figured predicted by Goldin and Katz amounted to about 12-17 percent in growth32 over the 

100-year period.  

The California Master Plan was an important statewide blueprint for meeting the 

increased demand for education – yet another issue of contemporary relevance.  One of the great 

outcomes of the original California Master Plan33 was that it has reinforced the statewide 

tripartite higher education system, which is demographically diverse and geographically 

dispersed.  This is one of the significant reasons why California was presented as an influential 

model for public higher education across the U.S. and internationally in terms of providing high 

quality and access (Douglass, 2010).  Creating differential missions for the UC system, the 

California State Universities and the community colleges was designed to ensure California 

residents widespread access to higher education at varying costs.  Among other priories, the plan 

mandated that 12.5 percent of California students be eligible for UC eligibility (33.3 percent at 

California State University campuses).  Growth was anticipated given the mass graduation of 

high school students and veterans pursuing education under the Servicemen's Readjustment Act, 

or the "G.I. Bill" (Liaison Committee 1960).  Based on inflation-adjusted costs, California costs 

remained below national averages through the 2015-2016 academic year, as reported34 by the 

                                                 
31 In estimating labor productivity growth, Goldin and Katz calculated that education produced effective workers for 

the U.S. economy during this period, thereby resulted in an added economic benefit. 
32 Transcript available online: https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2015/01/09/why-access-free-community-college-

matters 
33 The state in 1999 passed Senate Concurrent Resolution 29, which called for drafting of an updated Master Plan 

for Education to meet the needs of the new millennium.  
34 The College Board offered a state-by-state analysis of in-state tuition and fees at public institutions for 2004-2005 

and 2015-2016. California was below the national average of $9,410 for in-state tuition and fees. The report is 

available online: http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/2015-16-state-tuition-and-fees-public-

four-year-institutions-state-and-five-year-percentage. 

http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/2015-16-state-tuition-and-fees-public-four-year-institutions-state-and-five-year-percentage
http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-pricing/figures-tables/2015-16-state-tuition-and-fees-public-four-year-institutions-state-and-five-year-percentage
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College Board.  Yet tuition has increased dramatically.  ProPublica reported35 in 2016 that, from 

2000 to 2014, the average cost of in-state tuition and fees for public institutions in the U.S. rose 

by 80 percent.  In California, the overall change in annual tuition costs during that period leaped 

more than 160 percent.  The change for CSULB was more than 170 percent; Berkeley saw an 

increase of 134 percent.  

  During a period from the fall of 2011 to the fall of 2013 – which covers the period of 

analysis for my study – California saw a 3.2 percent increase in its population – compared with 

the national average of 2.5 percent, according to U.S. Census Bureau data.36  Such demographics 

point to larger shift within the sociopolitical ecology in the U.S. The nation has rapidly become 

more racially/ethnically diverse with increasing population growth nationwide, coupled with 

greater demand for easier and more affordable access to higher education.  

In addition to influencing higher education, the golden state has long been one of the 

most influential states in the nation.  The state has foreshadowed broad demographic shifts that 

would be seen nationwide, and also within the higher education sector.  California, with a 

population nearing 40 million, also has higher than the national average populations of 

individuals who are foreign born (27 versus 12.9 percent), of Latinos (38.4 versus 17.1 percent), 

of people who speak a primary language at home other than English (43.7 versus 20.7 percent) 

and of people who are age 25 and older who have at least a bachelor's degree (30.7 versus 28.8 

percent).  In addition to California being a bellwether of the nation's future, key features of that 

future are currently found in each segment of the state's higher education system, all of which 

have been leaders in the past.  In 1868, the state legislature approved the creation of the 

                                                 
35 The full report is available online, also indicating that, as tuition was increasing significantly from 2000-2014, the 

median American household income dropped by 7 percent during that same time period: 

https://projects.propublica.org/graphics/publictuition. 
36 U.S. Census Bureau, California state facts: http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06000.html 

https://projects.propublica.org/graphics/publictuition
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University of California, a land-grant institution.  Later, in 1907, the State of California became 

the first in the nation to introduce legislation enabling local governments to establish public 

junior colleges as an extension of high school coursework.  In fact, the first half of the 1900s 

presented rapid development in California's statewide system, matching the acceleration of 

industrialization.  The state approved and adopted pivotal legislation and policies that would 

jettison public access to higher education statewide.  During the period leading up to the launch 

of the California Master Plan, the state – often working in tandem with the University of 

California Board of Regents – led visionary efforts resulting in, among other things: the adoption 

on a coordinating council; expanded degree offerings beyond teacher education, including the 

introduction of master's degree programs; and land purchases for new campuses, including those 

in Sacramento and Los Angeles.  

Universal access to publicly-funded higher education remains a relevant concept in 

American higher education.  The Higher Education Act reauthorization process – meant to 

update the economic equalization legislation first approved in 1965 – began in 2012.  One key 

tenant advanced by the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators’ task force 

convened was improved higher education access37.  The task force also called for fair and 

equitable support for all students, with emphasis placed on those who are underrepresented.   

Later, in 2015, U.S. President Barack Obama announced his proposal for America's College 

Promise Act to support about 9 million eligible and “responsible”38 students nationwide.  If 

approved, the plan would, among other things, provide two years of cost-free education to 

                                                 
37 The preliminary report of the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators’ reauthorization task 

force was released during the summer of 2012, listing a number of policy recommendations: 

http://www.nasfaa.org/WorkArea/linkit.aspx?LinkIdentifier=id&ItemID=15817.  
38 The White House defined responsible students those attending at least half-time and maintaining a minimum 2.5 

grade-point average: https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/09/fact-sheet-white-house-unveils-

america-s-college-promise-proposal-tuitio.  

http://www.nasfaa.org/WorkArea/linkit.aspx?LinkIdentifier=id&ItemID=15817
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/09/fact-sheet-white-house-unveils-america-s-college-promise-proposal-tuitio
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/09/fact-sheet-white-house-unveils-america-s-college-promise-proposal-tuitio
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college students from the lower socioeconomic strata.  The proposal received a largely mixed 

reception with some arguing that such a program would be too costly – requiring a federal 

budget of nearly $80 billion39 over a 10-year period – years, and others affirming that growing 

the middle class is what the U.S. needs to maintain public higher education’s promise of social 

mobility and promote nationwide economic growth.  Simultaneously, the future of the Pell Grant 

program – long an essential access booster for the nation’s poorer students – is unknown.  

THE PROBLEM 

 

Through the start of the 21st century, California maintained some of the nation's lowest 

tuition rates, on average.  The state has a history of encouraging low tuition costs with high 

support for students.  In 1955, California launched California Student Aid Commission, which 

would ultimately establish what is now called the Cal Grant Program, a statewide, state-funded 

grant program that provides hundreds of millions of merit and need-based aid.  The program was 

greatly expanded in 2000 with the Ortiz-Pacheco-Poochigian-Vasconcellos Cal Grant Act and 

again in 2003 with the introduction of competitive funding.  While the Cal Grants served as the 

state’s grant awarding program, Pell Grants are federal grants.  Both grant programs are provided 

to students who present a financial need, and some of the Cal Grants maintain a minimum GPA 

requirement (unlike Pell.  The Cal Grants program now provides various types of funding – up to 

$12,192 per academic year – for qualifying state residents, including those who qualify under the 

California Dream Act, who are pursuing a higher education.  California Community Colleges40 

                                                 
39 A summary of the act is available online via the American Association of Community Colleges: 

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/Advocacy/Pages/acpa2015.aspx. 
40 Data available in the Student Financial Aid Report, December 2011: 

http://californiacommunitycolleges.cccco.edu/Portals/0/reportsTB/REPORT_Financial_Aid_010312_FINAL.pdf.  

http://californiacommunitycolleges.cccco.edu/Portals/0/reportsTB/REPORT_Financial_Aid_010312_FINAL.pdf
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and the University of California system41 saw increasing demands for both Cal Grants and Pell 

Grants at least from 2002 to 2013.  

However, the state, in 2011, saw some of the largest, unprecedented cost increases in its 

history.  Evaluating each state’s inflation-adjusted cost increases for a period spanning 2010-

2011 to 2015-2016, the College Board found a jarring statistic.  During that period, the nation’s 

bellwether state, which had historically enjoyed some of the lowest tuition costs, saw an 

unprecedented 59 percent increase42 in average published tuition and fee costs for full-time 

students attending public two year institutions.  The public responded negatively to such 

increases.  Students, employees and others collectively contested the tuition increases, resulting 

in California becoming a site of some of the more visible and widely publicized sites of 20th 

century and early 21st century campus protests and demonstrations.  

More than just a matter of costs, California was – and had long been – the locus for social 

and political debate contesting open access, with notable attention given to race and ethnicity.  A 

bellwether state and a battleground state for public higher education and the public good, 

California has been the site of some of the nation’s most visible and highly contested policies 

and laws related to access and equity.  During the landmark 1978 Regents of the University of 

California v. Bakke case, U.S. Supreme Court prohibited race-based quota systems, but affirmed 

the benefit of diversity and the use of race-conscious decisions as part of the acceptance process 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2000).  Later, the 1996 voter-approved Proposition 20943 resulted in a 

                                                 
41 University of California systemwide historic data is available online: http://ucop.edu/student-affairs/data-and-

reporting/index.html 
42 Figures reported in the College Board's Trends in Higher Education series: http://trends.collegeboard.org/college-

pricing/highlights 
43 The California Civil Rights Initiative Campaign supported Proposition 209 under the leadership of the then-

University of California Regent Ward Connerly, who worked to enact similar propositions in states across the 

nation. In addition to California, similar propositions were approved in states that include Arizona, Michigan and 

Washington state. 
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constitutional amendment thereby barring state institutions – to include public higher education 

institutions – from giving "preferential treatment" based on person's sex, national origin, color 

and race or ethnicity.  The law was related specifically to public education, employment and 

contracting.  The law resulted in two lawsuits – one in 1996, and another in 2010 – challenging 

its legality, and contending that the law dismissed attempts to address historic discrimination 

(Jones, 1998).  In 2012, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit upheld the law, forcing 

the UC system to disband its affirmative action program.   

Other laws have been seen as introducing state-sanctioned institutional barriers to 

educational resources and social supports for specific populations throughout the state.  Others 

include Proposition 187, approved by voters in 1994 to prevent undocumented immigrants from 

receiving state-supported aid such as healthcare and education, partially fueled by sharply 

divided political ideologies during economic downturn in California.  In 1998, voters also 

approved Proposition 227, which banned bilingual education and, through its targeting of 

individuals whose primarily language was not English, effectively promoted discrimination by 

proxy (Johnson & Martinez, 2000, p. 1,230).   

Attempting to understand the causal relationship between Proposition 209's passage and 

the enrollments of unrepresented students, researchers found that underserved populations have 

been disproportionately impacted.  In a quantitative analysis of applicant pools at UC campuses 

in Los Angeles, Riverside and Davis, Contreras (2005) found that race-neutral admissions had a 

strong impact on applications and admissions.  During a period from 1994 to 1999 – offering a 

pre- and post-Proposition 209 analysis – Contreras found declines in the percentage of American 

Indian, African American and also East Indian and Pakistani students.  She noted an increase for 

Chicano, Mexican American and Mexican students, and also White students during that period.  
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However, Contreras observed irregular parity and argued that the law was inherently anti-human 

capital (p. 385).  For example, Latino and African American students from elite backgrounds 

were generally held at a greater advantage for admission (p. 382).   

In a state that historically recognized students’ disproportionate needs, definitions of 

merit are highly contested and problematic.  With the passage of Proposition 209, merit became 

the defining factor for the chances of admission (Contreras, 2005, p. 384) in a state where equity 

– the ability for social mobility and economic power – remained disproportionate.  That was 

particularly true based on one’s race/ethnicity (Contreras, 2005).   Thus, the approved 

Proposition 209 made admissions increasingly competitive not merely at highly selective 

schools, but also moderately selective and flagship institutions (Contreras, 2005).  Contreras 

(2005), Banks (2001) and others have problematized notions of strict merit-based admissions, 

arguing that merit alone focuses too firmly on a person's past.  While merit directly considers 

student achievement, it also captures a person's inherited past and uncontrollable elements, such 

as parents' educational attainment, which remains a strong predictor for higher education 

admissions.  Contreras (2005) emphasized that merit alone does not always consider a person's 

current abilities and future promise in a way that is equitable across socioeconomic factors.  

Other researchers also found negative effects of Proposition 209 at the system level.  In an 

examination of undergraduate students’ applications, admissions and enrollments, Santos, 

Cabrera and Fosnacht (2010) sought to understand the legislation’s impact on the UC system.  

The team investigated student data before, during and after the passage of Proposition 209.  

Though the impact varied depending on time and campus, the team found that the proposition’s 

passing had a significant negative effect on underrepresented students with regard to all three 

phases of the selection process (p. 691).  The team found that even when campuses employed 
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affirmative action programs, majority students still retained a disproportionate advantage in 

comparison (p. 682).  Other research indicates that these problems do not live only on four-year 

campuses; two-year institutions have also seen impacts.  For example, the Institute for Higher 

Education Policy reported that a mere 30 percent of the students enrolled in a California 

community colleges complete a certificate degree or transfer to a four-year institution within a 

six-year period.  For African Americans and Latinos, the percentages are 25 and 18 percent 

respectively.   

This brings me back to the focus of my dissertation research.   

California – and three of its higher education institutions – was purposefully selected 

given the state's long history of institutional and state policy implementations designed to move 

toward universal access for higher education, its recent history of dramatically increasing tuition 

and eliminating the consideration of race in admissions, and the existence of various protests at 

higher education institutions in the state.  The three sites I selected are:  

The University of California, Berkeley (Berkeley), which is the state's flagship institution, and 

within the state's original land-grant system.  The institution’s land-grant status has bound it 

historically to a commitment to provide an accessible and affordable education for its students.  

California State University, Long Beach (CSULB), one of the leading campuses of the California 

State University system, a system of comprehensive universities.  

Santa Monica College (SMC), a community college with one of the strongest transfer rates of the 

103 colleges in the state. 

To revisit, my investigation focused on three specific controversies in California: the 

aftereffects of race-neutral admissions policies at Berkeley; the Occupy movement at CSULB; 

and the proposal for a two-tiered cost system at SMC.  Each campus was also purposefully 
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selected because each received substantive and sustained national and, in some cases, 

international news coverage while enmeshed in conflict and controversies.  The evaluation of 

news coverage was essential for interpreting the public dialogue about each campus issue.  In 

total, contact with 23 individuals (serving in any combination of positions: students, student 

government leaders, advisors, graduate assistants, graduate research assistants, adjunct faculty 

members, program coordinators without administrative roles and one community member 

actively and directly engaged in campus issues) for interviews and informant information.  

Involving informants an important step in aiding research along, as such individuals can control 

access to information and individuals who may choose to participate in research (Maxwell, 

2004).  Data also included a purposefully selected sample of 101 documents (including official 

statements, institutional/internal reports, laws and statutes, blog posts and media reports), six 

social media accounts (Twitter and Facebook, to include a review of original posts, photographs 

and videos generally held to a period between 2011 and 2013) and 50 additional YouTube videos 

of meetings and various forms of demonstrations.  These data were utilized for my analyses, 

resulting in the findings detailed in Chapters 4 and 5 (also, see Appendix A).  It is also important 

to note that purposeful sampling, the deliberate selection of settings, activities and individuals 

involved in research, is an important strategy in qualitative research (Maxwell, 2004).  This 

sampling method can help researchers gain access to people and information where it would be 

otherwise too difficult, and also aid with representativeness (Maxwell, 2004). 

 To reiterate, protests and other forms of engagement at each of these sites were 

significant.  In each case, students and employees connected campus issues to larger concerns 

and ideological conversations about corporatization, inadequate health care access and the 

growth in prison systems.  Also, students and employees were primarily concerned about the 
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distribution of economic power and financial wealth in the U.S. and around the world.  The 

current study a complex investigation of varied data and source materials: conversations and 

interviews with nearly two dozen student and employee activists and informants; an analysis of 

more than 100 documents; a review of video coverage of protest acts and a tracking of the social 

media engagement and popular media coverage of organizations that include Occupy CSULB, 

College of Debtors in Defiance, the Student Organizing Committee at SMC, Occupy Santa 

Monica College and others.  A more detailed discussion of my data sources and analyses will be 

discussed in Chapter 2.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

My investigation situates California's protests in the context of statewide, nationwide, and 

global conversations and actions that have resulted in a decline in public funding for higher 

education, increased tuition costs, accelerated student debt and the efforts to restrict public 

protest and dissent.  

Using a combined analytics frame through the adapted academic capitalism and co-

cultural theories, my dissertation research explored how and why students and lower-ranking 

employees (non-tenured faculty, contingent faculty and staff) engaged in forms of resistance 

directed at their institutions.  My study purposefully focuses on students and non-tenured faculty, 

individuals who have relatively limited resources and who are not perceived to enjoy the 

protections of academic freedom, but who may nevertheless exercise their voice (Schauer, 2006).  

The inquiry considered how individuals perceived institutional responsibilities to the public and, 

thus, how activist and advocacy-oriented engagement was tied to perceptions about the public 

good.  To help bring clarity to meaning associated with the “public good,” Chambers and Gopaul 

(2008), analyzed hundreds of descriptions culled from students, faculty, administrators, 
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education association leaders, elected officials and others connected to colleges and universities.  

The public good is defined to include those financial and nonfinancial benefits – including the 

creation and application of knowledge, contributions to the workforce and the transmission of 

cultural values and norms – generated for the public, including individuals and institutions (p. 

62).  Beyond mere benefits, the public good also speaks to an institution’s collaborative 

relationships with the public, its service to the community its support for diversity within the 

community and its role in improving the quality of life for people (pp.74-76).  Another important 

thematic area evaluated is how such individuals activated and employed digital social networks, 

Web-mediated modes of communicating and mobile technologies to shape an institution's public 

image.  Ultimately, I was interested in what competition existed – the battle – between relatively 

under-resourced protesters and relatively well-resourced administrators in defining the 

institution’s actions in the public eye.  For the purposes of my study, campus activists are defined 

as students and employees holding a range of non-administrative positions within their 

institutions.  Administrators are defined as those individuals within central administration, to 

include presidents, chancellors, provosts and other vice presidents and, by extension, campus law 

enforcement officials.  Thus, the research questions are:  

1. How do campus activists and administrators define the historic, public good mission of 

higher education, specifically during times of conflict on campus?  

2. How do campus actors, then, interpret and advance ideals associated with institutional 

purpose?  

a. How is this done through action-oriented engagement and other efforts to shape 

public perceptions of higher education’s responsibilities to the broader public?  

3. Through the use of social media and traditional/popular media, what messages do campus 

activists and administrators advance to shape the public image of their institutions and 

campus issues?  

What do campus activists and administrators risk?  

 

The analysis, to be discussed later, relied on paired theoretical frameworks: academic capitalism 

and co-cultural.  Investigating the highly complex and complicated perceptions, negotiations and 
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actions involved during conflict requires a broad-based and dynamic frame.  The dual framework 

helped to evaluate the impact of major economic, political, managerial and social shifts within 

higher education, and also the dominant and non-dominant discourses engaged.  Six major 

qualitative sources were drawn for the investigation of five major research questions (see 

Appendix B).  

STUDY PURPOSE 

 

My study focused on protests and other actions on college and university campuses.  

Such actions were initiated by individuals in direct opposition to policies and practices claimed 

to be in disregard to fair and equitable treatment of students and employees.  As will become 

clear, though, the protests were not just local to the campus or California situation, they were 

also linked to national discourses and developments.  Individuals at each campus were also 

concerned with injustices faced by communities nationally and, in some cases, globally.  The 

study period spans 2007, the start of the global economic crisis, and considers events extended 

into 2013.  

The study enabled an exploration of how campus activists (defined as students, low-

ranking staff and faculty without tenure) and also administrators engaged in action and also 

communicated institutional issues during times of visible conflict.  As part of the study, I 

investigated the work of campus activists (whether they self-identified as activist, demonstrators, 

protestors or merely students and employees) engaged in a political and democratic processes 

within their institutions around issues of equity and access.  Tactical approaches employed by the 

protesters, as well as by administrators and law enforcement officers were quite diverse, 

including visible protests, picketing, non-violent forms of civil disobedience, media 

management, the control of public space and widespread message transmission via Web-based 
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platforms, among other strategies.  Such tactical approaches provided substantiation to a 

battleground narrative; campus activists and administrators (with campus law enforcement 

officers serving as an extension of administration) were in an ideological and, in some ways, 

physical struggle over the public good mission.  Battleground players were involved in both high 

visible and more concealed forms of engagement, including private negotiations, resource (such 

as time, money, space, etc.) management and dissemination, tactical training, information 

gathering and sharing.  The audience to the public interplays, then, became the 

traditional/popular press and, through the press, the general public.  Of note, both campus 

activists and administrators utilized the press as well as social media and digital technologies as 

tools to dictate the public’s understanding of campus conflicts.  Activists and administrators also 

utilized these tools to connect campus issues to broader conversations about the role and 

responsibilities of public colleges and universities within the context of declining public funding, 

greater inequity and a troubling global recession.  

California’s historically segmented public higher education system and current three-

tiered system make it an attractive choice for investigation.  The segmented system is a strong 

test case for a comparative analysis of issues on the different campuses, allowing for a 

comparative analysis of the ways institutional actors in different types of institutions 

communicated and engaged in action on their own campuses.  Analytically, the multiple case 

study centers on the study of the work of students and employees in different organizational 

environments. The three institutions chosen for my study are housed within the same public 

higher education structure, and are subject to similar state policy, conditions, and constraint.  At 

the same time, each has different historic and contemporary sociopolitical contexts, which will 

be discussed later.  
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In the eyes of the protesters, the promise of public higher education institutions, 

particularly community colleges, land-grant and flagship institutions, to advance social equality 

has faltered.  The future of public higher education – how it will be financed and how best to 

serve an ever-changing demographically and educationally diverse population, among other key 

challenges – is evidently tenuous.  It is important to study such campus activities as institutional 

actors work to ensure that their colleges and universities are socially responsive and responsible.  

Protests, organized movements and other disruptive acts have the potential and power to reverse 

patterns of inequity.  For example, protest during the 1960s and 1970s had rippling and lasting 

generational effects. Carson (1981) explained how protests, including those led by the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), contributed to the fight for rights for African 

Americans and their supporters, resulting in watershed changes nationwide.  Something similar 

occurred during the 1980s and 1990s.  Soule (1997) was among the researchers during that 

period who challenged notions that social movements are strictly bound and do not inform other 

spaces or movements.  Soule (1997) found that anti-apartheid movements in the U.S. – 

demanding heightened humanitarian efforts and higher education’s divestment in South African-

related securities – had international ripple effects.  The student-led U.S. protests employed new 

tactics, such as building shantytowns to mimic the living conditions of Black South Africans (p. 

857-858), and were directly connected to broader goals of dismantling the system of apartheid 

(p. 858).  Thus, the effects of social movements and other actions are diffuse.  This certainly 

appears true for movements during the early 2000s which have amplified conversations and 

actions around increased equity, access and representation in higher education.  

My dissertation research carries implications for various groups, namely students and 

employees, to include campus police and senior communicators and administrators.  Campus 
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contention, especially during times of financial challenges, will undoubtedly remain a significant 

issue on college and university campus.  Institutions are not immune from conflicts and crises, 

and can benefit from implementing better processes for democratic engagement, communication 

and decision-making.  As the role of emergent technologies in shaping institutional image-

making and informing on-campus issues, individuals engaged in equity building can learn from 

problematic and successful examples.  Additionally, this research may better inform the work of 

student and employee activists, along with the growing professionalized group of public relations 

specialists.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 Higher education officials have been and remain rightfully concerned about 

controversies, conflict and image preservation as the ways in which institutional actors respond 

to campus conflict have more readily come into public view.  Increased visibility is largely due 

to the prevalent nature of televised reporting and web-mediated communications.  As an 

important emphasis point, I conceptualize via the battleground analogy that members of the 

media serve to judge campus conflict and debate, ultimately helping to shape and/or drive public 

understanding of both campus conflicts and the public good mission.  In the process, much is 

stake.  In this chapter, I review existing higher education, social science, business management 

and communication literature.  The section collectively covers issues related to the democratic 

imperative and the public good mission of public higher education.  I also review the literature 

on institutional power, control, image-making and image-preservation.  Additionally, I present 

existing literature on issues related to shifts in traditional modes of communication, with the 

emergence of digital technologies, and also literature on-campus conflict, activism and visible 

forms of protest.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Substandard institutional communication in the event of a crisis or controversy can result 

in negative consequences, including declines in support from the public and stakeholders, along 

with a decline in institutional reputation and ranking; a loss in funding; foregone college 

applications; a loss of talented faculty and staff; also, lawsuits or loss of life (Jia & Hutchins, 

2010; Pampalonia, 2010; Carmeli & Freund, 2009; Sung & Yang, 2008; Fuller et al., 2006; 

Kotler & Fox, 1995).  Examples include criticisms directed at institutions after the shootings at 
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in 200744, because of the use of racially-

insensitive mascots45 tied to athletics at college and university campuses across the nation and 

one private university’s refusal to hire or retain homosexual employees46.  At the individual 

level, college and university employees engaged in inappropriate and/or illegal communications 

and actions risk being fired, being demoting or losing opportunities for tenure.  Such issues 

amplify the importance of understanding ways organizations are viewed and perceived not only 

internally, but by external audiences.  These issues also bring to bear the importance of explore 

institutional conflict.    

With regard to internal institutional conflict, or campus-born conflict, researchers have 

found that internal conflict can result in positive forces within institutions and within the field of 

higher education more broadly.  Tensions and conflict can and do provide important and critical 

opportunities for creativity, new forms of engagement and opportunities meant to revitalize 

institutions (Holton, 1995).  Internal conflict and tensions can also benefit large organizations, 

aiding in the breaking of old, outmoded internal habits and patterns toward moving new 

configurations (Nadler & Tushman, 1989).  Those new configurations, or reconfigurations, may 

be related to leadership, culture, ideology and values, for example (Nadler & Tushman, 1989). 

The Democratic Imperative – Historic and Contemporary Perspectives 

 

 With the signing of the Morrill Land Grant Acts and, later, the Higher Education Act of 

1965, the democratic imperative toward social equality became more closely aligned with the 

mission of U.S. higher education (Doyle, 2010).  Whereas the democratic imperative was 

                                                 
44 New York Times coverage: http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/30/us/30school.html?pagewanted=all 
45 Examples provided by the National Coalition on Racism in Sports and Media: http://www.aimovement.org/ncrsm/ 
46 Coverage via the Huffington Post: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/11/01/shorter-university-bans-

g_n_1069153.html  
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historically aligned with social mobility, the contemporary iteration is more about empowering 

individuals toward creating an equitable democracy.   

So pressing were issues related to the promotion of democratic ideals that the Association 

of American Colleges and Universities opted to devote a special symposium, "Reversing a Civic 

Recession: What Higher Education Can Do,” to the topic during its annual meeting in 2012.47  

Also, in 2010, the Democracy Imperative and the Deliberative Democracy Consortium held a 

joint conference centered on the role higher education institutions across the nation have with 

regard to promoting and strengthening democracy.  One of the five tenets that arose from the 

conference was that institutions must not merely promote democracy, but they also must model 

democracy.  Institutions must actively engage in the activities that promote democratic ideals, 

not merely enjoy the benefits of those activities (Thomas & Hartley, 2011), and also must 

support and participate in civic responsibility and collective action led by an informed citizenry 

(Giroux & Giroux, 2004). 

Yet higher education does not always model the virtues and values embedded in and 

prescribed by the democratic imperative.  Instead, institutions continue to engage in 

disproportionately benefiting a privileged constituency (Thomas & Hartley, 2011).  Also, those 

within higher education, as with other institutions and systems, have fallen into “institutional 

timidity” (p. 80), a failure to critically engage in democratic work, not merely off campus, but on 

campus as well (Dzur, 2011).  To clarify, engaging in democratic work is defined as challenging 

“repressive, hierarchical, and self-interested organizational norm” (Dzur, 2011, p. 76) through 

critical dialogue and involvement.  Dzur (2011) affirmed that institutions “must convey through 

their own practices that institutions are not alien bodies impervious to change, but are composed 

                                                 
47 Diversity and Democracy: http://www.diversityweb.org/DiversityDemocracy/vol14no3/about_issue.cfm 
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of real people with discernment and agency” (p. 77).   If colleges and universities, then, are to 

fulfill the democratic mission, the level of faculty – and other – engagement around civic 

concerns must be evaluated, critiqued and  sharply encouraged and supported (Dzur, 2011).  

Also, structures that enable the control and dehumanization of people must be banished (Dzur, 

2011).  With regard to institutional actors, Dzur was writing specifically about academic 

professionals and administrators, not the broad level of staff members, a population too often 

dismissed in conversations about agents who hold importance and promise for the advancing 

institutions.   

Institutional Culture, Power and Control  

 

Embedded within each organization is its own culture, informed by historical contexts as 

well as individual orientations toward academic disciplines, colleges and departments, external 

affiliations, gender, social class, and so forth – all of which contributes to the overall social and 

cultural makeup of the institution (Rhoades, 1998; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Tierney, 1991; 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Gouldner, 1957).  Goffman (1971) theorized, in analyzing 

interactions embedded within a social order, that rules of operating, communication or engaging 

are generally perceived to ensure that mutual interactions can occur.  However, Goffman argued, 

that such rules and other forms of order are not intrinsically natural; that rules are enacted to 

prevent disruption, thereby maintaining a certain type of order.  “Social sanctions themselves are 

norms about norms – techniques for ensuring conformance that are themselves approved,” 

Goffman explained (1971, p. 95).  Goffman provides two definitions of norms: laws and 

regulations on peoples’ behaviors – namely demeanor and mannerisms – enforced by authorities 

or agents of organizations and the state (1971, p. 96; pp. 102-103).   
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Goffman further theorized that these approved social norms do not exist purely to 

produce worthy actions, but to also gauge the “moral status” of the actor.  The moral status, 

Goffman explained, pertains to how a person “should” act (1971, p. 99).  Regarding regulations 

on peoples’ behaviors, the “should” is entirely socially constructed, and may be defined base on 

what each individual personally finds offensive (1971, p. 100).  Here, Goffman presents a 

paradox: while one may perceive someone as acting in a way not compliant with a social norm, 

the actor may be communicating that they are, indeed, in compliance and still be misinterpreted 

or misunderstood (1971, p. 104; p. 106).  “Because face-to-face conduct pertains to quickly 

changing displays, the main method for collecting evidence of conformance is to watch (and 

listen to) the actor himself as he engages in these displays in one’s presence” (p. 104).    

Goffman, along with the work of other researchers, has helped unbundle perceptions that 

organizations, given their hierarchical and bureaucratic natures, function in ways that are 

inherently rational.  In an attempt to help people make sense of their experiences within 

institutions, Weick (1976) advanced the already existing notion that higher education institutions 

are loosely coupled.  In particular, Weick wanted to remedy the conflicting perception that 

organizations and processes should always be rational (p. 2) and efficient (p. 3).  Coupling, in 

this context, does not merely suggest a connection but, instead, refers actions are both responsive 

and also separated or independent of the whole (Weick, 1976).  As such, loose coupling suggests 

that institutional actors within colleges and departments may well be responsive to organizational 

demands, but that they also enjoy or retain certain freedom and independence (Weick, 1976).  

Consider, for example, the differing sectors of a given higher education institution.  Different 

organizational frames – structural, human resource, political and symbolic – exist, through which 

decisions are made (Parmley, 2009) about institutions.  Decisions may be related to the research 
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enterprise, to research initiatives or other institutional priorities (Parmley, 2009).  When the 

frames coalesce, they can create dynamic interactions among and between individuals.  As such, 

an understanding of loose coupling and organizational frames alone helps to explain that the 

center of control over an organization, its priorities and image can be disbursed across campus.  

A convergence of institutional priorities can occur between institutional communication, 

institutional image preservation and actions by individuals and groups within a given institution.  

At that point of convergence, institutional isomorphism can become a powerful contributing 

force.  Institutional isomorphic behaviors directly promote the status quo, hampering real efforts 

toward creativity and a diversification of vision and action within higher education organizations 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  Comparable to the “politics of information,” information also is 

also stratified within institutions (Metcalfe, 2006).  Yet, while institutions do mimic one another 

(Wan & Schell, 2007), an institution’s image or identity is not fixed.  Likewise, institutional 

actors are constantly involved in a negation of self; an active decision-making process by which 

a person must choose which of their respective salient identities or tendencies they choose to 

display, or hide.  

Because individual identities are constantly in flux, it is presumed that the same may be 

said for communication.  Indeed, ineffective communication is a contentious source of conflict 

within the internal academic community (Frost, et al., 2004), largely because of the “loosely 

coupled nature” of higher education (pp. 471-472).  Poor communication is confounded by the 

varying range of actors are invariably involved and also that the divergent backgrounds may 

contribute to different approaches (Frost, et al., 2004).  Here, a reminder is in order: While 

institutions have long been hot beds for conflict, controversies and poor communication, those 

that persevere are most adept at responding to emergent issues (Nadler & Tushman, 1989).  But, 



 

 61 

as my study shows, reasons why certain actors take action in resistance meant to make 

institutions responsible and responsive are not always clearly evident.  Part of the challenging in 

addressing institutional problems and in attempting to shape and reshape the public image of 

colleges and universities is in many ways directly related to institutional saga and branding.  

Branding, Institutional Image-making and Preservation 

 

 Institutional branding is a long-standing practice within higher education to advance, 

promote or preserve an image.  Institutional image represents the embodiment of an institution’s 

collective values, beliefs, achievements, attitudes, ideas and stereotypes (Belanger, Mount & 

Wilson, 2002; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Kotler & Andreasen, 1996).  For example, an institution 

may brand itself as a high-achieving, community-embedded institution with or without tangible 

evidence of such claims.  As such, branding represents those actions around image making that 

stem from the institution that are directed at both internal and external audiences.  As 

institutional actors gauge impressions held by members of the public (Karrh, 2000; Kotler & 

Fox, 1995) and attempt to promote favorable and “desirable” images to external constituents 

(Pampalonia, 2010; Dutton & Dukerick, 1999), comparable efforts occur internally.  Thus, 

branding is largely tied to marketing, image preservation and the visual representation of 

organization’s historical context, always in a way that is favorable to the institution (Belanger, 

Mount & Wilson, 2002).   

Branding, then, is the construction of an institutional image that is largely defined and 

advanced by internal actors.  Such a practice may represent strategic managerial initiatives 

(Belanger, Mount & Wilson, 2002), in efforts to attract top faculty, public support and high 

achieving students (Frank, 2000).  Branding may also be tied to the preservation or elevation of 

institutional reputation (Chapleo, 2004).  The underlying assumption and belief of those 
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responsible for preserving an institution’s image is that an image and reputation are directly 

correlated and, therefore, institutional image should be protected.  When threats to organizational 

image are enacted, institutional actors respond in varying ways.  Ravasi and Schultz (2006) 

found that institutional actors, namely higher-ranking employees, actors rely on Web-based 

interfaces to relay and project specific images and messages about institutional culture that are 

deemed positive, and also direct positive messages to external audiences and stakeholder groups.  

 The connection between institutional image and organizational change are increasingly 

considered in the literature.  Gioia, Schultz and Corley (2000) noted that organizational identity 

and image are strongly connected, and can inform organizational change.  In their study, the 

authors content that while organizational image may appear static and slow-changing, 

organizational identity is, indeed, dynamic (pp. 63-64).  Thus, the image an institution chooses to 

project may indicate a sterile view of what is, in fact, a highly divergent, swift moving and 

changing organization. 

 An institutional history and heritage serve as important mechanisms for developing 

institutional image and dictating normative beliefs around organizational culture.  Clark (1972), 

in a breakthrough study, noted that embedded within organizations is a collective culture, one 

that is informed by the history of the organization.  With his specific focus on the stories 

organizations choose to tell, Clark noted that organizations maintain an expressive nature, one 

designed to project a certain image.  It is through the process of retelling and rewriting, a saga 

can become a “striking distortion” (p.179) of an organization’s history and trajectory.  More than 

one decade later, Albert and Whetten (1985) emphasized that image making around 

organizational culture is important for several reasons, among them being that in an increasingly 

competitive world, institutions are able to distinguish themselves.  Likewise, it is important for 
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the longevity and success of organizations that a clear image be present and preserved (Albert & 

Whetten, 1985).  But researchers have also found that strict notions of organizational identity and 

image can result in adverse effects, drawing attention to the dispersed nature of institutional 

communication and control, as discussed below.  

Established, Emergent and Shifting Modes of Communicating 

 

Information and the actors advancing it are increasingly diverse and disbursed.  While 

studies have illustrated that the leadership of the institutional president is crucial to the evolution 

and preservation of colleges and universities, others have found that faculty senates, students and 

staff councils, community members and others also retain a certain level of weigh in when it 

comes to institutional matters, decisions and events (Minor, 2004; Julius & Gumport, 2002; 

Hawes & Trux, 1974).  In the process, some institutions have been highly criticized for poor or 

inept processes, both in the popular media and the academic community (Jia & Hutchins, 2010), 

at times resulting in efforts to better inform, among other things, internal institutional 

communications (Gordon, 2011).   

Correspondingly, shifts in traditional modes of communication are occurring as colleges 

and universities continue to grapple with improving coordinated and centralized internal 

communications initiatives (van Ruler, 2004).  Like certain movements toward centralization, 

several other important shifts are in process: The continued development of a specialized 

institutional communications profession (Dozier, 1992), a growing population of part-time and 

contingent faculty and a broadening constituent basis.  Therefore, performance pressures around 

communications have been evermore confounded due to the sheer complexity of higher 

education institutions, particularly with regard to their physical and technological infrastructures 

and expansive operations (Mitroff, 2006). 



 

 64 

While higher education institutions have been producing promotional videos for 

recruitment purposes for more than two decades (Reuben, 2008), institutions have more recently 

turned to social media networking sites.  Reasons why vary and include the desire to connect 

with audiences (Reuben, 2008), engage students and alumni (Barnes & Lescault, 2011), have 

conversations with students and parents about campus life (Barnes & Lescault, 2011), enhance 

student learning and success (Davis III et al., 2012) and share information (Reuben, 2008).  With 

the proliferation of social media comes its challenges.  Student affairs professionals have been 

struggling with ethical considerations, as students are apt to post personal, private and, 

confidential and legally sensitive information on social sites (Timm & Duven, 2008; Lane 2007; 

Wolverton, 2006).  Professionals themselves may also be implicated, creating questions about 

balancing one’s professional self (especially as a role model to students) and engaging online 

(Timm & Duven, 2008).  Barnes and Lescault (2011) found that institutions were also using 

social networking sites to learn about prospective students.  Quite often, current institutional 

policies related to conduct give no mention to social media activity (Timm & Duven 2008), 

though that is changing as institutions more rapidly introduce policies and also changes to codes 

of conduct inform proper social media use.  

While internal institutional communications have traditionally and formally been 

managed and controlled by central administration and public relations professionals, this realm 

of higher education is shifting.  Those within public relations, a sector in higher education that 

began to emerge largely in the 1980s, have long been viewed as semiprofessionals.  These 

professionals have long been characterized as being controlled by bureaucratic patterns within a 

structured hierarchy where they maintain a lack of personal autonomy and must complete 

routinized tasks (Dozier, 1992).  However, scholars are attempting to unbundle this presumption, 
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investigating the roles and actions of individuals not directly assigned the duty of disseminating 

formal institutional communications.  In particular, public relations managers – also referred to 

as media relations officials – represent a specialized profession that has emerged in line with two 

important theoretical perspectives: academic capitalism and resource dependency.  However, 

shifting institutional environments also have informed the roles of public relations managers 

(Tolbert, 1985).  In recent decades, such practitioners have taken on more strategic institutional 

roles, namely by managing institutional problems and reputations, encouraging public 

engagement, shaping messaging toward improving state support and, in some cases, monitoring 

public funding and managing institutional relationships with the state and federal governments 

(Weerts, 2011; Bronn & Olson, 1999; Schwenk, 1988; Tolbert, 1985).   

Issues management, specifically in relations to crisis communications, has become an 

ever-important necessity for institutions.  As noted earlier in this chapter, college and universities 

are rightfully concerned about maintaining a positive public image and working to preserve 

institutional reputation. Heath and Palenchar (2008) explain that there exist several central 

strategies necessary for issues management: business planning, corporate responsibility, direct 

involvement in scanning and monitoring issues on and beyond campus and, lastly, being prepare 

to respond.  In presenting to organizations their “model for making better decisions,” Ashley & 

Morrison (1997) call for a dynamic decision-making process.  The researchers affirm that, to be 

attuned to issues before they arise, organizations must persistently scan, monitor and forecast, 

noting that media report is a credible location to gauge issues of concern.  The researchers also 

encourage organizations to conduct "issue vulnerability audits,” during which problems 

associated with change and impending change may be detected.  Another recommendation is that 

organizations must be prepared to be accountable for any fault or failure.  
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Concerns associated with image-making and reputation preservation are of greater 

importance as emergent modes of communication have enabled the diversification of those able 

to be communicate publicly about institutions and institutional issues.  Such communication may 

involve computer-mediate communication, such as the transmission or sharing of information 

through social media networks and the use of digital devices, which may include laptops and 

smart devices (Lomicky & Hogg, 2010).  Such emergent modes and methods of communicating 

challenge traditional notions of what it means to communicate and to connect.  The modes also 

complicate what it means to be an officiator of institutional issues and events.  The “digitally 

enabled social change” has been occurred with greater ease and less expense due to the Internet 

age (Earl & Kimport, 2011).  As a result, the delineation between those who produce messages 

and those who distribute messages and information has become less clear.  

Scholars have traditionally framed university communications – information publically 

released about institutional matters, decisions and events – as those activities advanced by 

members of the administration or public relations offices.  However, institutional actors are 

relying more heavily on the now ubiquitous modes of computer-mediated communications, such 

as e-mail and listservs, blogs, websites, webcasts and podcasts, webinars and also social media.  

Such modes have begun to challenge traditional, hierarchical models of what it means to 

communicate and also who engages in said communication.  Of note, electronic modalities have 

begun to challenge what it means to be producers and consumers of information and, likewise, 

what it means to communicate and connect (Earl & Kimport, 2011; Lomicky & Hogg, 2010; 

Hardt, 1993).  This acknowledgement that communications derived from more divergent sources 

is an important shift in the literature, offering a reality that individuals tasked with relaying 
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institutional messages are not the only internal actors engaged in this work and, at times, are 

those actively engaged in resistance.  

New modes of communicating and engaging are occurring, and may include 

consciousness building, targeting mainstream media in strategic ways, advocating against 

apparent self-interests, taking control over individual work, using the Internet to mobilize, 

advancing social justice-oriented work and teachings, and advancements in scholarly and non-

scholarly action-oriented research (Connery, 2011; Reber & Kim, 2006; Rothenberg & Scully, 

2002; Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997; Burke, et al., 2002; Freire, 1970).  For all internal 

institutional actors, it is important to better understand these new forms of resistance and 

communication as well as the institutional constructs that impede progress on important 

contemporary issues not only important to those within institutions, but to those outside of higher 

education institutions.  

Critical Agency, Activism and the Move Toward Collective Action 

 

The study of internal actors and activists is a decades-old effort among higher education 

scholars.  Kezar, Gallant and Lester (2011) studied the everyday actions of lower-ranked faculty 

and staff, termed “grassroots leaders” (pp. 130-131).  Such grassroots leaders are more often 

referenced in anthropological and social movement-oriented literature, though they appear to act 

internally incomparable ways than do community-based grassroots actors (Kezar, et al., 2006; 

Meyerson, 2003).  Also, in his pivotal study of low-status rice farm workers in southeast Asia, 

Scott (1986) found that the workers engaged in daily acts of resistance, which he termed 

“ordinary weapons” (p. 22).  Such forms of resistance included gossip, not supporting 

monitoring devices, giving the impression of being unknowing or ignorant and also false 

adoption of certain initiatives (Scott, 1990; 1986), examples that harken to “virtual adoption,” a 
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process which fads imposed by managers are adopted by not implemented by employees 

(Birnbaum, 2000).   

As for resistance, protest may come in the form collective action.  Organized resistance 

can manifest in the form of public demonstrations, petitioning and challenging normative values.  

Collective action frameworks also enable investigation and understanding of why individuals 

actively choose to organize.  Collective action has historically been defined as the process of 

organizing to improve the welfare or conditions among a specific group of people (Olson, 1965).  

However, forms of resistance do not only occur on a macro level.   

Social scientists have found that employees are prone to align themselves more closely 

with an employer that shares their values and beliefs.  For instance, an attachment is bound 

between by the institution and organization when an institution has a strong, positive reputation 

and that reputation is directly connected to an individuals’ personal pride (Carmeli, 2005; 

Dutton, Dukerich & Harquail, 1994; Cialdini, et al. 1976).  Dutton et. al. (1994) found is that 

personal pride is manifest in the form of what Carmeli (2005) references as “citizenship 

behaviors,” which refers to either individual altruistic habits or the general tendency toward 

compliance with the overall institution (p. 444) to ensure that an institution functions effectively 

(Organ, 1998).  When those individuals do not believe that their institutions are acting in the best 

or appropriate matter, they feel compelled to enact change.  What this literature also does not 

explain is how people align with institutions while actively resisting fundamental parts of 

institution structure and function?  In other words, do individuals generally trust that the best 

institutional decisions are being made until a series of controversies or conflicts arise thereby 

pushing them into action, regardless of the issue and regardless of their personal stake?  Another 
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question: Are behaviors that are resistant or critically active inherently non-compliant, or are 

they indeed necessary to advance institutions?  

Much of the existing literature on resistance and collective action centers on large-scale, 

organized methods.  Yet informed by a post-structural context, researchers have more readily 

begun to acknowledge that forms of resistance also occur in the everyday lives of individuals  

(Anderson, 2008).  The acknowledgement of resistance occurring in the micro everyday lives of 

individuals is important for understanding invisible or unnoticed acts (Scott, 1985) of protest, 

helping to also understand what motivates people to engage in resistance.  In a series of 

comparative analyses considering the narratives and lives of poor, Scott found that a group of 

seemingly powerless farmers retained an important level of power in their daily acts of resistance 

(Scott, 1990; 1985).  Likewise, the emergence of web-mediated forms of communication have 

enabled individuals to more readily engage in resistance and activism even before being 

organized or tied to collective action (Taylor, Kent & White, 2001).   

It is not accurate to characterize acts that attempt to resist power structures as “anti-

authority struggles” (Foucault, 1982, p. 780).  Instead, resistance indicates an attempt to reduce 

or restrict the level of control employed to undermine rights and privileges, or that result in 

subjugation (Foucault, 1982).  It is the employment of power, not necessarily the organization or 

the individual, that is the target of resistant acts (Foucault, 1982, p. 781).  Consider, for example, 

the persist stratification of higher education.   

Though not directly related to the faculty and staff, as the current study emphasized, 

Twombly and Moore (1991) studied the social origins and mobility of administrators (presidents 

and chief officers of academic affairs, financial aid and student affairs) at 2- and 4-year 

institutions.  Their findings suggest that overt power within higher education structures remains 



 

 70 

in the hands of a largely white and male populace (p. 502).  The researchers posit that the result 

of this overrepresentation contributes to the underrepresentation of women and people of color 

serving in comparable positions (p. 502).  Likewise, resistance in the context of the current study 

indicate those efforts, initiatives and practices that individuals engage in to advance or enact 

some type of change tied to sociopolitical issues.  Those issues include improving pay equity, 

expanding access to historically oppressed student populations, petitioning for more 

sustainability measures, for example.   

THE DEMAND FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATION 

 

In reviewing the literature, a general consensus is that institutional actors actively 

organize around contentious issues for a number of reasons.  Organizational concerns, or 

“issues,” are “social constructions” of “events, developments and trends that institutional actors 

as a whole deem important and as having a consequence (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991).  Issues may 

be routine and procedural, while others are sudden and unplanned (Dutton & Dukerich, 1999).  

Researchers utilizing academic capitalism and institutional theory, or models grounded in 

resource dependence and population ecology, argue that institutional actors engage to protect an 

intuition’s images and capital.  Organizational processes, then, tend to be primarily concerned 

with environment and organizational strategies (Dutton & Dukerich, 1999; Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997).  Yet more recent models of academic capitalism have presented a divorce from resource 

dependency (Park, 2012).  While certain scholars have affirmed that the evolution of an 

organization is largely dependent upon the external environment, others question the reactionary 

and rational conceptualizations of organizational change. Abatecola (2012) has argued that the 

institutional-environmental fit is not exact because certain factors that shape institutional 

evolution are fluid, unpredictable and include different groups that reside within different levels 



 

 71 

of a hierarchy (p. 285).  Likewise, Dutton & Dukerich (1991) argued that existing frameworks 

have failed to adequately explain how the organization and the environment are connected, and 

how connections manifest over time (p. 518).  Also, critical theorists propose that certain actors 

work to ensure that institutions are socially and politically responsible and responsive; that some 

individuals are devoted to the promotion of social justice, widespread community involvement 

and the democratic imperative (Connery, 2011; Burke, et al., 2002; Freire, 1970).  Likewise, 

much of the higher education literature centered on those individuals identified as activists or 

resistors tend not to explore in great detail the various tactical approaches or strategies such 

individuals bring to their internal institutional work.  

Strategies for institutional image and actualized change, then, can and do vary. Strategies 

can involve the use of language and symbolic behaviors in addition to symbols and symbolic acts 

(Cameron, 1984).  When successful, organizations would have become more diversified and 

specialized, reducing turbulence and hostilities (Cameron, 1984, p. 125).  Such success would 

also be evidenced by a shift in organizational norms and values (Cameron, 1984), the early 

implementation of innovative practices and strategies (Miles, et al., 1978; Miles & Snow, 1978).   

Much of the existing contemporary literature related to organizational change and resistance has 

focused on the business sector or organizations adopting corporate-based models.  This is 

problematic, as important differences can and do exist between organizations that are industry-

based and organizations, like public institutions, which are non-profit (Kezar, Gallant & Lester, 

2011).  Thus, a more robust theoretical framework is required – one allowing the exploration of 

both organizational environment and individual agency around sociopolitical issues within a 

higher education context.  Additionally, existing perspectives do not fully explain how internal 

institutional environments influence communication and resistance that occurs on campus.  Also 
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underdeveloped in the literature is a critical and concurrent interpretation of the evolving nature 

of communication – one that specifically considers emergent web-mediated modes of 

communicating and shifts in the ways in which people engage in resistance.  Additionally, 

scholars have to a lesser degree investigated how and why non-tenured faculty and staff without 

faculty appointments or managerial responsibilities engage in resistance – and namely outside of 

the realm of bargaining and unionizing.  Lastly, it remains quite difficult to predict how activists 

engaged in practices intended to transform institutional environments.  Understanding 

organizational change and resistance with a specific focus on those perceived to lack resources 

and academic freedom protections is hugely necessary for understanding the trajectory of higher 

education institutions.   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 The study was informed by two theoretical frameworks: academic capitalism theory and 

co-cultural theory.  Academic capitalism and co-cultural theories together served to explain  

person-to-person and large-scale engagement  with regard to institutional image creation and 

preservation.  In particular, the combined frameworks offered an opportunity to examine power 

dynamics around interactions, discourse, political climate and space.  As such, academic 

capitalism and co-cultural theory together allowed for an investigation of how individuals 

actively engage within their institution and also how they are supported and restricted in their 

endeavors.  The frameworks also allowed for the study of reasons why specific information is 

publicized or narrated.  Both frameworks will now be discussed in greater detail.  

Academic Capitalism Theory 

 

Initially advanced in the 1990s, the concept of academic capitalism was born out of 

neoliberal reform of higher education structures – namely a shift from social welfare to 
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individual productivity and consumerism.  The theory of academic capitalism was developed to 

describe organizational, political, economic, managerial and social shifts within the higher 

education sector in the United States, Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom (Slaughter & 

Leslie, 1997).  In practice, academic capitalism represents market-like behaviors institutions 

enact in order to generate more revenue and to gain external validation, such institutions 

investing in spinoffs and startups, pursuing increased external grants and contracts, increasing 

efforts to expand private and endowment support and hiking student tuition and fees (Park, 

2012).  These behaviors are often employed by way of institutional and government-level policy 

changes (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  Scholars have posited that the movement toward academic 

capitalism has been in direct response to the advent of the new global information age, or 

knowledge economy.  Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) describe the manifestation of academic 

capitalism to include several main characteristics: a sharply stratified employment base with 

sizable growth among managerial professionals, a heightened emphasis on the institutional 

research enterprise, commodification and outsourcing of academic resources, the adaptation of 

corporate or private-sector ideological underpinnings and initiatives and a decline in a 

commitment to local communities in favor of global competitiveness.  Another important 

function of academic capitalism has been the steady introduction of positive and affirming 

branding initiatives (Welsh, et al, 2008; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004), which are largely designed 

to promote external legitimacy. 

Such market-like behaviors are designed to more closely align higher education 

institutions with the private, high-tech sector.  The result, as some scholars have found, is a 

movement toward privatization in public higher education, with more profit-driven policies and 

practices designed to translate knowledge into practical and profitable goods (Slaughter & 
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Rhoades, 2004; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  With privatization and collaborations with high-tech 

industries being pervasive, policies and practices more readily spin-out knowledge from colleges 

and universities in ways that are profitable (Slaughter, & Rhoades, 2004; Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997).  Also, the business or corporate orientation around funding modes and workforce shifts 

(Campbell & Slaughter, 1999; Rhoades, 1998; St. John, 1992) has resulted in increases in part-

time and adjunct employees and major increases in student tuition and fees.  And, very important 

– such tendencies not only occur at the local and state-level, but also with regard to the global 

economy (Marginson & Rhoades, 2002) drawing greater connections between the local and 

global.   

It is important here to note the ways academic capitalism affects both academic and non-

academic, managerial professionals.  To clarify, non-academic professionals are individuals 

without faculty lines, while academic professionals are aligned with the traditional role and 

functions of educating a populace.  Also termed “managerial professionals,” such individuals are 

generally those who are highly managed, have little professional autonomy and comprise a 

growing class of higher education professionals (Rhoades, 1998).  Also, to emphasize: both 

groups are increasingly expected to engage in market-like behaviors (though their experiences 

are not neatly divided based on their professional classifications alone).  While Slaughter, 

Rhoades and Leslie in their collective body of work have indicated the broad and varied ways 

academic capitalism applies within the higher education sector, the reference points most often 

mentioned in the literature seem to suggest that non-academic professionals are less apt than 

their academic counterparts to engage in such practices.  Yet that cannot be entirely true.  Just as 

researchers are held increasingly responsible for solidifying external funds and alliances beyond 

the scholarly community, non-academic professionals experience the same pressures, but 
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perhaps differently.  One such example relates to public relations officials within higher 

education.  The position of such individuals has sharply shifted from serving as mere mediators 

of information to that of employees invested in shaping and vetting institutional messaging, often 

for the benefit of both internal image making and external validation.  

Here, it is important to revisit the conversation about globalization.  The trend toward 

globalization is not isolated within higher education, but it is important to consider in 

understanding how the sector is connected with forces beyond the institution.  Globalization is a 

form by which much of the social, economic, cultural and political orientations of certain 

communities and nation-states are transmitted and integrated across boundaries.  Some theorists 

continue to caution against claims that globalizations is resulting in greater convergence within 

higher education (Deem, 2001).  Others argue that the phenomenon has resulted in institutions 

being more readily interconnected with concerns of a global nature (Marginson & van der 

Wende, 2007; Held et al., 1999).  Here, communication and the transfer of knowledge – 

academic or otherwise – is a core function.  Indeed, given globalization and the infusion of 

technology, information and knowledge are both ever-more mobile and more easily exchanged 

(Marginson & van der Wende, 2007).  While academic capitalist theorists fully acknowledge that 

knowledge transmittal and global competitiveness are essential manifestations in the current era, 

rarely are the socially and culturally-bounded communications arenas directly explored.  In other 

words, academic capitalist theorists have more readily investigated ways in which academic-

oriented knowledge is cultivated and transmitted.  The important oversight, however – which is a 

major contention and point of exploration for my research – has been on ways in which both 

local and global values grounded in social and political orientations have shaped behaviors and 

communication patterns of those internal to higher education institutions.  
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Also of note, academic capitalism is not merely an institutional phenomenon, but one that 

directly involves individual actors.  So, what actions and behaviors are legitimized around image 

making and image preservation when academic capitalist practices are engaged?  Even without 

evoking academic capitalism or drawing a direct link to the framework, researchers have 

provided important insights into how actors shape and manage institutional image.  Of note, 

Birnbaum (2000b) explains the practice of virtual adoption, a practice that enables institutions to 

retain the perception of being in accordance of certain practices (p. 12).  Virtual adoption 

suggests an effort toward external validation or reputation preservation without the institution 

having to actually adhere to progressive policies and practices.  Here, virtual adoption shares an 

important connection with academic capitalism, offering a frame for understanding behaviors 

among institutional actors and how institutional change can and does not occur.  Yet virtual 

adoption is lacking.  Unlike, academic capitalism, virtual adoption does not adequately explain 

the pervasive nature of organizational stratification, the presence and perpetuation of interstitial 

and intermediating organizations or even how or why individuals may choose to purposefully 

engage in internal activism.  Additionally, virtual adoption does not offer a strong framework for 

explaining how those individuals whose positions within higher education would suggest that 

they are low ranking and powerless are able to engage a change process.  Academic capitalism 

recognizes individual, group-based and organizational connections; visible and invisible 

resources; and the convergence of power structures and dynamics in a hierarchical model.  In 

effect, academic capitalism offers a more robust framework for understanding why change is 

stalled and also how change efforts are engaged, importantly among those with conceivably little 

power within the institution.   
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Birnbaum’s conceptualization concurrently agrees with and is a divorce from key themes 

advanced by the academic capitalism framework.  To explain: Birnbaum (2000b) notes that 

efforts toward aligning higher education practices with those of corporations are often done so 

symbolically; it is an “essentially superficial” (p. 12) practice.  Embedded in that practice is a 

signal – a symbol, of sorts –indicating an important institutional priority: the desire to appear in 

alignment with external and, perhaps, socially-important priorities, but without having to commit 

to them.  Birnbaum’s framework then, even without any mention of academic capitalism, offers 

important insight of ways institutional actors are actively engaged in shaping institutions, 

including image preservation.  

To offer another example, consider that academic capitalism suggests institutions are 

more entrepreneurial in nature – a direct example of commercialization or corporatization within 

higher education.  In doing so, priorities are placed on individuals producing strong, marketable 

products and outputs (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  Such products and outputs can come in the 

form of patented products, greater research funds and donated dollars or marked increases 

student enrollments.  In fact, in a study of university-industry relations, Welsh and his 

collaborators (2008) found that researchers favored profit-generating habits over public good 

initiatives, such as regional development.  Thus, institutional actors become invested in the 

practice of marketing institutions (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  Institutional image, then, 

becomes of paramount importance not only internally, but to external constituents.   

Despite the importance of marketing and institutional image, treatments of academic 

capitalism have largely centered on a few thematic areas.  As previously illustrated, scholars 

have applied the framework primarily to investigate and understand shifts in revenues, the rise of 

the research enterprise, employment structure within higher education and also managerial forces 
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shaping policies and practices. The connections between academic capitalism, individual agency 

and institutional image creation and preservation may not readily be clear.  However, a critical 

interpretation of academic capitalism suggests information and knowledge have been 

reinterpreted as products centralized within the academy.  Practices around knowledge 

production challenge other existing and traditional notions of knowledge creation, particularly 

those that are embedded in local and cultural contexts.  Community-based and indigenous 

knowledge are rarely – if ever – mentioned within the context of academic capitalist practices.  

Likewise, a formal process orientation toward knowledge production is normalized, and also 

centralized within a system in which higher education ranks at the top of the hierarchy, along 

with hospitals, government laboratories, industry and other large-scale structures (Godin & 

Gingras, 2000).  Knowledge is then distributed to society (Gibbons, 1994) by way of the 

hierarchy. Thus, external knowledge, or knowledge that is not derived from the academic 

community and, specifically academic researchers, is devalued. The environment may refer to 

the social or political landscape around public funding for higher education, demographic shifts, 

macro and micro ideological shifts around sociopolitical issues, organizational norms and the 

like (Birnbaum, 2000a/2000b; Cameron, 1984).  Iterations of organizational theory that consider 

external environments vary to include political and organizational ecology, political economy 

and resource dependency.  Such theories can lead to improved understanding of how and why 

organizational processes and the external environment are connected (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), 

while also investigating climate, culture and change.  Dutton & Dukerich (1991), in their 

conceptualization of a new framework design, explain that issues are at the crux of internal 

organizational actions.  In other words, it is socially constructed issues that result in the 

organization and environment being connected, motivating individuals within the organization to 
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act (pp. 518-519).  Also, actions are process-oriented, occurring over time as the result of 

patterns (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991, p. 519).   

Those internal actors motivated to act in ways resistant to their institutions – whether they 

are politically-driven or not – are informed and motivated by a range of sources.  Instances in 

which a person may engage in activism or resistance include an infringement upon one’s social 

life (Buechler, 2000), a specific threat against an individual’s group-based membership (Gurney 

& Tierney, 1982) or an attitudinal alignment with a specific movement (McAdam, 1986).  Yet 

there is a cost-risk continuum associated with activism, those activist types with low costs and 

low risks and those that have high costs and high risks for actors (McAdam, 1986), with low 

costs associated with base level membership to high costs being related to the expenditure of 

resources.  Others have found that individuals may be motivated by early socialization, feelings 

of fear and anger or because of a personal experience with individual or group-based 

disenfranchisement or discrimination (Miller, et al., 2009; Duncan, 1999; Gurney & Tierney 

1982).  However, such literature does not inform on reasons why individuals engage in activism 

and resistance, particularly around institutional image-making, when there exist little to no 

evident personal benefit, or when the risks (i.e.: for retaliation or job loss) appear to be great.  

Given higher education’s market alignment along with other external pressures, an 

unresolved question is how institutions can continue to enforce democratic ideals in policy and 

practice?  The question is particularly potent as institutions engage in ways more in line with 

private benefit rather than the public good, which serve important benefits to both institutions 

and industry (Welsh, et al., 2008).  Indeed, public good proponents and activists within higher 

education have vehemently worked to advance social justice orientations.  Such proponents do so 

by advocating for community development and collaboration (Ylijoki, 2003; Subotzky, 1999) 
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and the expansion of human capacity and education (Marginson, 2008).  Depending on their 

place and resources within and outside of the institution, such actors also actively participate in 

such values and beliefs by way of their research, interactions and in the maintenance of certain 

social orientations.  But the issue of private benefit versus public good is conflated, as certain 

academic capitalist practices, such as technology transfer, directly result in benefits for the 

general public (Welsh, et al., 2008).  It is generally believed, for example, that cancer treatments 

and vaccines developed within higher education institutions that are then made publically 

accessible generate a public good.  However, critical analysts have called to question other 

academic capitalist practices.  One such example advanced is that the move toward protecting 

intellectual property over more community-oriented methods and knowledge sharing is negative 

(Ziman, 1996).   

Actively engaged in academic capitalism or not, the higher education community 

certainly is struggling with concepts around now-ubiquitous for-profit tendencies and the 

demand for communal or local orientations.  Some within the higher education sector are 

attempting to find the balance between entrepreneurialism and traditionally-held values.  

Elsewhere, the American Education Research Association set the theme for its 2012 annual 

conference as “Non Satis Scire: To Know Is Not Enough.”  With the theme came a charge to 

promote academic research for the benefit of the public good rather than the mere pursuit of 

knowledge.  However, some have affirmed that the duality – for-profit efforts and traditional 

academic values – is a long-standing reality for higher education institutions (Martin & 

Etzkowitz 2000; Clark, 1998).  Also, in a study of Finnish institutions, Ylijoki (2003) found that 

researchers experience every-day interactions with academic capitalism and that capitalist 

manifestations are manifold in both positive and negative ways.  The aforementioned duality is 
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not only stark but maintained.  Researchers engage in academic capitalism as willing participants 

but also gain valuable skills and experiences that benefit their personal research, their institutions 

and the public good (Ylijoki, 2003).   

Normative academic capitalist tendencies are deeply embedded in higher education 

functions, making it at times difficult to act in ways that are subversive or progressive.  Such a 

challenge is further compounded due to the divergent and powerful nature of external 

constituents who inform institutional policy and practice, as accelerated through academic 

capitalism.  Another important question, then, arrives: Could yet another tenant of academic 

capitalism be the use of information technology and other tech-based resources for the purpose 

of promoting, within the institution, specific local or global ideologies?  Researchers have found 

connections between state and corporate influence on the likes of organizational restructuring, 

values and beliefs in organizational decision-making, tuition-setting models, financial aid 

approaches and (Bastedo, 2009; Leslie & Berdahl, 2008; Griswold & Marine, 1996).  While not 

directly connected with free speech and activism, each points toward evidence that colleges and 

universities do not maintain strict autonomy, whether substantive or procedural.  Indeed, higher 

education institutions mirror elements of society beyond their boundaries, so what does this 

mean for campus activists working to shape institutional image?  

A number of limitations exist within the higher education literature in understanding the 

influence of academic capitalism on institutional image-making.  Studies, including those 

applying an academic capitalism framework, that generally focus on the roles of upper level 

officials, like presidents, vice presidents and deans, around organizational change are largely 

dominant (Kezar, Gallant & Lester 2011; Birnbaum, 1992).  Additionally, applications of the 

academic capitalism framework in understanding micro-level interactions and subtle forms of 
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resistance among students, faculty and staff are lacking.  Treatments of academic capitalism also 

have not considered issues related to institutional image preservation and branding, including 

those ways that students and lower-ranking employees mobilize to inform institutional image-

making.  Consequently, the strategies, risks and benefits around mobilizing around institutional 

image-making as a result of campus-born conflict is not well-documented in the academic 

capitalism literature – a limitation the current study is intended to directly address.  Likewise, the 

current study considers activism in the form of formal protest and subtle resistance.  In doing so, 

the study offers an additional layer within the framework for understanding the engaged process 

of institutional actors in shaping public perceptions of their organizations.  

Co-cultural Theory 

 

Co-cultural theory has been employed in a range of disciplines to explore the junction 

between co-cultural groups and dominant groups.  It also has been used to study dominant 

discourses and alternative or non-dominant discourses and communication.  For the current 

study, the framework was not being tested, but modified for the purposes of this study to explore 

and understand protest actions and communication via social media.  To understand how the 

framework was adopted and modified for my study, I must first offer an explanation of how it 

has been utilized more recently and historically, and how it connects with other higher education 

frameworks.   

Specifically, co-cultural theory as a framework has been applied to offer a critical 

approach to investigating and understanding communication strategies among dominant groups 

and between oppositional groups.  Investigations of non-dominant communication and discourse 

have been more readily studied in the last decades.  In particular, the co-cultural framework has 

been applied more readily in the last decade to understand the intersectionalities between culture, 
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power and discourse or communication (Orbe & Roberts, 2012).  An important note: co-cultural 

theory is a phenomenological framework that has been to understand the experiences of 

marginalized groups of people (Orbe, 1998).  Often the motive in applying the framework is 

toward advancing improvements in cross-cultural and intergroup understanding and 

communication (Orbe, 1996).  Adopting a critical analysis of communication – involving both 

use and dissemination– enables an understanding of embedded power (Orbe, 1996).  Co-cultural 

theory recognizes that actors engaged in communication do so within a hierarchical context.  

However, in modifying the framework, the current study focused not merely on how actors 

communicate, but how such communication leads towards changes or shifts in institutional 

image external to a college or university.  

The co-cultural theory also recognizes that both dominant and non-dominant discourses 

emerge and that certain people and certain discourses are actively ignored or muted, and that 

certain groups are rendered invisible by the dominant culture (Orbe,1998; Samovar & Porter, 

2004).  Non-dominant groups, specifically within the U.S., include those from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds, individuals with disabilities, people of color and members of the 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender communities, among others (Orbe, 1996).  Non-dominant 

communication, then, may represent attempts to undermine oppressive, hierarchical and 

restrictive behaviors or practices.  Thus, non-dominant communication retains a certain level of 

power and, among its actors, control.  And like formal or dominant discourses, non-dominant 

discourses and turbulent situations are able to shape institutional image and meaning-making 

(Grunig et al., 2002).  To emphasize, discourse or communication that may be deemed 

alternative or non-dominant do not lack power in formal domains.  Additionally, understanding 

the micro and macro-level interactions of individuals, whether through social networks or social 
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media or other forms of visual and digital communications, reveals hidden meaning (Metcalfe, 

2012).  

Consequently, the co-cultural theory was modified in two important ways for the purpose 

of the current study.  First, the adaptation considered the use of Web-mediated forms of 

communication, such as social media and other forms of information technology.  Such 

technologies can imbue students and lower-ranking employees with a level of power or control; 

ways in which such technologies are employed can and should be viewed not merely as tools, 

but as important resources.  The framework was also modified in a second important manner.  

The framework has historically acknowledged that there exist dominant and non-dominant 

groups.  The current adaptation acknowledges that power and control within and between both 

groups is fluid, not static.  For example, the adaptation of the framework considers such Web-

mediated forms of communication as aiding non-dominant groups in shaping or steering external 

understandings of institutional conflict.  At times, that communication is in direct contrast to 

formal narratives implemented by higher-ranking institutional actors.   

Conflict is an important to consider within the context of internal organizational 

communications.  Given that discourses and ideologies do internally exist, theorists suggest that 

conflict is certain to occur (Samovar & Porter, 2004; Ting-Toomey, 1994).  Conflict also occurs 

largely because cultures and social groups exist on a continuum of variation in core values (Ting-

Toomey, 1994).  The conflict, defined to include major differences, dysfunctions and relational 

problems, occurs when those core values collide.   

Simultaneously, embedded in an investigation of conflict are assumptions and 

expectations about how people should speak, act, react and respond during conflict.  Ting-

Toomey (1994) noted that what behaviors are acceptable or not, both related to action and to 
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communication.  Thus, it is conceivable that when an institutional conflict occurs, different 

fractions convene: those individuals who feel connected to the issue and want to work to find a 

solution; people who do not have a stake, emotional or personal, and opt not to communicate or 

organize around the issue; and also those groups may be concerned, but feel powerless in 

enacting change, among other groupings of people.   
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

In this chapter, I discuss my research methodology.  First, I explain why California and 

the three higher education institutions therein were purposefully selected for this study to then 

frame my discussion about methods adopted.  I then describe my process for recruiting and 

interviewing individuals for the study.  I also describe my process for searching for and selecting 

documents for analysis.  Lastly, I discuss my analytical process.  

INTRODUCTION 

 

 California was selected as a study location for several reasons related to its public college 

and university enrollments and also its diversity, the structure of its higher education system and 

also the impact of the recession on the state.  The study's review is constrained to a period 

spanning 2007 to 2013 – the height of the global recession and visibly charged campus protests.  

Justification for the site selection will be discussed in detail here.  

While California maintains a hugely diverse and highly dynamic higher education 

landscape, three specific institutions were purposefully selected based on four characteristics.  

First, all institutions selected are public.  These criteria were important factors for investigating 

perceptions around the "social contract" public higher education institutions are responsible for 

upholding (Clark, 1998) by being responsive to the social, economic and equity-based needs and 

demands of communities beyond their boundaries.  Secondly, a conflict or controversy perceived 

by students and employees to be a breech in the social contract was required to have occurred 

during or after the global financial crisis, and that must have led to public protests and/or other 

demonstrations.  Third, national and/or international media coverage (as defined by media 

coverage beyond the state of California) was also a requirement, allowing for the investigation of 
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institutional image-making dynamics.  And fourth, students and employees must have initiated 

discussions at their respective campuses about institutional policy and practice.   

Based on the above criteria, two public universities and one public community college were 

selected.  The selected sites (each will later be discussed in greater detail) and their respective 

controversial issues are:  

 The University of California, Berkeley (Berkeley), where students and employees 

protested against statewide race-neutral admissions policies during the 2011-2012 

academic year.  

 California State University, Long Beach (CSULB), where protests arose in opposition to 

higher education costs and student debt, to include those who advanced Occupy Cal 

initiatives dating back to 2011.   

 Santa Monica College (SMC) is a community college with one of the strongest transfer 

rates of all colleges in the state.  Student and employee opposition to fee hikes, 

specifically for high-demand, core courses, planned for the summer of 2012 and also the 

2012-2013 academic year.  

 

 A number of definitions must be offered to explain acronyms and the use of colloquial 

terms.  Regarding the three California campuses, University of California, Berkeley may be 

referenced simply as Berkeley: California State University, Long Beach is referenced as 

CSULB; Santa Monica College may be referenced as SMC (see full list under the List of 

Abbreviations).  

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 

 

Individual interviews were especially valuable to qualitative research.  This method 

offers an ideal approach when it is not possible to observe individuals (Creswell, 2009).  

Considering that most of the actions had already begun by the start of the investigation, 

interviewing individuals was crucial for gaining information about practices, procedures and 

perceptions. Interviewing also allows researchers access to historical information and/or data 

(Creswell, 2009).   
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To locate interview subjects, and recognizing that individuals may have been reluctant to 

speak about contentious issues, sometimes even anonymously, multiple methods were employed: 

snowball sampling and purposeful selection.  Snowball sampling is an effective method for 

connecting with individuals who provide background and contextual information, source 

documents, and who can then help to identify others for interviews (Noy, 2008; Cohen, Manion 

& Morrison, 2003).  In addition to snowball sampling, specific institutional actors were targeted 

to either serve as interviewees or informants.  The snowball method is also successful when 

employed to understand social dynamics (Noy, 2008), which can enhance the investigation by 

helping to understand how a community of people and resources were linked.  Three informants 

were identified through public accounts, such as meeting notes or Call to the Audience logs 

maintained by the Santa Monica Community College District's Board of Trustees, or by other 

informants.  For the purpose of this study, informants were consulted as guides for contextual 

and background information to aid in data gathering, and as support for identifying additional 

interview subjects.  The three individuals were chosen specifically due to their level of activity 

and their direct connection to activists and administrators.  Given the reliance upon key 

informants, it was especially important to strictly maintain confidentiality.  Whereas informants 

may have been aware of other interview subjects, information from interviews was not shared 

with said informants.  Participation was neither confirmed nor denied.  

 Purposeful selection was also important for identifying interviewees, and to gain access 

to resources to connect with other potential contacts.  Thus, individuals were recruited in three 

ways – via listserv announcements disseminated by organized groups, often led by students, via 

the snowball method and through direct recruitment methods utilizing email and social media 

messaging tools.  Such a varied use of recruitment methods was necessary to try and reach 
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individuals of both shared and dissimilar connections and contexts (McLean & Campbell, 2003).  

The varied approach also proved critical because, given the timeframe for the study, numerous 

previously involved individuals were no longer affiliated with the institutions, having either 

graduated, moved or taken jobs elsewhere.   

To identify potential interviewees and to conduct interviews, I made campus visits – a 

two-day trip to CSULB during the summer of 2014, a two-day trip to SMC during the summer of 

2015 and a four-day trip to Berkeley during the spring of 2016.  I also spent months culling 

through higher education webpages, board meeting minutes, newspaper articles, published 

photos of protest moments, membership dockets maintained by student-led clubs and 

organizations, college and university online directories, college and university cached and 

archive pages and social media sites (including Facebook, Twitter and Yelp).  This method 

enabled me to identify roughly more than 100 individuals and organized groups who may have 

qualified for the study – each of which I contacted either via Facebook, Yelp or direct email.  I 

also cross-referenced social media relationships in attempts to identify other people who may 

have been engaged due to their relationships with highly active participants and/or organizations.  

When snowball sampling was not optional, I directly messaged individuals, either via email or 

via their social media accounts, in attempt to gain permissions for interviews.   

To gain permissions to disseminate information via listservs, I either contacted 

individuals who had previously or were currently serving in office (the president, vice president, 

treasurer or security).  My first approach was to ask such individual if they were receptive to 

being interviewed.  If such an individual declined, only then did I ask if they would share my 

information and details of my study with their membership.  This specific method was utilized as 

an attempt to build cache with organizational leaders, and to be vetted before information was 
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then shared with a larger group of potential interviewees.  Provided that trust and validation were 

highly important to potential participants, being able to share my study via a trusted colleague 

was often more fruitful than the times I pursued connections independently.  Thus, the dual 

function of snowball sampling and purposeful identification of informants or interview subjects 

allowed me to connect with a range of networks, structures and engaged individuals.  Faculty, 

staff and students targeted for the study were at or below the level of manager.  None of those 

targeted were in supervisory positions that involved supervising more than three employees.  

However, individuals who supervised and/or mentored students were allowed to participate in 

the study.  Department heads, deans and members of the administration were excluded from the 

study.  Also, participants were required to self-identify as being engaged in social justice or 

activist-oriented work within their respective institutions.  However, the adoption of self-

identifying terms like “activist” or “resistor” was not necessary.  Such individuals were actively 

involved in specific campus issues.  During the interviews, students and employees were asked 

to describe their level and type of engagement around those campus issues.  I sought to 

understand how people organized, how they communicated their work and also how they worked 

to incite interest in others.  I also inquired about how they engaged with administrators and law 

enforcement officials, particularly with regard to how they discussed campus issues, planned 

protest and other demonstrations and communicated expectations.  Additionally, I inquired about 

how individuals and their allies employed social media, and how they informed representatives 

of television and newspapers publications about their activities and campus issues.   

The semi-structured interviews were designed to capture information about each 

individual’s perceptions of and involvement in an on-campus conflict.  The documents and 

electronic means provided a richer context to the conflict, the broader actors involved, decisions 
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that were being made and subsequent changes implemented.  Likewise, general demographic 

information about each interview participant was gathered to investigate potential status and 

character-based tendencies with a focus on specifics such as campus position, engagement type 

and length of time at the institution.   

A semi-structured interview protocol was utilized and a conversational interviewing 

method employed.  A loosely structured interviewing technique – relying heavily on open-ended 

questions – allows the researcher more flexibility to explore and understand the experiences of 

interviewee participants (Seidman, 1998).  Such a technique also enables a deeper understanding 

of complex issues through the lived experiences of individuals (Seidman, 1998).  Utilizing an 

interview protocol (Appendix C), 23 students and employee were interviewed (as noted earlier, 

in Chapter 1 under the section exploring the problem, these individuals were serving in any 

combination of positions: undergraduate and graduate students, student government leaders, 

advisors, graduate assistants, graduate research assistants, adjunct faculty members, program 

coordinators without administrative roles and one community member actively and directly 

engaged in campus issues).  Each interview was between 45 and 90 minutes.  Interviews were 

audio-recorded with prior approval from each participant, excluding two interviews.  Prior 

consent was established, and the identities of all participated was protected, with identifiers 

being stripped from actual data.  Conversational interviewing enabled the interviewer and 

participant to clarify questions, meanings and misconceptions, which thereby help to avoid errors 

(Conrad & Schober, 2008).  I focused on particular issues around three specific institutional 

conflicts, enabling participants to draw on their own perceptions, experiences and strategies.  

Given the contextual significance of the institutional events being studied, every effort was made 

to conduct interviews in person and on site, though 11 of the 23 interviews were conducted via 
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Skype.  Informed consent was obtained at the time of the interview, or in cases in which 

interviews were conducted via a digital or electronic intermediary, informed consent was 

established prior to the start of the interviews.  Interviews were then transcribed for analysis 

utilizing a coding method that will be discussed in further detail later.  

COLLECTIVE CONTENT/CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

 

 In addition to evaluating the work of institutional actors through the use of semi-

structured interviews, other data sources included publically accessible documents and digitally 

sourced materials.  The analysis of such materials allowed for a collective content and discourse 

analysis.  Leedy and Ormrod (2001) explained that a content analysis allows for both a detailed 

and systematic review of data sources to then analyze and interpret for patterns, themes and 

biases (p. 155).  Simply, a content analysis helps to understand how and what people 

communicate to one another (Williams, 2011).  Thus, a content analysis enabled the study of the 

context specific to documents (websites, e-newsletters, social posts, etc.), namely on language, 

rhetoric, messaging and other symbolic undertones.  Such an approach also enabled the ability to 

link what is said to the individual or group speaking, and/or linking the speaker to the audience 

(Neuendorf, 2002).   

Meanwhile, a critical discourse analysis called for a focus on context and allows for the 

study of meaning.  Embedded in the ways people communicate, which may be deemed “texts” 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) are varying meaning and power constructs (Foucault, 1980).  Thus, 

the collective content/discourse analysis enabled the investigation of actual rhetoric, or language 

use within the context of a specific period and location, which is possible by clustering 

seemingly related themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) during the analysis.  Through this analysis, 

I was able to interpret the varying types and forms of power embedded in discourse.  I also was 
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able to interpret instances if counternarratives, and the meaning those narratives held in ways 

similar and dissimilar to dominant discourse.   

For my study, a concurrent content and critical discourse analysis was applied to official, 

publicly accessible and/or digitally sourced documents.  Such documents included official 

institutional media releases, statements, memos, meeting minutes, reports and citations from 

related legal cases.  Other materials included formal and informal sources, such as photographs, 

audio and video recordings and also social media posts and comments.  Regarding social media, 

certain documents – essays and/or blog posts, announcements and reports – were culled from 

social media sources managed by institutions and activists.  All publicly accessible documents 

were obtained through electronic means.  The analysis also included board documents, law 

enforcement agency releases, court documents and web-based media sources, such as videos, 

audio recordings, listserv messages and public forum.  Metcalfe (2012), in advancing concept of 

visual sociology, noted that visual analyses of higher education institutions could be applied to 

understand “image and imagination in the creation of an organizational saga” (p. 523).  In other 

words, the analysis of symbols and visual representations – the visual story institutions tell – can 

reveal the contextual and, at times, hidden narrative individuals maintain and perpetuate.  Here it 

is important to emphasize that symbols are not mere manifestations or interpretations of objects 

or feelings; also that symbols are not always physical representations.  Symbols are context-

specific and may also indicate the presence of relationships (Grunig 1993).  In fact, Grunig and 

Hung (2002) emphasized that it, which positions the protesters in certain ways, and which 

positions the “authorities,” which is through the maintenance of relationships that organizations 

should measure the strength of their reputations.  Thus, it is important to acknowledge the 

presence of symbols – whether in the form semantics, a reaction or one's presence or absence, the 
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institutional managers as speaking for example – within the frames they are presented.  

Unfiltered sources revealed information about strategies different groups employ, or different 

approaches to communicating conflicts and controversies.  

Modeled after an approach presented by Bogdan and Biklen (1992), a number of codes 

were pre-identified for the study based on an early review of California’s social movement 

landscape and also an initial review of the literature.  The initial codes were 

Controlling/Restrictions, Enabling, Supports, Personal/Emotional Action and Reaction, 

Priorities, Relationships/Connections, Collaboration/Relationships/Connections, 

Processes/Procedures, Public Good, Market-Driven Ideologies, Us. vs Them/Insider vs. 

Outsider, Concerns; Validation; Social Justice Orientation, Market-Driven Ideologies, Laws and 

Policies, Perceptions, Communication, Laws/Policies and Outcomes.   

Open coding was then utilized to enable main thematic points to be categorized and 

recategorized with more selective codes when necessary for deeper, more specific analysis 

(Creswell, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) or if unexpected themes arise in the data (Creswell, 

2009).  This method allowed for an in-depth understanding of a case-based situation (Creswell, 

1998).  Thus, I began the coding process with an initial manual coding of each transcribed 

interview and purposefully selected documents.  While digital or computerized coding provides 

simplicity and ease, manual coding can provide a more detailed and nuanced understanding of 

syntax, such as allowing the research to more readily see and understand oppositional thought 

present in transcribed text (Bright & Connor, 2007).  Though tedious and time consuming, 

manual coding also enables researchers to more readily infer information in the data, in effect, 

allowing one to “read between the lines” (Bright & Connor, 2007).  Coding by hand may also be 

the most simply method for organizing and synthesizing data, and revealing missing data (Miles 
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& Huberman, 1999, p. 79).  The process can free the researcher from the tedium of having to 

learn a software program and also help them to focus on the depth of data (St. John & Johnson, 

2000).   

Specifically, for interviews, I employed elements of both manual and computerized 

coding.  In addition to the interviews, which were audio recorded, I kept notes to capture 

nuanced details about the conversation and also each individual.  During this process, I captured 

information about each person’s personal characteristics and important auditory and emotional 

tone shifts in the interview.  For ease of later coding, I also captured references that thematically 

aligned with designated codes, including Academic Capitalism, Co-Cultural, Power, 

Communications Toward Change, Individual Beliefs and Perceptions, Social Justice Action and 

Strategy and Outcomes.  Through this process, I also began to capture representative quotes.  I 

also kept memos to reflect on certain interviews, and also to track my research process – a 

strategy that helps to identify themes and helps to also see the data in a more granular way 

(Maxwell, 2004).  These memos proved beneficial from an organizational perspective, while also 

helping to visually map themes, connections and disjointed data prior to more extensive coding.  

A more thorough description of my coding and analyses will be discussed later.  

Identification of Newspaper Sources 

 

For the purposes of the study, the products of news agencies – such as newspapers, news 

reports and editorial pieces – were used to identify interview subjects and other source materials. 

Newspaper reports, editorials and op-eds were also included for data analysis, as they presented a 

longitudinal survey of discussions and actions associated with each campus' issue.  Such 

publications were also a crucial component in understanding how activists and administrators 

appealed to the public and worked to shape public perceptions of their campus issues.  While 
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social media, as explained earlier, is drastically changing how people communicate (Earl & 

Kimport, 2011) traditional media (newspapers, television networks and Web-based media 

companies) remain an important source for timely and relevant news, including information 

related to government affairs.  

 Newspaper articles were identified in various ways: a time-specific search of LexisNexis, 

a directory of Web-based sources and documents utilized for legal and academic purposes; a 

Google News search, also during the same time period; and institutional web searches to capture 

news and other coverage aggregated on institutional sites.  The search captured a period from 

2010 to 2014 to fully encompass the conversations about each campus' conflict.   Search terms 

included each institution's name and topical issue (tuition and fees, race-neutral admissions and 

Occupy, for example).  Such searches returned hundreds of articles produced by news agencies, 

including newspapers, television stations and radio stations.  A secondary search was then 

performed using the same method, but excluding institutional web searches.  The secondary 

search was also more targeted, incorporating other search terms such as “protest,” “activism,” 

“clash,” “occupation,” “encampment,” "demonstration," "budget" and also the names of known 

actors, both institutional and activist.  I also targeted specific publications, namely large and 

small market newspapers in and around cities where each campus was located, including the 

Santa Monica Mirror, the Santa Monica Daily Press, the Santa Monica Patch, KPCC, The 

Orange County Register, the Press-Telegram, the Daily 49er, KTLA and the Daily Californian, 

among others.  Additionally, I conducted searches on major publications with an international 

reach, including the Los Angeles Times, New York Times, the Chronicle of Higher Education, 

Inside Higher Ed and the Huffington Post.  Such publications were selectively chosen because 

they are either among the top ranking news agencies in the U.S., based on circulation size, are 
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leading trusted mainstream publications covering the higher education sector and/or are more 

popular with younger demographics.  Reports were then manually coded and analyzed.  

Institutional Documents and Media Reports  

 

To reiterate, the analysis included a study of official institutional documents and press 

releases.  Such documents were disseminated during and after institutional conflict was made 

public through reporting by general media outlets, or through formal statements issues.  Specific 

documents sourced included official institutional communications in the form of memos, press 

releases and letters to the community to gather a sense of how and what central or upper level 

administrators and public relations managers communicate.  A point of clarification: I did not 

interview any public relations managers, but did include the work of such individuals in my 

evaluation of campus news and social media sites.  Such sites serve as important resources for 

institutional image-making and messaging, and are generally not controlled by central 

administration.  At each campus – Berkeley, CSULB and SMC – numerous public and media 

relations specialists were employed for the purpose of directing and facilitating the public image 

of each institution.  Thus, source documents were evaluated to determine how institutions tried to 

shape conversations around each campus conflict, how they attempted to control their 

institution's public image and how they strategized communications and action.   

All told, more than 200 documents (including institutional reports, activists’ writings, 

newspaper articles, meeting minutes, incident reports, emails and other documents) amounting to 

thousands of pages were reviewed.  For analysis, documents were coded and analyzed utilizing 

initial coding themes discussed earlier.  It is important to offer a clarification here: institutional 

officials – to include administrators, board members and other senior leaders – may be deemed 
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activists or individuals maintaining a social justice orientation depending on their strategies and 

approaches. 

As noted earlier, initial codes – those employed during the first-cycle coding process, 

were informed by the joint framework: the academic capitalism and co-cultural theories.  

Grounding codes in an analytical frame is essential for understanding and interpreting patterns 

and irregularities, and to also categorize data for further analysis (Saldaña, 2009).  Thus, codes 

enable researchers to capture information about roles, relationships, encounters or interactions, 

cultural practices, groups and organizations, among other “units of social organization” (Saldaña, 

2009, p. 15).  Secondary codes were identified by incorporating what Saldaña (2009) describes 

as topical “aspects” (p. 15) to include meanings, feelings and aspects of inequality.  

Second and third phases of coding were implemented, largely to categorize coding information.  

Subsequent codes were separated into two main thematic focal areas: perceptions, theoretical and 

conceptual understandings and also actions and/or applied work.  For perceptions and 

understandings, codes utilized were Social Justice Beliefs; Public Good (a right and a privilege 

were employed as separate subcategories); Emotions (the use of emotions and also emotional 

response were subcategories); and Market-Driven Ideology. For actions, codes utilized were 

Risk (with subcategories for personal and institutional); Policy and Practice (with process, 

procedure and laws serving as subcategories); Relationships (to include subcategories for 

collaborations and connections); Communication (with subcategories for social media, private 

conversations and one-on-one conversations); Outcomes (positive and negative for 

subcategories); Control, Order and Enforcement; Threat; and Safety (to include personal and 

public for subcategories).  Codes and their subcategory codes were then organized in two 

sections – which were situated as conceptualizations and actions – using Microsoft Word, which 
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allowed for the benefits of swift searching and filing, which digital coding mechanism provide 

(Basit, 2003).  The two sections resulted in the groundwork for my two findings chapters, 

Chapters 4 and Chapter 5.  

The content analysis allowed for a subjective interpretation of text, namely through the 

identification of themes and patterns (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) to provide a sense-making 

attempt of a large volume of information.  Coding for patterns is an effective means of 

deciphering meaning to identify consistencies and inconsistencies in discussion and also human 

behavior (Saldaña, 2009, 3).  The point about behaviors is important.  Saldaña (2009) affirmed 

that coding reveals not mere perception and experience, but also idiosyncrasies (p. 6).  Thus, 

coding can be a very powerful tool to investigate and even uncover not only thoughts, but also 

actions and the motivations for certain behaviors.  

For the purposes of this study, documents were not intended to provide an all-inclusive 

view or exact historical account, but did provide a two-fold benefit.  First, the study of 

documents allowed for the development of a more grounded understanding of conflict and action 

than one that only involves interviews.  Secondly, it offered an opportunity to study issues of 

accuracy of information and also the omission of information in the interviews.  Informed by the 

work of both Creswell and Bazeley, Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) affirmed that one of the key 

values in employing a comparative analysis approach is that it can present unforeseen or 

unidentified data (p. 396) "pointing to new dimensions" (p. 704). 

ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY 

 

A multiple case study approach relying on qualitative methods was employed for the 

benefit of studying each site within a context-specific frame, while also allowing for a 

comparative analysis.  In particular, adopting multiple sites for qualitative research allows for a 
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comparative study to help understand what experiences and other phenomena may be typical, or 

not (Maxwell, 2004; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Qualitative methods employed were individual 

interviews and both a content and discourse analysis.  Interviews were conducted with students 

and employees directly involved in issues that arose during a time spanning 2011 and 2013.  

While the timeframe was contained to issues on the two university and one college campus, 

student and employee engagement was far more expansive, at times pre-dating 2011 and often 

extending beyond 2013.   

A qualitative study enabled flexibility (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995), which was an 

important quality in the exploratory research process.  This is especially true for the current study 

as the study sought to understand individual perceptions, experiences and strategies, in many 

cases in the period after the actual event or conflict occurred.  A highly structured study may 

have constrained the ability to broadly understand the range of interplaying dynamics (Marshall 

& Rossman, 1989), while a semi-structured study enables researchers to investigate "all relevant 

circumstances, events, or people intensively and in depth" and to adapt to emergent data (p. 99).  

Also, qualitative research allowed for the important consideration of social, political and 

historical pretenses and contexts (Creswell, 2009) surrounding a given issue or event by 

"generally sketching the larger picture that emerges" (p. 176).  To adequately study dispersed 

institutional communication – notably when considering power dynamics and engagement – a 

multi-tiered approach was required, relying on a diverse range of original sources, and with a 

focus on divergent controversial topics.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

To explain the data analysis process, it is important to revisit the paired theoretical 

frameworks being utilized – academic capitalism and co-cultural.  Academic capitalism, 
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informed by social stratification theory, suggests that a person's rank or place within an 

institution shapes their interactions and experiences (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  In fact, 

Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) explained that the concentration of resources to specific areas 

within universities "likely heightens" stratification within higher education institutions (p. 250).  

Also, the ability of those units to connect with markets within and beyond their institutions to 

maximize potential and income also contributes to stratification (p. 308).  Consequently, the 

academic capitalism framework has been employed to explain that the major economic, political, 

managerial and social shifts within higher education have occurred due to more market-driven 

priorities.   

Utilizing both frameworks, it is generally understood at the same time that there is 

acceleration of market-like ideological approaches and actions within higher education, there 

exists a shift in traditionally-held hierarchical models.  More specifically, ways of engaging and 

communicating are drastically shifting.  And more to the point, individuals are relying on social 

media and outward forms of protest, including social movements, in ways that are historically 

unprecedented (van de Donk, et al. 2004).  The emergence of digital communications in the mid-

1980s and the more recent developments with social media have not only reshaped how activism 

occurs (Garrett, 2007; Elin 2003) around the world, but also how and why people choose to 

engage in politically-motivated actions (Khondker, 2011; Brainard & Siplon, 2000; Leizerov, 

2000; Bonchek 1995).  Researchers have also found that actions organized via "information and 

communications technologies," such as e-mail, cellular devices and the Internet (Garrett, 2007), 

have also have enabled people to more readily identify with issues that arise via protest (Arquilla 

& Ronfeldt, 2001).  The Internet especially has largely benefited social justice activism because 

it offers easier access to a more extensive range of resources, is not time bound and is relatively 
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inexpensive to use (Eagleton-Pierce, 2001).  Related activism of the past is clearly defined within 

the literature as being most often organized, unionized and working within the bounds of 

traditional governance structures (Rhoades & Rhoads, 2003).  While there exists persistent 

evidence that institutional activist engage in traditional modes of protest, other emergent 

examples suggest a new movement in the realm of activism that tends to arise within institutions.  

A preliminary review of the three California sites and their accompanying cases explored 

in the current study indicated a number of shared thematic issues around communication and 

action.  Such cases appear to be propelled by a rift advanced by academic capitalistic practices 

and given emergent methods of communicating.  Modifying the co-cultural theory will be 

necessary to consider the use of social media and other Web-mediated modes of communicating, 

coupled with an examination of power and control.  Of note, thematic areas that have risen out of 

the three sites include: a melding of traditional and non-traditional or emergent ways of 

engaging.  They involve individuals organizing in response to issues affecting broader social 

groups.  Also, they represent a pointed and direct attempt to hold institutions accountable for 

adhering to the public good, or the democratic imperative.  Utilizing the academic capitalism and 

co-cultural frameworks, the study was restricted to issues around individual and group-based 

decisions to participate in collective action and resistance.  Additionally, the study focused on the 

transference and/or restriction of information, and also the employment of alternative or 

emergent resistance strategies.   

Initial questions in the interview protocol focused on understanding each individual’s 

connection to the institution and to the controversial event with additional questions probing on 

sources of information, the transference or movement of information, engagement with different 

institutional actors and individuals beyond the campus around the event and perceptions.   
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I was attentive to overall themes related to individual perception, group identity (official and 

informal) and institutional climate and policy environment.  I focused coding to concepts, ideas, 

beliefs (Creswell, 2009) around individual roles and responsibilities, supports and restrictions, 

activism and resistance, institutional image, communication, modes of communication, 

organizing and/or meeting, and also collective action.  

LIMITATIONS 

 

Numerous challenges arose while recruiting individuals for interviews.  At each campus, 

individuals expressed being concerned that they may experience some form of retaliation or 

resistance due to their involvement.  This concern was not always alleviated by my assurance 

that individual participation and identity would be protected.  Reasons for being reluctant to 

participate – whether as informants or interviewees – varied.  Most of those who were reluctant 

were fearful that they might lose scholarship funding, internships or faculty positions.  Some also 

were concerned that participation could implicate their opportunities in the future, particularly 

for employment.  At two separate campuses, two individuals expressed being concerned for their 

personal, physical safety.  Also, individuals who were generally higher in staff rank, or who had 

been affiliated with their campuses for longer periods of time, mentioned that either their 

supervisors or administrators had barred interviews, specifically with media outlets.  While such 

restrictions were directly aimed at members of the general media, some individuals personally 

extended that restriction to researchers, even though they were not told by a supervisor or other 

institutional actor that they could not speak directly to researchers.  The threat of sharing 

information for such individuals – even when they wanted greater visibility around an issue – 

was too great, even when promised confidentiality and anonymity.  Of note, however, while 
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several students and faculty members sometimes implied risks associated with speaking with 

members of the general media, none said they were directly told not to disengage with media.    

 Another challenge was in finding reliable contact information for people.  Institutional 

email addresses were not always useful.  At least three people noted that they did not check their 

.edu accounts regularly, preferring to use Gmail, Hotmail and other services, suggesting that 

some might never have received the call for participation.  Others preferred not to use their .edu 

accounts, suggesting that some may also have avoided responding for fear of retaliation, or 

because of the lack of built-in trust.  Social media also posed a challenge.  Facebook would often 

filter my private messages to a person's "other" folder,48 a secondary folder where messages are 

sent when the sender is not a "friend" of the recipient.  It was a rare occurrence that an individual 

would open such a message (opened messages were denoted by a small checkmark).  Thus, this 

method did not prove beneficial when attempting to make new connections with potential study 

participants. 

Another challenge was associated with negotiating how much personal information I 

would share with individuals.  Seidman (1998) explains that interviewers inevitably become part 

of the interview process; that it is impossible to completely remove the self of the researchers 

from the data collection process (p. 23).  Individuals I pursued for interviews and for other 

information had a range of questions not merely about the study, but about me personally.  

Individuals wanted to know about my current and prior work, with specific questions related to 

my personal ideologies – namely related to campus activism and issues on their respective 

campuses.  Seidman (1998) suggests listening more and talking less (p. 78).  Thus, I did not 

avoid answering questions about my earlier and current experience.  However, in the few 

                                                 
48 About the Facebook "other" folder: https://www.facebook.com/help/188872764494245. 
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situations in which the interview participants asked highly involved questions related to my 

personal ideology, I worked to redirect the focus onto their own work.  Corbin & Strauss (2008) 

affirmed that objectivity cannot exist in qualitative research, noting that researchers arrive with 

their own personal experiences, perspectives and biases.  However, one can adopt sensitivities to 

help ensure validity.  Both explain that sensitivity is having certain insight, and being attentive to 

important and relevant topics and issues arising in the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 32).  

Thus, I regularly tried to understanding the nuances associated with activist work, and was 

especially attentive when interviewees shared similar frustrating and concerning experiences and 

interactions – especially when at different campuses. 

Additionally, I did not actively pursue interviews with administrators or law enforcement 

officials.  Such interviews may have provided additional insights into decision-making processes 

and perceptions about the public good mission of each institution.  
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CHAPTER 4: SITUATING THE BATTLEGROUND – A FIGHT FOR THE PUBLIC 

GOOD 

 

To revisit the purpose of my study, I investigated how institutional actors conceptualize 

the public good mission of the higher education sector and ultimately try to control public 

discussions and manage perceptions about campus access and equity issues.  I also investigated 

issues of liability and risk associated with action and image-making processes.  In this chapter, I 

describe each of the three campus cases and discuss overall concerns associated with the public 

good mission of higher education.  In particular, I discuss how activists and administrators 

differently conceptualize that mission.  Further, I explain how the differing and, at times, 

conflicting conceptualizations result in tensions between both groups, and a conflicting public 

image of their institutional issues.  Above all, the current chapter is concerned with perceptions 

and beliefs; actions and strategies will be discussed in Chapter 5.  

FRAMING THE FINDINGS 

 

The central concern across the three campuses and their campus issues is the public 

good/private good divide.  The prevailing critique of policies, current and proposed, is that an 

increasingly smaller portion of the population is able to afford college and, therefore, enjoy the 

historic social mobility-based benefits of degree attainment.  Another major concern is that the 

public good benefits associated with higher education are fading.  These concerns are generally 

tied to the question of whether – given the increased privatization of public higher education – 

the public good mandate is being not merely diminished, but effectively killed off.  As presented 

in the current findings chapter, activists and administrators maintain a fundamental disagreement 

about whether and to what extent the decline in public funding for higher education can be 

reversed.  This disagreement, my findings reveal, has led to a differential interpretation of the 

historic public good mission and the role or function of public higher education, which will be 
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discussed in the current chapter.  Discord has also resulted in a visible clash – by way of protest 

actions and campus police response – of perceptions about what is considered appropriate 

political engagement on campus and, ultimately, who is allowed on campus, which will be 

discussed in Chapter 5.  

In interpreting disagreement in how the public good mission should be manifest, a core 

function of my investigation has been to explore and analyze popular or public discourse about 

equity-based campus conflict.  I also investigate how institutional actors perceive of the future of 

higher education, and how those beliefs are propelled while the institutional image is managed 

and controlled.  Thus, my analysis focuses on the institutional image-making processes of 

institutional actors: members of central administrators and also law enforcement officials as 

extension of the administration, and also students and employees serving as campus activists.  

Further, the analysis focuses on specific strategies evoked and tools utilized to catalyze public 

and/or oppositional support for specific campus issues.  Therefore, I find that studying meaning-

making around the public good mission, within the context of fiscal challenges, can inform 

understandings of how individuals frame and act in relation to access and equity issues.  

 Understanding how activists and administrators differently construction public good 

perceptions will inform both findings chapters.  In the current chapter, Chapter 4, I present 

findings of how activists and administrators construct and deconstruct the public good function, 

thereby shaping decisions proposals, and actions around how to promote, protect and preserve 

their institutions.  For this purpose, I have situated the public good argument within an academic 

capitalist frame.  I do so while being attentive to ways alternate discourses occur despite a 

hierarchical context, as advanced by co-cultural theory (Orbe, 1998), a phenomenological 

framework used to understand the experiences of marginalized groups.  The academic capitalism 
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framework enables an analysis of how individuals utilize college and university resources for the 

benefit of individuals and personal interests, and how the public good is reinterpreted in terms of 

private benefit, of institutions and consumers (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  Co-cultural 

conceptualizes ways individuals select and advance communicative practices – such as engaging 

in social niceties, bargaining, educating dominant group members, self-censoring and engaging 

in strategic manipulation of group stereotypes – when interacting with a dominant group or 

society (Orbe, 1998, p. 14; p. 16).  Such strategies and approaches to public image-making 

during times of conflict will be explored further in Chapter 5. 

As an important reminder, I have complicated the academic capitalism framework, 

moving beyond the strong, centralized focus on capital building activities.  In modifying the 

framework, I investigate how communication and action occur around an institution’s reputation 

– or brand – and how the public image is managed and protected.  This, too, is at the core of 

colleges and universities acting more like businesses.  My process, informed by a co-cultural 

understanding, recognizes, as Orbe (1998) affirmed, that non-dominant discourse can reshape an 

institution’s public image (p. 115).  I have adopted and modified both frameworks while relying 

on a critical discourse analysis approach.  This allows for an investigation of how institutional 

power and value are defined and re-interpreted, and also ways non-dominant discourse result in 

help to shape dominant discourse and institutional image.   

CONCERNS WITH THE DECLINE OF PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

 In opening, I first revisit the three cases, each of which was at least partially catalyzed by 

the economic recession that began in 2007 and the advent of the Occupy movement in 2011.  In 

California’s Bay Area, student and faculty activism at Berkeley, though ongoing in support of 

numerous campus equity controversies, was reinvigorated with new attention placed on the 
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implementation of race-neutral admissions policies via the 1996 voter-approved Prop 209.  In 

Southern California, CSULB students and faculty concerned with rising college costs began to 

engage in protests in 2011 advanced by Occupy Cal initiatives.  Lastly, at SMC, students and 

faculty began protesting fee hikes planned for the 2012-2013 academic year, specifically for 

high-demand courses.  

The three cases may appear to be disparate, but are actually connected.  Each case is 

thematically bound by a core contention: the decline in public funding for higher education, in 

addition to threats against free speech and campus activism, is due to the rapid growth of for-

profit interests within public higher education, and the move of financial control into the hands 

of a powerful few.  The “powerful few” is generally defined by activists across campuses as the 

nation’s most wealthy individuals and corporations, of which members of central administration 

are viewed by activists as either being part of or share ideological alignment.  One CSULB 

activist was motivated to move more power into the hands of students and community members 

beyond campus, explaining that people are “enslaved” by existing power structures. “People are 

so enslaved in maintaining a certain status of survival…or, you know…a certain status of wealth 

that they don’t’ have the time to walk away and protest.”  Troubling to him are examples of 

people who are underpaid for their work, or who work in positions that do not enable them to 

meet all of their basic needs.  “People are working and not thinking about why they have to work 

in the first place and get paid what they get paid in certain jobs,” he said.  He saw this problem at 

CSULB, saying:  

There’s no way for student to hold upper level people accountable. Nobody votes on the 

president of the school.  Nobody votes on how the money is used.  Nobody votes on 

when a building is erected.  Nobody votes on when a rec center is built.  There is none of 

that.  They basically say, ‘Well, if people vote with their dollars…if people didn’t want 

all these things, they wouldn’t go to this school. But I don’t know if that is a complete 

argument.  Another issue, they don’t provide any opt for students to be empowered.  
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Every business in Cal State Long Beach [CSULB] is owned by some corporate change, 

or operated or managed by some third party corporation it is not owned operated or 

managed by students – but it should be all of those things. Not only would this increase 

health of the students would empower students with the ownership and experiences that 

are unique will skills an education. They could be offsetting all the money they spend on 

their education by having ownership over all the things that take their money in the first 

place. They should own the Chinese restaurant, the food deli and the bookstores. 

 

Also, one student activist at Berkeley who had been actively involved in campus protest around 

issues of racial inequity, explained: “Market societies and economies – it doesn’t just say in the 

neighborhoods; it doesn’t just stop at the gates of campuses.  We are all dealing with the same 

issues; they are just manifest in different ways depending on where we are.”  Though each of the 

protests were situated within the three campuses, held in opposition to institutional decision-

making and policies, activists were keenly attentive and responsive to increasing economic 

disparity nationally and globally.  In the words49 of Robert Reich, a public policy professor at 

Berkeley, speaking during the Nov. 15 demonstration at Sproul Hall: “The days of apathy are 

over folks.  We are losing the moral foundation stone on which this country and our democracy 

were built. There are some people out there who say we cannot afford education any longer, we 

cannot provide social services for the poor…but how can that be true if we are now richer than 

we have ever been before?” 

Leading up to the Berkeley Unrest in 2011 

 

Access to the UC system is a hugely important matter, especially in one of the most 

diverse states in the nation, one that has maintained that public higher education is a necessary 

pillar for contributing to and sustaining the health and wealth of the state and its citizens.  

Gaining admission into a University of California campus is highly coveted.  A UC education 

affords its graduates tremendous capital and social mobility.  The New York Times in 2015 

                                                 
49 As quoted by CBS News: http://www.cbsnews.com/news/occupy-protesters-rebuild-uc-berkeley-camp/. 
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named the system an “upward-mobility machine”50 after seven UC campuses ranked in the top 

10 of its College Access Index51, the publication’s nationwide measure of economic diversity.  

The index is notable in that it measures the proportion of Pell grant recipients and also the five-

year graduation rate of those students52.  The index also considers the sticker cost for low- and 

middle-income students.  Berkeley placed No. 7 out of 179 public and private colleges and 

universities ranked in 2015.  Also, PayScale reported53 that Berkeley ranked first among publics 

and fourth overall among institutions in the state whose bachelor’s degree-carrying graduates 

enjoy the highest salaries – at $59,500 for early career pay and $114,000 for mid-career pay. 

In 1996, the passage of Proposition 209 barred state agencies from considering race, ethnicity 

and gender in public education, employment and contracting.  In response, UC Berkeley 

implemented a number of programs, offices, funding programs and other initiatives with the 

intention of recruiting, retaining and graduating students of diverse backgrounds.  In 2008, the 

university established the Vice Chancellor for Equity & Inclusion – a first in the UC system.  In 

2009, the institution adopted the UC Berkeley Strategic Plan for Equity, Inclusion and Diversity 

to enhance the institution’s equitable and inclusive environment, with a focus on research, 

teaching, service, student access and student success.  By the fall of 2015, the division had grown 

to about 150 full-time staff with an annual operating budget of $20 million54.  The institutional 

                                                 
50 The assertion was made given the system’s ability to enroll an economically diverse student body: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/17/upshot/californias-university-system-an-upward-mobility-machine.html 
51 The College Access Index report is available online: http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/09/17/upshot/top-

colleges-doing-the-most-for-low-income-students.html. 
52 The College Access Index had previously considered the 4-year graduation rate, but moved toward consideration 

of the 5-year graduation rate for 2015.  
53 The 2015-2016 College Salary Report is available online: http://www.payscale.com/college-salary-report/best-

schools-by-state/bachelors/california 
54 In Aug. 2015, Na'ilah Suad Nasir was appointed the second Vice Chancellor for Equity and Inclusion, at UC 

Berkeley. Nasir began her term on Nov. 1, 2015. The division encompasses units that include the Academic 

Achievement Programs, African American Student Development, Asian Pacific American Student Development, 

Chicana/Latino Student Development, the Disabled Students' Program, the Educational Opportunity Program the 

Gender Equity Resource Center, the Multicultural Community Center, Native American Student Development and 
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also launched the Multicultural Education Program55, a private foundation funded that offers 

consultation and diversity workshops to students and employees on topics related to diversity, 

inclusion and multiculturalism.  

Another significant announcement came with the naming of what become the Haas 

Dreamer’s Resource Center56, a community space for students supported by a $16 million gift 

from the Evelyn and Walter Haas Jr. Fund.  “We are in one of the most diverse states in the 

nation from every aspect – socioeconomic status, race and ethnicity, religion, abilities and 

disabilities, sexual orientation. Our campus reflects that diversity, making it the perfect place to 

examine these issues,” Birgeneau said in a 2010 statement57 announcing the gift.  The institution 

also provides Equity & Inclusion Innovation Grants58, which are funded by the Evelyn and 

Walter Haas, Jr. Fund to support equity, inclusion, and diversity efforts led by students and 

employees.  Projects have included workshops on attracting a diverse student body, anti-racism 

work, career planning for transfer students and social justice training for journalists; others have 

included a course on digital storytelling for low-income students, the design of video games that 

discuss LGBT and gender issues; and a high school tutoring program for indigenous middle and 

high school students.   

                                                 
the Undocumented Student Program: 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Vice+Chancellor+for+Equity+%26+Inclusion+berkeley&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8 
55 The program is supported by the Evelyn and Walter Haas, Jr. Fund, a California-based foundation that has long 

supported Berkeley programs and initiatives. Through a $16 million donation, the fund also helped launch the 

Berkeley Initiative for Equity, Inclusion and Diversity.  
56 The Robert D. Haas Dreamer’s Resource Center was founded during the fall of 2012 and Berkeley received $1 

million in donor support from Elise Haas, the daughter of Robert D. Haas, via the Evelyn and Walter Haas, Jr. Fund. 

The funds would support student scholarships through 2012. The center houses the Undocumented Student Program, 

founded in 2010 by students and employees of the UC Berkeley Immigrant Student Issues Coalition is a resource 

space where students can gain professional, academic and mental health support, among other personal and 

academic resources. 
57 The full statement is available online: http://news.berkeley.edu/2010/02/18/haas_jr_fund/. 
58 The grants specifically support projects that advance UC Berkeley Strategic Plan for Equity, Inclusion, and 

Diversity strategies and priorities.  
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Despite such efforts, studies indicate that underrepresented student enrollments – 

particularly among African Americans and American Indians – did not increase significantly 

post-Prop 209 and, in some cases, students saw adverse effects in phase of the selection process 

(Santos, Cabrera & Fosnacht, 2010; Contreras, 2005).  Also, a 2012 California Watch report59 

indicated that from 1995 to 1998, Berkeley saw a 58 percent decline in the number of African 

America, Latino and American Indian undergraduate students who were admitted.  

Comparatively, UCLA – like Berkeley, most competitive in the UC system – saw a 53 percent 

decline during that same timeframe.  And since the fall of 2013, enrollment among 

undergraduate Pell grant recipients – low-income and often underrepresented minority students – 

has been on the decline system wide.60  Also, some of Berkeley’s students and employees 

reported persistent cases of race-based discrimination.  Several of my study participants 

described that the very color of their skin was an affront to an institution built on the historical 

exclusion of those who were not categorically white and male.  As one of my study participants 

explained, using an analogy that evokes the image of a decorated military officer: “Our 

racialized bodies degrade the space…but we have been vetted in every type of way.  You don’t 

wear bars on your clothing, or rankings.  So, when you are walking by they, don’t see the stars 

on you – you are a racialized body.”  In this way, the public good is embodied; representations of 

the public good are reflected in both the physical presence and the actualized experiences of 

people historically barred from campus participation, and those who are unable to gain access to 

these public institutions.  

                                                 
59 The full report is available online: http://californiawatch.org/dailyreport/despite-diversity-efforts-uc-minority-

enrollment-down-prop-209-15031. 
60 According to University of California System data: http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/infocenter/uc-quick-

facts-glance.  
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Prior to 2011, members of Berkley’s community had been engaged in strikes and other 

forms of protests.  Issues of concern included faculty pay, the working conditions of certain 

employees, pending layoffs, administrative plans to close some of the smaller libraries on 

campus and cost increases, among others.  A pivotal moment in campus protest came in 2011.  

Toward the end of that year, students across the nation began participating in massive walkouts 

and other forms of protest in support of Occupy Wall Street, in opposition to the privatization of 

public education and in direct protest of recent costs increases at Berkeley.  

On Nov. 9, 2011, thousands of Berkeley students, campus employees and community 

members held a walk-out and student strike (see Figure 1).  Three main demands were 

communicated: reverse Berkeley’s tuition and fee hikes, reverse public funding cuts for higher 

education in California and repeal the privatization of public universities across the nation and 

globally.  In an open letter to the campus administration, the Students in the University of 

California Berkeley wrote61:  

The model of activism you refer to: it’s us. We're all occupiers now. Don’t patronize us, 

then, by telling us how we ought to behave. Time and again, our protests have been met 

with batons and guns and admin-speak about “protecting us” and obeying the “limits of 

protest.” After three years of brutality, we now know exactly who is being protected, and 

from what. 

 

Protesters convened at Sproul Plaza, a highly popular center of campus activity.  Organizers also 

specifically called for three additional actions: that Berkeley increase African American, Latina/o 

and Native American student enrollment; that Berkeley, along with other institutions across 

California, align with the Occupy Wall Street movement; and that workers’ rights be defended.  

To improve awareness, organizers set up an encampment around Sproul Plaza.  UC Berkeley 

Police officers ordered the tents to be removed, as the encampment was in violation of campus 

                                                 
61 The full letter is available online: https://reclaimuc.blogspot.com/2011/11/open-letter-to-administration-of.html.  
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rules.  After activists remained unmoved, police appeared in riot gear and forcefully began to 

remove people and tents.  As a result, 32 people were arrested. A group of more than 20 students 

and community members represented by BAMN (the Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action, 

Integration and Immigrant Rights and Fight for Equality By Any Means Necessary) filed a 

lawsuit on Nov. 29, 2011 in United States District Court.  The lawsuit was filed in opposition to 

police brutality – being clubbed and beaten despite peaceful protests – during the Nov. 9, 2011 

“Occupy Cal” protest.  

The case is fairly similar in scope to the Nov. 20, 2009 protests at Berkeley.  The UC 

Berkeley Police Officers’ Association called for more understanding and better solutions to 

avoid clashes in a letter released after the Nov. 9, 2011 event.  The statement reads: “UC 

Berkeley police officers want to better serve students and faculty members and we welcome 

ideas for how we can have a better discourse to avoid future confrontations.”  Yet, Berkeley 

police had a history of physical clashes with protesters.  The subsequent Brazil Report62 detailed 

the use of excessive force by campus police during the protests at Wheeler Hall, held in 

opposition to tuition increases.  During the 2009 protests, more than 40 people were cited for 

trespassing after UC Berkeley Police forcefully disbanded activists.  It was found, as noted in the 

Brazil Report, that not only did campus administrators fail to understand that the protesters were 

mostly students – and ultimately did not address students’ demands, they also did not adequately 

plan for or communicate well during the protests.  Interestingly, the report opens with the words: 

“They say hindsight is 20/20. They’re wrong.” 

                                                 
62 Report executes as a PDF: http://www.berkeley.edu/news2/2010/06/16_prb-report.pdf 
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Why CSULB Students and Employees Chose to Occupy  

 

CSULB is one of the largest and most diverse institutions in the California State 

University system, serving more than 35,000 students.  In the case of campus diversity, it is also 

one of the most diverse campuses in the western U.S.  During the 2011-2012 academic year, 

about 71 percent of undergraduates received grants, loans, scholarships and work-study.  That 

academic year, about 40 percent of all undergraduates were Pell grant recipients.  

CSULB is also a highly regarded campus that affords its students upward mobility 

benefits.  The institution was ranked in 2008 by U.S. News & World Report as one of the top 

public master's universities in the western U.S.  In 2011, the university was listed in the guide as 

having one of the most racially diverse student bodies among public institutions in the same 

region – while maintaining low costs.  In terms of return on investment, PayScale reported63 that 

CSULB ranked 25th overall among California institutions with the highest paid graduates – at 

$43,800 for early-career pay and $88,000 for mid-career pay. 

While CSULB offers among the lowest tuition and fee costs in the nation, its costs have 

been increasing, resulting in a series of pre- and post-recession campus protests with activists 

proclaiming, among other mantras, that education should not result in a “debt sentence” (see 

Figure 2 and Figure 3). In 2012, the California State University Board of Trustees voted to 

approve a 9 percent tuition increase to be implemented during the 2012-2013 academic year. The 

board ultimately approved the tuition increase on a 9-6 vote, also with plans to request $333 

million in funding from the state of California.  

A number of protests and demonstrations predated the Nov. 16, 2011 California State 

University Board of Trustees meeting, where officials vote to raise tuition at CSULB.  Led by 

                                                 
63 The 2015-2016 College Salary Report is available online: http://www.payscale.com/college-salary-report/best-

schools-by-state/bachelors/california 
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the California Faculty Association, a unionized group of 23,000 employees system wide, all CSU 

institutions organized protests in April 2011 against cost increases and declines in public funding 

for higher education.  In collaboration with Occupy CSULB (established by current and former 

students in allegiance Occupy movements in Long Beach, Oakland and elsewhere), a number of 

events were organized on and off CSULB’s campus.  In addition to tuition costs, organizers were 

organized toward solutions to stave off debt and reduce the unemployment rate, among other 

priorities.  One Occupy CSULB organizer told me he became involved because: “I found myself 

growing old and feeling quite hopeless about the problems. I think a lot of that came from seeing 

solutions from within the academy or the university and feeling like they were really limited.”  

Also, hundreds of other CSULB students, employees and residents were involved in various 

other actions.  “Every time we raise fees, we take people out of the university. We cut access for 

people who have never ever had a chance to go to college in their entire families," CFA member 

and CSULB faculty member Douglas Domingo-Forasté told the Daily 49er in a video 

interview64.  Also in attendance during that protest, Donald Bessom, a CSULB graduate student 

told the Daily 49er: “I will not stand by while my teachers are afraid to speak up. I will not stand 

by as my students beg me for help. If these cuts go through, I will not be able to afford the three 

units I need to graduate next semester.”  

A major evening of protest also came held Oct. 7, 2011 in Bluff Park, which pushes up 

against the Pacific Ocean.  During the open mic session, as reported by the Daily 49er, CSULB 

student Jennifer Klasing asked the dozens of people in attendance, “Do you understand that 

corporate America is gambling your money.”  Protester and organizers, in addition to concerns 

associated with rising costs, were organized around frustrations associated with 

                                                 
64 Video available online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PwkL4VM_i84. 



 

 118 

underrepresentation at CSULB.  “Long Beach is one of the most diverse cities in the country. In 

our meetings, we represent a lot of the groups in Long Beach – Black, Latino, white – and they 

all seem to think that it is time for change,” CSULB student Ben Fisher told the Daily 49er.   

The Nov. 16 meeting at CSULB proved a breaking point, erupting into a physical clash 

between students and police officers, resulting in tens of thousands of dollars in damages.  On 

the agenda was a vote to raise tuition by 9 percent.  As reported by the agencies including the 

Los Angeles Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, KPCC and The Orange County Register, board 

members were prepped to make the decision during an open meeting, having already raised 

tuition that year.  Protesters involved with the ReFund Coalition, a statewide group of 

organizations involving students, campus employees and others (including teachers, nurses, 

members of poor and working class neighborhoods of color) were on the scene with other 

activists to disrupt the meeting in a show of opposition.  The board then opted to move to a 

private room to discuss the fee increases, and CSULB police officers physically removed 

protesters who opposed the move.  Protesters, attempting to regain entry to what was meant to be 

a public meeting, broke a glass door, to which police officers responded with pepper spray.  

Ultimately, one police officer was hospitalized and four protesters, including three CSU students, 

were arrested. 

The Dispute Around Self-Funded Courses at SMC  

 

 It was during the spring of 2012 that SMC President Dr. Chui L. Tsang posed an 

unconventional idea: the college should be able to offer differential tuition for certain in-demand 

core classes to help offset the high degree demand.  The experimental program, called "Advance 

Your Dream,"65 would result in the roll out of "self-funded" classes. The plan would increase 

                                                 
65 Santa Monica College initiated enrollments for the program during the spring of 2012: 

http://www2.smc.edu/summer2012/page1.htm 
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costs for some of the college's most in-demand courses, including English, mathematics, 

psychology, biological sciences, accounting, economics and political science.  As noted earlier, 

the proposal would require that state residents pay $46 per semester credit with a set of high-

demand courses offered at the full cost of $180 to those state residents who were able to pay the 

full price.  The dividends from the higher costs would then subsidize those unable to pay the full 

amount in the program, offered through a partnership with the Santa Monica Career and Transfer 

Alliance.   

The program was later and more popularly described as a "two-tier" fee plan with state-

funded and self-funded courses.  This is an important distinction: the college promoted the plan 

as self-funded, while reporters and those in opposition to the plan popularized it as a “two-tier” 

fee plan.  It appears the first mention of the “two-tier” term appeared in a March 14, 2012 

article66 in the Los Angeles Times under the headline: “Santa Monica College to offer two-tier 

course pricing.”  The article also referenced the initiative as a “dual” plan. Situating the plan as a 

two-tiered model, enabled the reinterpretation that the college was implementing a hierarchy that 

favored more wealthy students.  The reporter quoted student government President Harrison 

Wills as saying that plan is “creating a two-tiered system of wealthier students who can afford 

classes and struggling working-class and low-income students competing for the scraps of what's 

left; it's definitely a move in the wrong direction.”  SMC estimated that about 25 percent of 

students who would enroll in the self-funded courses would do so at no cost, provided that the 

college would be able to support those students with financial aid and scholarships.  Campus 

administrators saw the plan, which received donor support, as an important and innovative 

solution to declining public financial support for public institutions.  Whereas the legislature held 

                                                 
66 Available online: http://articles.latimes.com/2012/mar/14/local/la-me-college-classes-20120314 
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the responsibility to define tuition costs, it became the first known case in which a college 

attempted to adjust fees.  In effect, SMC – a high-income institution that was quite successful in 

enrolling low-income students – was proposing the experimentation of a high-tuition, high-aid 

model for funding, effectively to absolve the state of its duties to financially support California 

residents.  

The proposal was advanced during a time of great fiscal challenge.  In mid-2012, the 

California Community Colleges saw $400 million in reduced funding from the state, with about 

$809 million reduction, or 12 percent, since the 2008-2009 fiscal year.  Though Chui presented 

the program as a solution, the plan was described by opponents as a form of educational 

rationing.  The plan led to a series of protests and other actions organized by SMC students and 

employees – during which protests brandished posters and signs reading "Education is a right not 

just for the rich" and "Banks got bailed out! We got $old out" – and supported by some college 

employees and also community allies.  Activists wanted primarily to see the state reverse the 

ongoing decline in funding for public higher education and also wanted to see a reduction in 

higher education costs overall.  Thus, for activists involved, the SMC plan was not an innovative 

solution, but yet another way to price out students from lower socioeconomic means while 

supplanting an institutional structure that would further privilege the already privileged.   

The two-tiered fee plan also received push back from California Community Colleges 

Chancellor Jack Scott who, in the spring of 2012, put in a request that the state's Attorney 

General's Office review the legality of such a plan.  After the college halted its decision, Scott 

said in a formal statement67:  

                                                 
67 California Community Colleges released the statement on April 6, 2012 (executes as a PDF): 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB4QFjAAahU

KEwjV_4S5hqfIAhWQOIgKHTMsDus&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.californiacommunitycolleges.cccco.edu%2FP
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Although I disagreed with this proposal, I cannot fault college leaders for searching for 

new approaches to serve students hungry for the opportunity to receive a college 

education. Tragically, we as a state have failed to properly fund community colleges, and 

our economy will suffer as a result. I will work closely with the Santa Monica College 

leaders on strategies to improve access and success for all students. 

 

The case was jettisoned into the national scene during an April 3, 2012 SMC Board of Trustees 

meeting.  Estimates indicate more than 100 to students, employees and general community 

members entered the board room on April 3 and began yelling in opposition to the two-tiered 

cost structure, which had been approved at an earlier meeting, in March 2012.  To disperse the 

crowd, at least one SMC police officer – later identified as SMC Police Department Sergeant 

J.B. Williams – used a baton and pepper spray (see Figure 4), hitting dozens of people, 

reportedly including student Christine Deal (see Figure 5).  Also, Santa Monica Police 

Department officers were also called in to support the campus police and administration.  Three 

students were reportedly taken to the hospital for minor treatment as a result.  And what proved 

to be a pivotal moment was when a small child attending the SMC board meeting was among 

those pepper sprayed.  Los Angeles-based photojournalist Michael Yanow’s Getty Images photo 

of the 4-year-old girl, cowering in the arms of a woman, her eyes strained tight as someone 

rushed her with a bottle of water, appeared in publications including Gawker, The Wire (a 

publication of The Atlantic) the WorldNews Network and the Digital Journal with other 

coverage provided by the likes of NCB News, RT News, ABC and Truthout.  The image 

appeared to be a polarizing plow, swaying approval in the direction of activists in the wake of 

what was seen as unwarranted police force.  

FINDINGS 

 

                                                 
ortals%2F0%2FDocDownloads%2FMEDIAADVISORIES%2FMEDIA_STATEMENT_ScottSMC2TierDecision_

FINAL_040612.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHgMpA7crp-FCcfFJPkJyco-POgzg&sig2=T_CWlqdb58QT0EBzJq0IXg 
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 Coding and analysis of data – including interviews, blog posts, video clips, official 

institutional sites and statements and social media posts – led to three main findings associated 

with conceptualizations of the public good and the mission of public colleges and universities.  

First, the public good mission was differently framed by college and university chancellors and 

presidents and also student and employee campus activists.  Secondly, the difference in framing 

complicated interactions between both groups.  Lastly, the role of action and activism was 

imagined differently by activists and administrators.  My framework – which employeed 

academic capitalism and co-cultural in tandem – helps understand competing conceptualizations 

between activists and administrators.  Chancellors and presidents tended to articulate a more 

academic capitalist perceptive of the public good whereas students and employees adopted a co-

cultural framing.  Yet, even when such apparent distinctions, this difference is not always 

precise.  In some cases, administrators, who framed themselves as victims,  adopted co-cultural 

conceptualizations of the public good.  Likewise, when activists adopted an academic capitalist 

framing, they tended to see themselves as being personally responsible for being conduits for 

change for individuals, the institution and the general populace.  As such, the following section 

will explore two main topics: how student and employees and also members of central 

administrators (namely chancellors, presidents, provosts and vice presidents) frame and reframe 

the public good (at times, based on their own roles and experiences) and how both attempt to 

neutralize a partisan landscape around their campus issues.  

SETTING THE BATTLEGROUND STAGE – REFRAMING THE PUBLIC GOOD 

MISSION 

 

The public good mission is embedded in mission statements, institutional websites, 

messaging and message points, institutional policies, what gets internally funded, how an 

institution is physically built, and elsewhere.  Findings from my study indicate that while 
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activists and administrators share value in the symbolic role of the public good mission, at the 

crux of each campus conflict is a conceptual disagreement about how the public good should 

manifest.  

Defining the Public Good 

  

The public good mission has been historically interpreted as institutional responsibility to 

help propel individuals forward, student and employee activists redefined that mission through a 

contemporary lens.  Chambers and Gopaul (2008) found that people generally defined the public 

good to reference financial and nonfinancial benefits spun out from institutions in favor of 

individuals, communities and other institutions.  Merging academic capitalism and co-cultural 

frameworks with a critical discourse analysis illustrates that the work of activists is necessary for 

institutional change.  Further, reinterpreting the community-based work of activists as necessary 

for the future of public higher education creates alignment with institutional needs to address 

equity issues.  This redefinition extends into a reconceptualization about who has the right to 

access public higher education, to occupy public spaces and to project a public voice.  

Activists generally framed the role and responsibility of public higher education as 

preparing students not merely for a profession, but for engaging in work that results in positive 

change for communities of the world.  As such, with regard to the public good mission of higher 

education, and the need to maintain both the longevity and impact of colleges and universities, 

activists redefined their work as mandatory.  Such individuals interpreted their work as being in 

support of the greater mission of public institutions, and as necessary to counter suppression 

tactics imposed on democratic and political engagement.  As one Berkeley activist described: 

"People in my class will be influential in the world."  She also explained, similarly as other 

activists, that it was the responsibility of institutions to help students of all backgrounds to 
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develop a critical perspective and to help people to be "aware, open-minded, flexible and ethical" 

while working in innovate and creative ways.   

New Imaginations for the Public Good  

 

Administrators believed that the decline in public funding for higher education must 

translate into a more ardent focus on the financial health of institutions.  This is generally 

translated into not who can access higher education, but who can pay for higher education.  As 

such, for administrators, recruiting and admitting students who were able to make the out-of-

pocket payments for tuition and fees would enable their institutions to partially redirect the funds 

to help support those students who were unable to make full payments.  Additionally, as 

academic capitalism affirms, administrators focused more intently on private partnerships and 

donor support, which could then supplement aid for students who are unable to pay full price.  

Such is the case at SMC, where the college cut more than 1,000 class sections between 

2008 and 2012 in response to state funding cuts.  The “Advance Your Dream” pilot program68 

would allow SMC to offer more than 700 state-subsidized classes (in more than 70 topic areas, 

including art history, business, chemistry, English, English as a Second Language, French, 

history, mathematics, nursing, physics, sociology and Spanish) and more than 50 self-funded 

classes (in nearly 20 topic areas, including art history, communication, economics, English as a 

Second Language, history, mathematics and psychology).  The self-funded courses were offered 

at $180 per credit for California residents, instead of the $46 for subsidized courses.  Local 

philanthropists Daniel Greenberg, a businessman, and his wife, attorney Susan Steinhauser, 

                                                 
68 The full course listing for the pilot phase, including self-funded and subsidized courses, is available online: 

http://www2.smc.edu/summer2012/page1.htm.  

http://www2.smc.edu/summer2012/page1.htm
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donated $250,00069 to help establish a scholarship fund to support students taking the self-funded 

courses (financial aid money and scholarships were made available for qualifying students taking 

both the self-funded and the subsidized courses).  The scholarship fund was established to 

provide 300 students with $300 scholarships toward their education.  In pushing for support for 

the plan, Tsang told KPCC in March 2012: “We have had cuts since 2008, and every year we 

think it will turn around the next year; we were hoping that would happen, and so we’ve been 

waiting, and it hasn’t happened.  Our students have been waiting to get back in the doors for a 

long time, and we can’t just sit here.  We can do two things: we can just sit around and wait for 

the economy to come back, or we can do something to try to help them. And they need help now.  

The cost of delaying education can be very painful.”  Thus, from the perspective of the 

administrator, the symbolic mission of the public good remained intact, but through an 

alternative model, which leveraged entrepreneurialism and for-private interests to achieve the 

public good mission.  

Unlike administrators, activists argued that higher education should be broadly 

accessibly, whether financially or through participatory engagement, most notably through 

political and democratic functions.  As such, activists and administrators were in direct 

opposition over public space and democratic engagement on their campuses.  For activists, the 

public good mission was interpreted as a commitment to service, and that service should extend 

throughout the life of a person’s contact time with an institution.  Activists, then, demanded that 

tuition and fee costs be reversed or reduced and, simultaneously, central administrators, their 

governing boards and other elected officials work more aggressively to undo institutional 

                                                 
69 As reported by the Los Angeles Times: http://articles.latimes.com/2012/mar/16/local/la-me-0316-college-

20120316. It was also reported that Santa Monica College President Chui Tsang said the campus community also 

contributed $5,000 in donated dollars. 

http://articles.latimes.com/2012/mar/16/local/la-me-0316-college-20120316
http://articles.latimes.com/2012/mar/16/local/la-me-0316-college-20120316
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policies and practices that undermine certain populations (namely underrepresented minorities 

and low-income students).   

As such, activists generally did not accept that it is enough to offer front-end financial 

support – it is the duty of the institution to earmark funding that carries over the duration of the 

student’s life on campus.  Activists also called for an institutional realignment, with colleges and 

universities holding themselves far more accountable for addressing persistent societal pains, 

which were primarily seen as declining higher education access and continued economic 

inequality.  One SMC activist, who was among those pepper sprayed during a Board of Trustees 

meeting, explained that the reach of an institution does not reside within its boundaries.  

Explaining his continued activism, he said: “I’m continuing to live in California, and this 

education system is continuing to affect me.  I have cousins that are going to school.  I don’t 

have to explain it – there is this sense of responsibility.  A part of it is that this is something that I 

study and I like to put it into practice when see that this is corruption going on.”   

Unlike administrators, activists spoke through their lived experiences, and through the 

experiences of their colleagues and family members, who may have been living paycheck to 

paycheck, or may not have been receiving a paycheck at all.  By speaking through those lived 

experiences, activists attempted to justify the need to preserve the public good mission.  To 

clarify, whereas administrators – in speaking about fiscal matters – were generally focused on 

challenges with higher education financing the educational access, activists have cultivated a 

trifecta concern: getting a diverse student admitted, ensuring a safe and supportive campus 

climate and aiding students through graduation.  One protestor, Hannah Albaseer,70 who spoke 

publicly during the May 11, 2012 occupation at Berkley’s admissions office (see Figure 6), 

                                                 
70 Hannah Albaseer’s statement was captured by BAMN: http://www.bamn.com/affirmative-action/speech-by-

hannah-albaseer-at-uc-berkeley-admissions-office-occupation.  

http://www.bamn.com/affirmative-action/speech-by-hannah-albaseer-at-uc-berkeley-admissions-office-occupation
http://www.bamn.com/affirmative-action/speech-by-hannah-albaseer-at-uc-berkeley-admissions-office-occupation
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stated: “If change doesn’t happen, nothing changes. Having to balance my culture, family, 

religion, and school, I’m surprised I can still breathe at the end of the day. Half the people I 

know wouldn’t survive an hour in my shoes.”  One student activist and intern at Berkeley spoke 

with me about her parents – a mother who had been in prison and a father who was drug addicted 

and did not speak English.  “Nothing in my life was set up for me to come into higher 

education,” she explained.  Yet, she found truth in what social workers would say about 

schooling.  “School was my ‘protective factor,’” she said in interview, adding that, for that 

reason, she directed much of her energy in excelling in school, and tested into advanced classes.  

“My teachers had master’s and Ph.D.’s,” she explained, frustrated that despite what she 

considered to be a solid education, she was in some cases perceived as an underperforming 

student due to her background.  Another activist, one at CSULB, who gained dual citizenship 

after having come to the U.S. from Mexico, spoke with me about his academic trajectory and 

frustration with both the local and national well-being of the economically poor.  Having come 

from a less economically wealthy family partially drove his decision to take course work in U.S. 

history, that explore social and economic inequity and that would overall “challenge my creative 

thinking,” he said in interview.  “I became, like, obsessed with studying social issues on every 

level…all these different social issues, like class disparity, related to race or gender.  Or, yeah, 

even, like, income levels – all those things are rooted in class disparity, and all that is rooted in 

an ideology called capitalism.”  This directed his interests to the work of radicals and radical 

egalitarians.  “I studied a lot of social theory, and that just developed a sense of futility that was 

depressing.”  He became involved in the Long Beach movement because of a specific goal: “My 

vision is of a more just and friendly world.” Likewise, a Berkeley activist explained specifically 

opting to attend the institution partially due to its social activist past.  This particular activist 
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explained working as an underpaid intern, maintaining a position requiring 20 to 60 work hours 

weekly, but only with a $2,000 annual stipend.  The activist also did not have adequate housing 

while being involved as an intern with an institutional program responsible for improving the 

diversity of the undergraduate student population.  The activist explained: “To be so unselfishly 

engaged in work that is meant to benefit not just oneself but certainly generations beyond is an 

act of activism itself.”   

Thus, while administrators saw solving the funding model as one of the greatest 

challenges for the future of public higher education, activist saw intersectional barriers at work.  

“I pay so much on this campus,” another Berkeley student activist, who was organizing in 

opposition to racism and discrimination against Islamic and Muslim students on campus, said in 

interview.  She, like a number of her activist peers, were frustrated by what they saw was a 

disjointed priority on behalf of the administration.  Whereas much conversation exists on campus 

in terms of expanding student diversity, she sees a lesser effort in ensuring that students are made 

to feel safe and protect on campus, which adversely impacts a student’s ability to be socially and 

academically successful.  “I’m a student, and as a student you come to college with an 

expectation that there is going to be support and help,” she explained.  “But then you also realize 

that you are in this stage in life where you need to figure things out for yourself.  But at the same 

time, that growth and development should have outside of my classroom setting is also 

important.”  

As such, for-profit solutions and addressing the issue of tuition and fee costs alone were 

not always seen as the answer.  Activists generally distrusted market-based ideologies for having 

caused the recession and their subsequent financial difficulties.  Such individuals did not enjoy 

the benefit of endowments and a fluctuating annual budget.   
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Yet, a divorce from all for-profit activities was also not always seen as the solution.  

Activists generally called for one of three solutions: the return to full funding for both the K-12 

and higher education sectors; the adoption of new, strategic funding models to ensure equity-

based progress; or the reallocation of funding in support of growing diverse populations.  “I 

appreciate that there is so much support coming from off campus,” said the student activist at 

Berkeley who worked to organize Middle Eastern and Asian Pacific Americans, often working 

with community members and off-campus organizations offering time and funding to ensure 

students were supported on campus.  “I admire that there is so much support externally.  But, at 

the same time, it’s disappointing for me because I don’t see that same kind of support coming 

from the campus.”  Regardless to stance, activists believed that immediate solutions to fiscal 

problems did not merely exist within the current budget planning period.  For activists, the 

merging of market-driven practices – no matter the alignment with the public good mission – 

was often seen as irresponsible because the rising of costs generally signals a decline in access.  

The findings of my study also suggest that administrators generally framed education as a 

privilege granted to those who are academically inclined and socially able to succeed, though 

they did not completely dismiss the public responsibilities and benefits of higher education.  By 

contrast, activists framed education not as a privilege, but a right, and more specifically, a human 

right.  One protester explained in interview that she and her colleagues were working to "elevate 

the voice – a different voice; a student voice.  We need to give that voice some air time.”  

Another, also in interview, said that whereas Berkeley officials would say they did not 

understand why the African American student population was relatively low, "Black students 

drop out here because they don't feel supported."  Thus, activists saw the charge to change not 

only institutional climate, but also institutional policy to ensure that students felt safe and 



 

 130 

protected and could also be successful on and beyond their campuses – during and after their 

time at Berkeley.  For activists, the public good should extend beyond financial access to higher 

education and includes opening access points throughout a person’s tenure on campus, 

academically and socially.  

PROBLEMATIZING ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

 

Relying specifically on coding related to perceptions, market-based ideologies and policy 

contexts revealed that the shifting economic climate certainly had a prominent effect on how 

institutional missions were defined and interpreted.  Regarding rhetoric, institutional 

administrators – not including board members – generally framed challenges associated with 

improving equity and access from an "us vs. them vs. them" perspective.  In each of the 

California cases, senior leaders tended to describe themselves as being pegged between multiple 

oppositional forces – the state, governing boards, activists and the very communities they were 

charged with serving.   

Us Vs. Them Vs. Them 

 

Central administrators – most often, Tsang and Birgeneau – cast themselves as victims of 

the state, while activists generally cast themselves as being pinned between the administration 

and ideals rooted in national capitalist priorities.  This oppositional framing not only created 

dissent, but escalated tensions between both groups who see themselves fighting for a similar 

cause, but through different methods.  Thus, as it pertains to equity and access issues, 

administrators would typically blame the state and the economy for making it financially 

challenging; activists, meanwhile, worked to hold campus and system administrators 

accountable, calling out the problem of high salaries, the growth of certain facilities and new for-

profit partnerships with the business sector.  
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Activists were, in some ways, working to gain the ear of the administration while 

advancing the notion that capitalist practices were undermining the public good mission.  In an 

essay71 explaining the presence of strikes at Berkeley, Davis and other UC institutions, associate 

professor Nathan Brown affirmed that the universities are situated within the larger political 

contexts of the world.  “The university is one situation among many in which we struggle against 

debt, exploitation, and austerity. The university struggle is part of this larger struggle. And as 

part of this larger struggle, the university struggle is also an anti-capitalist struggle.”  For this 

reason, student and employee activists (in this case, undergraduate and graduate students, some 

of them holding internships, and also adjunct faculty members) did not situate their concerns 

and, therefore, their actions strictly within the higher education system.  Instead, such individuals 

were working to address larger socioeconomic structures, of which the higher education is part.  

This simultaneous struggle – with activists up against administrators and larger structures – was 

manifest in public and in private.  The Santa Monica College student protester who was pepper 

sprayed explained that he and his colleagues received direct pressure from administrators to 

disengage.  “The administration would tell us, ‘Don’t you want to go on? You’re almost done. 

Why are you doing this? You just have one quarter,” he recounted.  His advice to his 

collaborators was to be especially attentive to institutional vice presidents.  “I always told 

students that when you are talking to a vice present, they are there to convince you to do what 

their bosses and the regents have told them to do.”   

From the administrators’ perspective, consider the SMC case.  In a special report72 on the 

budget shortfall and proposed solutions, Tsang, Donald Girard (who was serving as SMC's 

                                                 
71 The full essay is available online: https://reclaimuc.blogspot.com/2011/11/five-theses-on-privatization-and-

uc.html.  
72 The Santa Monica College April 2012 Community Update is available online: http://www2.smc.edu/updates/. 
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senior director of Government Relations and Institutional Communications) and other SMC 

officials proposed and advanced a “local solution” to the access problem.  The solution was also 

implemented, as senior leaders at SMC affirmed, in response to the low rate of Pell Grant awards 

and competition for students felt from for-profit institutions.  This framing appeared to largely 

contribute to how senior leaders – and others – perceived three issues: the manifestation of their 

campus conflicts, perceptions about individuals engaged and overall solutions posed.  “Step one 

is to understand that we are in a crisis.  Two-thirds of the classes that used to be offered during 

the summer have disappeared,” Donald Girard, SMC’s senior director of government relations 

and institutional communications told Santa Monica Lookout for a May 1, 2012 report.  Absent 

in this statement is any direct mention that SMC canceled the courses; the statement presents the 

“disappeared” courses as something that happened to the institution.  Tsang proposed a two-tier 

cost model that was later approved by the Board of Trustees, is a strong example.  In a review of 

institutional statements and news reports, Tsang in 2012 advanced plans for an institutional 

policy that would drive up the costs of in-demand courses.  The SMC Board of Trustees 

approved the plan.  California Community Colleges Chancellor Jack Scott contested the legality 

of the program, citing the state’s control of cost setting.  “The biggest issue right now is whether 

or not we are favoring those who have greater income over those who don’t. That’s I think where 

it’s problematic [sic],” Scott told KPCC for an April 5, 2012 report.  Education Code Section 

78021 mandates that community college governing boards may only adjust costs contracting 

educational programs, and that students in those contracted programs would generally not, then, 

qualify as full-time equivalent students for apportionments.73  Scott then sought the opinion of 

the Attorney General’s Office.  Tsang persistently cited state funding cuts to the college and the 

                                                 
73 See more at: http://codes.findlaw.com/ca/education-code/edc-sect-78021.html#sthash.bWAe7Vqm.dpuf. 
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increased demand for access for the experimental program: "We have had cuts since 2008, and 

every year we think that it will turn around the next year, we were hoping that would happen, 

and so we’ve been waiting and it hasn’t happened.”74  Tsang also affirmed the legality of the 

program, noting that “We definitely want to work within the limits of the law.”  The framing, 

then, is that SMC is tethered between the pull of multiple forces – the state, the economy and 

student demands.  Chui, thus, framed himself and his institution as being pinned in its decision-

making, hustled by student demand and state limitations.  Thus, officials aligned with concerns 

of the protestors while also describing how, in some way, they were otherwise helpless.  The 

solution, then, became singular: drive up costs.  

Birgeneau also sharply defended Berkeley's intentional efforts in diversify the student 

body.  Midway into his tenure as chancellor, during his 2009 State of Equity and Inclusion at UC 

Berkeley address, Birgeneau said: “UC Berkeley has always been motivated by serving the 

public good, and I can see no higher ideal than working for equity and inclusion for all.”  Though 

public talks and official statements, he attempted to shape public perceptions that the divestment 

in higher education – coupled with Proposition 2009 – resulted in the enrollment fluctuations and 

declines among underrepresented groups (defined as African American, Latino and Native 

American student populations) most substantially during the early 2000s.  Framing the economic 

and political climate as destructive to equity and access issues within higher education enabled 

him to then illustrate that Berkeley was absolved in its claimed responsibility for declining 

diversity.  In fact, Birgeneau explained that as the institution drew more funding from federal 

agencies than the state (while $300 million in Berkeley's funding was sourced from the state in 

2011, about $500 is granted in the form of federally-funded research dollars), it was effectively 

                                                 
74 Tsang, as quoted by the 89.3 KPCC in an April 5, 2012 article: 

http://www.scpr.org/blogs/education/2012/04/05/5418/chancellor-questions-fairness-smc-plan-provide-hig/. 
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becoming a federal institution.  Giving the growing proportion of federal funding has no only 

enhanced Berkeley’s research enterprise, but will “require us to think through what our role is 

both in the state and nationally,” he told the California Watch for a Feb. 23, 2011 article.  

Birgeneau’s words are confounding considering that combining the albeit-declining state dollars 

with about $315 million in funding from students amounts to more than what Berkeley pulls in 

federal funding, indicating that the institution’s most sizable constituent group – at least in a 

financial sense – remains its students and state. 

Evoking the Polished Past  

 

Activists and administrators differently framed institutional history.  Activists and 

administrators alike affirmed external forces outside the control of institutions, including national 

and global market forces and the underfunding of public higher education.  Yet, there existed a 

crucial difference.  Whereas activists referenced a decades-old trend of institutions increasing 

costs and also undermining and ignoring certain populations, administrative officials presented 

the fiscal problem was a new development – often sourced from the global economic crisis that 

become evident in 2007.  For example, in a co-authored op-ed published in The Daily 

Californian, Christine Hong, a chancellor's postdoctoral fellow at Berkeley, college writing 

lecturer Katherine Lee and Berkeley graduate student Andrew Leong admonished Birgeneau's 

leadership.  The trio wrote in the July 20, 2009 op-ed:  

…what we have witnessed at Berkeley, a university touting itself as a major Pacific Rim  

institution, is default reversion to a Eurocentric curriculum. Under Birgeneau's tenure, we 

have seen continued rollback of gains made by pioneers of the Third World Liberation 

Front who established Asian American Studies at Berkeley in the 1960s. Institutionally 

speaking, Asian American Studies at Berkeley has been subjected to willed extinction. 

There have been no serious recruitment efforts to address the slated retirement of key 

Asian American scholars – Ron Takaki, Ling-Chi Wang, Sau-ling Wong and Elaine Kim. 

Instead, in this alarming vacuum, we have seen the university's readiness to rely on part-

time lecturers who function as disposable ‘guest workers’ and are paid poverty wages 

with few benefits or protections. 
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Here, the authors have reframed Berkeley’s polished past.  The authors affirmed that while the 

institution has effectively marketed itself as one that is respectful of and responsive to Asian 

Americans and the Asian Diaspora (i.e.: in 1897, Berkeley began offering Sanskrit; during the 

1940s, Berkeley expanded programs focused on issues in South Asia; and Berkeley launched 

several endowed chairs during the 1990s with support from the South Asian community), it had 

failed to address a range of inequities.  

Despite historic underrepresentation among certain populations, administrators often 

evoked a legacy of equality, ignoring past and potential discrimination based on social class.  

Paul Feist, California Community Colleges’ vice chancellor for communications, addressed the 

equity concerns around SMC’s two-tier plan.  Feist said75: “There is a real concern about equity 

here, because if there are higher fees that will only gain access for certain students, does that 

really address the problem? The reality is that there are hundreds of thousands of students who 

are not getting access to community college – and access has always been what we are famous 

for.”  This was a common assertion – that institutions must return to a polished past where open 

access with a viable model.  

Given the contemporary economic context and funding challenges, administrators 

affirmed that the state is drafting away from its earlier mission, thereby impeding the ability to 

retain open access.  For officials, the fiscal challenges and, therefore, their actions were situated 

in the present moment, devoid of the actual communities and people they were meant to serve.  

For example, in a statement76 posted to the college’s Facebook page and disseminated to media 

                                                 
75 Feist’s statement was published in a March 29, 2012 article by The New York Times: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/30/us/community-college-to-charge-more-for-top-courses.html?_r=0 
76 The statement was also published by major media outlets, including CBS and CNN: 

https://www.facebook.com/SantaMonicaCollegeOfficial/posts/10151464539565506#. 
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representatives, Tsang noted that SMC’s fee increases came when the institution was 

“confronted with the greatest budget crisis ever to face higher education in California."  Tsang 

also said a "tragic number of students" are being priced out of higher education across the state.  

The communications tactic presented the institution as working toward access at a time when its 

state budget was being consistently cut, and when it attempted to additional cuts to course 

offerings.  The gave brief mention of donor support, but otherwise illustrated the helpless nature 

of the institution in light of declining state support and the demands of protesters and 

demonstrators.  Interestingly, while administrators blamed the global economic crisis for the 

subsequent budget cuts within higher education, activists maintained that the economic crisis – 

along with the fiscal fallout – was the product of the very capitalist practices administrators 

continued to use. 

By contrast, activists observed generations-old issues of socioeconomic inequity as 

reason for current fiscal crises and, in addressing that concern, often spoke about individuals, not 

organizations or institutions.  In fact, activists spoke often of change, drawing connections across 

groups of people, individual experiences, generations and decades.  For example, in his essay 

(mentioned earlier) Nathan Brown explained that the Occupy Wall Street movement, and 

subsequent demonstrations on UC campuses in California, were both linked to a global struggle 

articulated in Egypt, Chile, Spain, Tunisia and elsewhere.  “This is a struggle against the 

destruction of our future, in the present, by an economic system that can now only survive by 

creating financial bubbles (the housing bubble, the student loan bubble) which eventually have to 

pop,” he wrote.  
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NEUTRALIZING THE PARTISAN LANDSCAPE 

 

Certain administrators and individuals who did not self-identify as activists, but engaged 

in advocacy and direct action, attempted to neutralize sharply partisan perspectives.  Co-cultural 

community theory affirms that there exist dominant frames that are advanced through the work 

of organizations or by individuals.  Non-dominant frames represent attempts by non-dominant 

groups to undermine oppressive, hierarchical and restrictive behaviors or practices (Orbe, 1998).  

However, there are also efforts to intentionally bridge dominant and non-dominant groups and 

frames.  Orbe (1998) offered: "Aggressive accommodationists, although fighting for societal 

change, must also cultivate their genuine desire to work within, and not necessarily against, 

dominant group members" (p. 115).  Translated through the context of the current study, this 

means that there are both dominant and non-dominant group members who do not act in direct 

alignment with their in-group members.  That is in evidence when activists acknowledge where 

they maintain privilege and when administrators acknowledge their personal failings and the 

equity-based shortcomings of their institutions.  Such individuals, I argue, are actively engaged 

in the act of neutralizing the partisan landscape – they operate with the intention of stabilizing 

sharply oppositional rhetoric and action.  

One such example is presented in the opinions of an academic counselor at Berkeley, 

who shared her personal story of coming to Berkeley as a student, and returning to work on 

behalf of undocumented students.  The counselor was the first in her family to both attend and 

graduate from a higher education institution.  She also comes from a mixed status Mexican 

family – with some having legal citizenship in the U.S., and others living in the country without 

legal documentation.  Having come from “a very traditional” family, being accepted into 
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Berkeley presented a sort of “freedom,” she explained.  The campus allowed her time and space 

to explore herself and her interests in an environment that felt wildly open to her.  

While she acknowledged what she saw were numerous institutional failings at Berkeley, 

she simultaneously applauded the institution’s progressive nature.  As a student and, ultimately 

in her work, she observed and supported students who were fearful that they would be expelled 

had their status as undocumented students become known, despite the passing of the Deferred 

Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) legislation.  DACA, authored by the Obama 

Administration in 2012, affirmed that the U.S. Department of Homeland Security would not 

deport certain youth who had come into the U.S. to live as children and, therefore, did not carry 

legal documentation.  She also witnessed the level of stress and uncertainty students experienced 

because they could not either find or qualify for certain financial aid, given their status in the 

U.S.  “Historically, the way the university has been set up provides certain people with certain 

advantages – people who have attended historically. Although there have been changes in the 

demographics over time, services have been behind and have not caught up with the populations 

on campus.  But the students are pushing in order to get those services. I knew I had to come 

back and give to students who needed additional help,” she explained about her post-graduate 

decision to work at Berkeley.  Here, she is neutralizing the rift between activists and the 

administration, situating much of the problems contemporary students face in a historical 

context.   

Thus, while the Berkeley counselor gave mention to her institution’s failings, she also 

referenced what she saw as positive performance and opportunity for change.  For example, 

while acknowledging the financial challenges students faced, she also saw Berkeley’s work in 

providing aid and also in gaining donor support as notable.  “Berkeley does a pretty good job 
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packaging for our students with aid, but there is a gap, and students have to work or come up 

with other ways to pay,” she said, later explaining that “we’ve been able to move forward, and a 

lot of that is because of donor money, the director and our team’s efforts in trying to get 

funding.”  She also gave mention to her own privilege.  “There are politics, but that hasn’t 

happened to make on this campus,” she explained, noting that the perception of risk associated 

with activist and advocacy work depends on a person’s frame.  “It’s the way you look at it, of 

course.  For some people, it may be seen as handholding; for other, it’s advocacy.”  At the root, 

she saw her work – which was situated in a need to address the needs of undocumented students 

– not as the presence of a harsh institutional deficit, but as an important and necessary 

opportunity.  It is important to note that her presence was most often absent at protests and other 

forms of public demonstration; she saw her internally focused work as crucial for change.  In 

fact, while she supported the work of activists, even as they were working on behalf of 

undocumented students, she rarely referenced “we” or “our” in explaining efforts, creating some 

separation between herself and activists.  Of note, in explaining what she personally wanted from 

the administration, she explained: “Students are frustrated that the current chancellor doesn’t 

take a stand.  They want him to make a statement to support undocumented students….”  As an 

employee, she joined others who trained faculty and staff how to effectively and legally work 

with and support undocumented students.  “I present how to be an ally, and how to serve 

undocumented students,” she explained.   

Another strong example of an individual attempting to neutralize a partisan landscape 

comes from Birgeneau.  In a 2005 statement released shortly after his appointment as Berkeley's 

chancellor, Birgeneau explained his concern with the numbers of enrollments among African 

American, Latino and Native American students, specifically, in the years after California's 1996 
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approval of Proposition 209.  In 2005, Birgeneau called the drop in enrollments among 

underrepresented students a “crisis.”  Birgeneau also explained that there was an "absence" of 

"good relationships across cultural lines within the student body" with such communities, 

noted77:  

I think people voted for 209 idealistically and generally thought it would produce a fairer 

system. My conclusion, and the conclusion of many people around me, is that because it 

has resulted in a dramatic diminution in numbers of particular classes of California 

citizens, it has in fact created a system that is quite unfair.  

 

In this way, a highly divisive and politically-motivated act – a majority statewide vote in favor of 

nullifying affirmative action policies – was minimized to a conceptual misunderstanding; voters 

were tricked, or simply did not understand the future complications of their decisions.  Such 

statements were reaffirmed in a "Bear in Mind" discussion in 200878 involving Birgeneau and 

several members of his administrative team – the associate vice chancellor, assistant vice 

chancellor for student affairs and the vice chancellor for equity and inclusion. The overwhelming 

tone of the discussion in "Bear in Mind," a regularly produced video segment in which the 

chancellor addressed administrative issues and concerns, was that of neutral advocacy.  The 

administrators acknowledged the shortcomings of race-neutral admissions, especially for a land-

grant institution invested in ensuring equity and access for underrepresented students.  

Administrators overwhelmingly appear neutral, even when speaking about highly political and 

emotionally charged issues.  

 

 

                                                 
77 Public statement accessible online: http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2005/03/29_birgeneau.shtml 
78 Transcript available online: http://www.berkeley.edu/news/chancellor/bim/jan14_transcript.shtml 
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CHAPTER 5: BATTELGROUND TOOLS AND TACTICS – MANAGING PUBLIC 

IMAGE AND NEGOTIATING RISK 

 

 Protesters, administrators and law enforcement were often involved in a negotiated play, 

dictating when, where and how protest occurs.  However, public image was largely shaped in the 

moment by unplanned developments, and could be captured in ways that garner the sympathies 

of the media.  Despite deliberate planning, spontaneity was an important factor in shaping protest 

trajectory and garnering media interest and coverage.  With activism capitalism serving as a 

privatizing and controlling force, public space was restricted in the hands of authorities – all 

while evoking the public good not as a mission, but as a mandate.  My findings indicate that 

campus conflicts are rife with concerns expressed by the authorities about liability, property 

damage, violence and physical harm.  While administrators used these concerns to control 

movements and also the ways in which students and employees are able to engage in advocacy 

and activist work.  Such framing and subsequent acts thereby criminalized certain peaceful acts 

and create direct division between activists those in formal positions of power.  Conversely, co-

cultural theory counteracts that narrative, situating public space as the necessary and requite 

locus of sharing and engaging in democratic ideals.  Activists used these concerns to reintroduce 

and open public spaces and to also open dialogues and work toward improving equity-based 

policies and practices.  

FINDINGS 

 

 The current chapter is concerned with strategies activists and administrators employed to 

shape public perceptions about institutional issues, including responses to the public good 

mandate.  The chapter also explores ways individuals managed or mitigated personal and 

institutional risk.  Analyzing coding sources – generated from interviews, blog posts, statements 

and media coverage – specifically related to communication, enforcement, control, safety, 
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collaborations and also laws and policies – resulted in three central themes associated with 

institutional image-making and action.  First, oppositional concerns with institutional liability 

and persistent inequity frame institutional-image making approaches, communication strategies 

and direct action approaches.  Such strategies and approaches are directly influenced by 

perceptions associates with the public good mission.  Second, central administrators 

(individually, and by extension through the work of campus public and media relations 

professionals) and activists not only employed different media strategies, but are able to sustain 

positive media coverage in ways that conflict with the other.  Lastly, activists and administrators 

interpretd and managed risk – personal and institutional – in significantly different ways, again, 

in ways informed by perceptions associated with the public good mission.  

A MEETING OF OPPOSITIONAL CONCERNS 

 

As noted earlier, activists and administrators differently constructed meaning around the 

public good mission of higher education.  This different contributed to the resulting difference in 

both perception and action.  In this section, I will discuss how issues of democratic engagement 

on campus is framed, with attention given to how public space should be utilized, and how 

people are expected to engage in such spaces.  

Stage Setting for the Battleground: Public Safety vs. the Public Good  

 

Academic capitalism theoretically situates administrators, who are acting on behalf of 

boards, as having fiduciary responsibility for institutional well-being.  That includes being the 

fiscal protectors of institutions, whereby administrators – and certainly others within the 

academy – engage in market-based strategies.  This engagement occurs while such individuals 

are also attempting to preserve institutional prestige.  The issue of image preservation is an 

important tenant of academic capitalism which details that, given the rise of managerial 
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professionals, to include individuals responsible for public affairs and media relations, 

institutions are increasingly concerned with public image.  Protecting institutional image and/or 

legacy is considered an increasingly viable activity for administrators and managerial 

professionals as institutions compete more heavily for students and funding.   

Conversely, co-cultural theory situates activists, whose rhetoric and actions call to 

question the practices of dominant groups, in opposition to the administration.  The modification 

of both frameworks, however, enables a more complicated, seemingly incongruent 

understanding of activist and administrator work, particularly in public spaces.  Specifically, in 

the context of this section, the modified dual framework helps to understand ways administrators 

evoked the public good mission to control activist work, even when elements of that work were 

about revenue building.  It also enables an exploration of how activists advanced the notion that 

the nation – through the public higher education sector, as an important contributor to the 

knowledge economy – would be better served if colleges and universities saw a new infusion of 

diverse perspectives and types of engagement.   

A common approach utilized by administrators and law enforcement officials was to act 

in response to what they described as a threat of or the creation of public safety violations.  As 

such, administrators would define the actions of activists as posing a threat not only to the public, 

but to other administrators, law enforcement officers and also physical campus structures.  In a 

co-authored statement released after the Nov. 9, 2011 disbandment of encampments on Sproul 

Plaza, Birgeneau wrote:  

It is unfortunate that some protesters chose to obstruct the police by linking arms and 

forming a human chain to prevent the police from gaining access to the tents. This is not 

non-violent civil disobedience. By contrast, some of the protesters chose to be arrested 

peacefully; they were told to leave their tents, informed that they would be arrested if 

they did not, and indicated their intention to be arrested. They did not resist arrest or try 
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physically to obstruct the police officers’ efforts to remove the tent. These protesters were 

acting in the tradition of peaceful civil disobedience, and we honor them. 

 

The statement affirmed that the act of “linking arms” was seen as an act of disobedience – and, 

specifically in conforming the terms used by the administration, was viewed as an act of 

violence.  Multiple reports indicated an intense clash between activist and law enforcement, 

during which protester and officers pushed, hit and grabbed one another; officers used batons 

while protesters used “backpacks and skateboards,” as noted in the UC Berkeley Police Officers’ 

Association letter later released.  However, the moment before the clash is of greatest concern to 

activists, who affirmed that there was no violent incitement on behalf of protesters that 

contributed to the clash.  Instead, it was the will of police officers attempting to disband the 

gathering that ultimately lead to the violence, they affirmed.  Administrators and law 

enforcement officers saw the Nov. 9 occurrence as a singular event – a single protest effort that 

incited and resulted in violence – instead of a series of controlled and uncontrolled interactions.  

This enabled the suspension of fault in the actual clash.  As noted the open statement the UC 

Berkeley Police Officers’ Association released – and specifically directed toward students, 

faculty, administrators and regents – officers explained that while multiple orders to disperse 

were given, in the days before Nov. 9 and on the actual date, the clash still occurred.  An 

anonymous author posted a response to the Nov. 9 clash on the Reclamations site in July 2012:  

If, then, one asks what remains in the category of ‘non-violence’ according to the 

rationality of the police, it is the absolute, uncritical obedience to their authority, 

especially when that authority violates the rights of the people or grossly abuses the 

means of violence and the power to incriminate – in short, ‘non-violence’ according to 

the police means the uncritical compliance with the growing arbitrary power of the 

sovereign. 

 

Whereas administrators and law enforcement generally framed public threats as conflict in the 

form of direct action and displays of violence, activists’ framing of threats to public safety were 
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entirely oppositional.  Employing a strategy of framing threats to public safety as multi-pronged 

and multi-generational, activists affirmed that they are working against institutional acts of social 

and financial violence.  A graduate student and activist at Berkeley, who worked as an intern in 

an institutional program working to diversify the student body, among other initiatives, explained 

how students are not merely present for higher learning, but for survival:  

It is important for us to have food at our events.  For us, it’s food security.  Students can’t 

afford to pay rent….  It’s really hard to access a bunch of students who are working and 

studying and trying to graduate, live and survive.  That’s a huge disconnect – the 

administration and faculty, especially tenured faculty and higher ups – the chancellor and 

his little team – don’t understand.  This is survival for a student.  And being here is 

survival. 

 

Thus, when the administrators refused to even meet and speak with student to hear their concerns 

and determine ways to meet their demands, it was viewed as an act of violence – a threat to the 

health and livelihood of students the institution was aimed to serve.  

The Fight for Public Space  

 

The issue of public space – and public attention – is important for several reasons.  Orbe 

(1998) explains that dominant cultures and/or groups largely maintain control over popular 

knowledge and understanding, and also define what are acceptable ways of engaging and 

communicating.  These definitions of cultural engagement are defined and replicated not only 

through knowledge sources, but publicly through communication cues and codes of conduct, for 

example.  An important case for consideration came in advance of what ultimately became the 

highly visible Nov. 15, 2011 demonstration at Berkeley’s Sproul Hall.  About one week before 

the demonstration, and one day prior to a Nov. 9, 2011 walkouts and rally, Chancellor Birgeneau 

and other administrators (Berkeley Provost George Breslauer and Vice Chancellor Harry Le 
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Grande) released a Nov. 8, 2011 statement79  aligning the institution with Occupy movement 

priorities, and also defining appropriate behaviors for political engagement.  Of note, the 

statement called on the campus community to “act responsibly and show the world what we are 

known for – a place where the best and brightest youth, staff and faculty from all socioeconomic 

backgrounds work collectively to solve world problems.”  Acting responsibility, as noted in the 

statement, included not setting up tents or encampments and avoiding “destructive” and 

“disruptive” actions.  The letter continued:  

In these challenging times, we simply cannot afford to spend our precious resources and, 

in particular, student tuition on costly and avoidable expenses associated with violence or 

vandalism.  Rather, these funds should be spent on urgent needs such as financial aid for 

low income students including those who are undocumented, increased numbers of 

GSI’s, increased library hours etc. 

 

Interestingly, it is those very issues – increased financial aid and improved library hours, among 

other issues fundamental to student access and learning – that activists said the administration 

had failed to adequately address.  The letter also defined “regular activities” of the campus, or 

approved and sanctioned activities, such as one’s ability to “go to class, study, carry out their 

research etc.”  While the letter affirmed that the campus community was “free to meet, discuss, 

debate, and protest,” the naming of “regular activities” was seen an affront; the administration 

defining what were socially acceptable and prescribed behaviors.  Additionally, the 

administrators redefined the main concern of activists, situating concerns with a necessity to 

engage in protest acts rather than the very real desire to enact institutional change for broader 

benefit.  To that regard, the statement reads: “We understand and share your passion about the 

important topics that are at stake in these debates, and want to be sure that everyone has the 

opportunity to exercise their rights – whether that is to protest, teach, or go to class.”  The 

                                                 
79 The full statement is available online: http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/09/chancellor-birgeneaus-message-on-

the-day-of-action/. 
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evocation of the need to “share your passion” is limiting, situating the actions of activists purely 

in a purely emotional and seemingly illogical realm.  In response, the “Students in the University 

of California Berkeley”80 issued a Nov. 10, 2011 statement, which read:  

About the ‘regular activities’ of students at UC Berkeley: we do not agree that these  

activities can be limited to going to class, studying, and doing research. First, because this  

school is the center of our lives, which are richer and more meaningful than is allowed  

for by the student code of conduct. Second, because there can be no “regular activity” in 

a time of crisis. We are not blind to the world; we know that it is falling apart, torn to 

shreds by the profit-hungry elite of the 1%. We know that you have been tasked with 

operating the university in crisis mode; we know this means ensuring that the 1% do not 

lose their financial stake in the university and its affiliate industries—the student loan 

racket, for example. We see right through you. It is you, on the other hand, who mistake 

our purposes: when we occupy buildings and set up encampments, these are our regular 

activities. The only people interfering with the business of the university are the police; 

for that, they should be banned from campus permanently and immediately. 

 

The argument present here is common across the three campuses that were studied.  Student and 

employee activists concede that engaging in democratic process could not be singularly defined 

and regulated.  This contention theoretically aligns with the overarching concern that liability-

sensitive and strictly for-profit orientations were effectively eroding not only campus 

participation, but intentionally excluding those individuals defined as unfit for college and 

university life. Also, public areas – to include government, courts, entertainment, news media, 

social action groups and elsewhere – provide the space by which social problems are defined, 

framed and explored (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988, p. 58).  Additionally, the public has a limited 

capacity for interpreting and understanding too many social issues at once (Hilgartner & Bosk, 

1988), making the fight for public attention all the more stark.  

CSULB students and employees, who aligned themselves with both the Occupy Wall 

Street and Occupy Long Beach movements, purposefully engaged in occupying public spaces.  

                                                 
80 This does not appear to be a formalized group; it appears to be an anonymous group through the organized group, 

College of Debtors in Defiance, which published essays via the reclaim UC site. Original post is available online: 

https://reclaimuc.blogspot.com/2011/11/open-letter-to-administration-of.html. 

https://reclaimuc.blogspot.com/2011/11/open-letter-to-administration-of.html
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One tactical approach, employed nationally and internationally, was the creation of 

encampments.  Working in tandem with OLB members, CSULB students engaged in a 

November 2011 encampment push, despite administrative and law enforcement calls that such 

an action was illegal and against city ordinances.  The 9-point city ordinance – No. 1740/91, 1, 

1-15-91 under Miscellaneous Conduct – reads: “It shall be unlawful for any group, organization, 

or person in a park or recreation to:  

 Camp or stay overnight anywhere. 

 Take part in the playing of any games involving, thrown or otherwise, propelled objects 

except in those areas designated for such forms of recreation.  

 Play football, baseball, basketball, soccer or lacrosse, except in areas designated for such 

games.  

 Rollerskate or use skateboards, except in those areas specifically designed for such 

pastimes.  

 Enter an area posted as “closed to the public.” 

 Engage in threatening, abusive, insulting or indecent language or engage in any 

disorderly conduct or behavior tending to breach the public peace.  

 Fail to produce an exhibit any permit he claims to have, upon request by any authorized 

person who shall desire to inspect the same for the purpose of enforcing compliance with 

any provision of this article.  

 Disturb or interfere unreasonably with any person or party occupying any area or 

participating in any activity under the authority of a permit.  

 Erect or occupy any tent, stand or other structure in any park or playground, or sell, or 

give away any food, drink or other thing, without a permit.  

 

This type of enforcement was seen by activists as contradictory.  “We are not occupying to sleep 

or to camp out.  We are occupying in protest to assemble and redress our grievances,” said Ingrid 

Rosales, both a CSULB student and protester with OLB.  The contention Rosales makes 

connects to what I found to be a pervasive frustration among activists: seemingly unwarranted 

and elevated controls enacted not only around protest acts, but public space.  For example, 

activism capitalism would prescribe that individuals are allowed to camp in front of stores, as is 

the case when companies like Apple introduce new products or when stores introduce Black 
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Friday sales, which sometimes turn violent81.  However, camping is increasing banned when 

employed for democratic purposes.  The prevailing message: economic-generating consumption 

is supported; support for the use of public space to engage in democratic practices, however, is 

tempered.  Again, to revisit my findings, administrators and law enforcement officers framed 

public space as liability-ridden, a definition that activists find to be confounding.  Also, the act of 

occupying public space was seen by law enforcement officials and administrators as an unlawful 

act, even in the absence of violence.  As such, protesters were redefined by officials as 

“campers,” a term that enabled the stripping of one’s right to assemble.  

The Nov. 16, 2011 CSU board meeting, during which a 9 percent tuition increase was 

approved, presents an important case for analysis.  The Bagley-Keene Open Meeting Act of 2004 

“generally” maintains that state boards, advisory groups, delegated bodies and commissions must 

“publicly notice their meetings, prepare agendas, accept public testimony and conduct their 

meetings in public.”  The act reads82: “By reserving this place for the public, the Legislature has 

provided the public with the ability to monitor and participate in the decision-making process. If 

the body were permitted to meet in secret, the public’s role in the decision-making process would 

be negated.”  However, the act also maintains a number of exclusions, specifically, that boards 

can meet in private for a limited range of reasons.  Though the reason was not disclosed, it may 

have fallen under the “Security Exception,”83 which allows for a closed meeting when the topic 

concerns “matters posing a potential threat of criminal or terrorist activity against the personnel, 

                                                 
81 Using FBI Uniform Crime Reports and Facebook user data, Estately reported on the top 10 states in which Black 

Friday violence was expected. The report is available online: http://blog.estately.com/2015/11/the-states-where-

youre-most-likely-to-encounter-fights-at-black-friday-sales/. 
82 The full act is available for download online: https://oag.ca.gov/open-meetings. 
83 Five exceptions are offered: one when personnel matters are being discussed; one where pending litigation is 

discussed; when the board must discuss issues that fall under the Administrative Procedures Act, which covers 

issues related to administrative regulations; when the board is discussing real estate transactions; and, lastly, issues 

related to security.  
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property, buildings, facilities, or equipment, including electronic data, owned, leased, or 

controlled by the state body, where disclosure of these considerations could adversely affect their 

safety or security.”  Robert Bates, a CSULA student, brought to the Los Angeles County 

Superior Court a claim that the Board of Trustees has illegally raised tuition, having approved 

the increase in violation of open meeting act.  The court ultimately dismissed the claim, and the 

case was settled in April 2012.  As a result, CSU later noted that it “agreed to use best efforts to 

ensure the media is present in any alternative meeting areas.84”  This presents a fairly common 

occurrence: lax mandates in favor of administrators and law enforcement officers, while activists 

are subject to harsh sanctions, often regardless of the severity of each case.  

One of the more common administrative tactics was to take a preemptive approach in 

attempting to manage instances of public protest.  It was a fairly common practice across 

institutions that administrators, law enforcement officers and student and employee activists 

would have some sort of contact, whether it be through the application of or issuing of permits 

and/or private planning meetings, to discuss plans for actions.  Yet, there were also cases in 

which spontaneity – not planning – dictated public action.  The April 3, 2012 SMC Board of 

Trustees meeting presents yet another case.  While organizers had been in early communications 

with the administration and law enforcement prior to the meeting, proper accommodations for 

what resulted in a well-attended meeting were not made.  Given the large volume of attendees 

and the highly sensitive nature of the meeting’s agenda, a problem of space seemed inevitable.  

“The police were completely ignoring our demands. They were just barricading the door. If they 

were concerned of a fire hazard, then the meeting should have been held in a larger venue so that 

it could be given accessibility to everybody who wanted to be in the room,” SMC student 

                                                 
84 See Sept. 18, 2012 Committee of the Whole meeting agenda.: 

http://www.calstate.edu/bot/agendas/sep12/Whole.pdf.  
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Jasmine Delgado, who was then serving as vice president of the Associated Students governing 

body, told the Santa Monica Mirror for an April 5, 2012 article.  

SOCIAL MEDIA, MEDIA STRATEGIES AND SUSTAINED COVERAGE 

 

 The widespread advent of the Internet and social media have each had an undeniable 

impact on activism and social movements.  Media – radio, print and television – have played a 

central role in protest movements.  This is especially true of the student movements of the 1960s.  

Media coverage gave breath to those movements, though such efforts did lose important leverage 

after media representatives turned toward other issues in the news cycle (Altbach & Cohen 1990, 

p. 34).  Social media affords individuals and groups the ability to produce pre-coverage and also 

extended coverage, both in the absence of and in tandem with traditional and/or popular media.  

Traditional and popular media, also generally referred to as “the press,” include print, broadcast 

and web-based media outlets.  In this section, I discuss how activists and administrators use 

social and traditional/popular media in different ways.  I also discuss how different approaches 

ultimately work to shape news coverage and public perception about contentious campus issues.  

Social Media Presence is Differentially Tempered  

While activists and administrators used different modes of social and digital media 

platforms, findings indicate that both use wildly different strategies through such channels to 

shape public perceptions.  While each institution maintained various social media accounts 

(including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and YouTube), they did not regularly use such platforms 

for communicating campus conflict, or to catalyze support for their specific issue of concern.  

For example, SMC began to develop an identity in social media in the years around 2010.  The 

college’s goals for social media, and the maintenance of a digital presence, are explicitly stated 
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in a 2013 board agenda.85  SMC’s stated priorities for web-based content and marketing were 

meant to align with institutional marketing “messages, branding and positioning,” indicating an 

institution-first – not a student-centered or community-centered – model for social engagement.  

The lack of social posts related to campus activism and other forms of protest may raise 

questions about communication strategies, especially given the heightened reliance on social 

media for information sharing and gathering.  This strong reliance on social media is especially 

true for younger generations of digital users.  Research indicates that such users – a primary 

constituent group for colleges and universities, expect that information and services – including 

those offered by higher education institutions – will be made readily available online and via 

other digital means (Aviles et al. 2005).  My findings indicate, however, that disengagement and 

lax communication are important strategies  higher education officials employed in an attempt to 

neutralize partisan and/or controversial topics.   

As noted earlier, higher education officials generally underreport campus conflict through 

public communication channels, especially via institutional social media platforms.  Instead, 

such institutionally-held accounts were primarily used as information channels; findings indicate 

that administrators and, by extension, campus communications officials saw social media as a 

primary means to project positive, affirming images of the institution.  For example, public 

relations specialist Robert Sanders reported via Berkeley News on behalf of the institution86 that 

about eight protesters who occupied Wheeler Hall in March 2011.  The demonstration lasted for 

more than seven hours, and the protesters voluntarily ended the protest after speaking campus 

                                                 
85 The agenda item was discussed during the Santa Monica Community College District board meeting on Oct. 1, 

2013: 

https://www.smc.edu/ACG/Documents/Board%20of%20Trustees%20Meetings/Board_of_Trustees_Meetings/2013/

BT%20Meeting%20Agenda%2010-1-2013.pdf.  
86 The article, "Protesters descend voluntarily after occupying Wheeler Hall ledge," is available online: 

http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/03/03/protesters-occupy-wheeler-hall-ledge/.   

https://www.smc.edu/ACG/Documents/Board%20of%20Trustees%20Meetings/Board_of_Trustees_Meetings/2013/BT%20Meeting%20Agenda%2010-1-2013.pdf
https://www.smc.edu/ACG/Documents/Board%20of%20Trustees%20Meetings/Board_of_Trustees_Meetings/2013/BT%20Meeting%20Agenda%2010-1-2013.pdf
http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/03/03/protesters-occupy-wheeler-hall-ledge/
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leaders.  Berkeley’s media relations professionals also reported through its news service on other 

smaller-scale and quiet protests (see Figure 7).  During the much more visible Nov. 9, 2011 Day 

of Action, however, Berkeley News anonymous representatives (as noted by the lack of a byline, 

or defined writer/author) presented live coverage (see Figure 8 and Figure 9) on its site and 

released the joint statement87 from Birgeneau, Breslauer and Le Grande defining appropriate 

behaviors for political engagement.  During the day after the protest, which was violent and led 

to at least one lawsuit, anonymous media relations professionals reported88 via Berkeley News 

that central administrators (specifically, Birgeneau, Breslauer and Le Grande) applauded non-

violent protesters.  The article also plays favorably on the central administration, perhaps most 

significantly noting: “Protesters had formed a human shield around the tents, linking arms and 

singing, ‘We shall not be moved.’ Tense standoffs and confrontations occurred as police officers 

sought to remove the tents.”  In another article, the Berkeley News team quoted Birgeneau, 

Breslauer and Le Grande in a statement89: “It is unfortunate that some protesters chose to 

obstruct the police by linking arms and forming a human chain to prevent the police from 

gaining access to the tents. This is not non-violent civil disobedience.”  Again, this framing of 

non-violent protest as threatening is problematic.  

Activists, however, generally engaged in a multi-level strategic approach to shaping 

public perception.  Among the range of strategies, activists will stage visible protest events, 

including demonstrations and walkouts; host educational programming, including film 

screenings, talks, meditation groups and other forms of community-building and awareness 

                                                 
87 The full statement is available online: http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/09/chancellor-birgeneaus-message-on-

the-day-of-action/.  
88 The report is available online: http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/10/wednesdays-day-of-action-ends-with-39-

arrests/.  
89 The full statement is available online: http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/10/message-to-the-campus-community-

about-occupy-cal/.  

http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/09/chancellor-birgeneaus-message-on-the-day-of-action/
http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/09/chancellor-birgeneaus-message-on-the-day-of-action/
http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/10/wednesdays-day-of-action-ends-with-39-arrests/
http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/10/wednesdays-day-of-action-ends-with-39-arrests/
http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/10/message-to-the-campus-community-about-occupy-cal/
http://news.berkeley.edu/2011/11/10/message-to-the-campus-community-about-occupy-cal/


 

 154 

campaigns; make action calls, including encouragement to contact public defenders and elected 

officials about open and pending cases; provide “teaser” information to media representatives in 

advance of major demonstrations and provide exclusive interviews; utilize social media to 

engage media representatives, write public blogs and also work to gain editorial placements in 

major publications.  For example, to bring clarity to student and employee activism and to 

engage a wider and public audience, Berkeley activists launched “Open University @ Occupy 

Cal,” a nearly week-long demonstration and education event during the fall of 2014.  During the 

week, faculty members, artists, authors and others presented talks and facilitated conversations 

about the 99 percent, contemporary inequality, what it means to build a civil society, the 

presence of policing and the Dream Act, among other topics.  As such, while administrators are 

far more reactive in their approaches to using social and general media to shape public 

perception, activists proactively use such tools to shape what the public knows and understand 

about campus issues.  

 Activists appeared to rely more heavily on digital and social media for three main 

reasons.  Such tools were necessary to catalyze social support and share information, particularly 

in building community networks (including allegiance with other activists and activist groups).  

Of note, Facebook, Twitter and Google Groups were used for such purposes.  Such involvement 

also helped to general financial support and gain access to other resources, including meeting 

space.  Facebook and Google Groups were among the social networks used for such purposes.  

Also, activists used social media and also popular media to dodge or bypass attempts at 

censorship.  For this specific purpose, Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, press statements, the granting 

of media interviews and also personal and organizational blogs were often utilized.  For example, 

Occupy CSULB organizers and participants regularly conducted interviews with members of the 
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media, particularly in advance of and during events to correct and control messaging.  It is 

important to note that the collective voice through the issuance of releases statements, manifestos 

and general documents disseminated were generally against the privatization of public higher 

education in California.  As another example, reclaim UC, a blog launched in 2009 by College of 

Debtors in Defiance to encourage action against the proposed 32 percent tuition increase to the 

UC system.  As stated by the reclaim UC’s organizers: “…now that you know the money is 

being promised to Wall Street? It will happen unless you stop it.90”  Another example is the work 

of the Reclamations Collective, originated by several Berkeley activists, which launched an 

open, digital blog in 2009 to provide a space for activists to present first-person and anonymous 

narratives about engagement across the UC, CSU and community college systems in California.  

The blog space, an online journal, presents those writings.  The blog, in providing a public space 

for activist writing, also served as a legitimizing agent for individuals who would go on to write 

opinion pieces and be interviewed by publications such as libcom.org, San Jose Mercury News 

and the Huffington Post, and also publish their work in other open access and academic 

journals.91  Activists also use digital and social media to connect with representatives for the 

purpose of generating coverage.  

Planned Coverage, Spontaneous Action  

 

Activists, administrators and law enforcement officers (who, as noted earlier, are an 

extension of central administration) each engaged in both planned and spontaneous acts.  Here, I 

present a number of examples.  During the Nov. 9, 2011 protest at Berkeley, Occupy San 

Francisco made available wireless Internet access, enabling a live stream of the clash involving 

                                                 
90 The blog post titled, "They Pledged Your Tuition", is available online: 

https://reclaimuc.blogspot.com/2009/10/they-pledged-your-tuition.html.  
91 Graduate student Mark Paschal and faculty members Brian Whitener and Dan Nemser were among the 

Reclamations writers whose were interviewed by major publications and/or published in other journals.  

https://reclaimuc.blogspot.com/2009/10/they-pledged-your-tuition.html
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protesters and police at Berkeley.  Agencies, like the Atlantic, reported on the day.  The day 

began in an orderly and planned fashion until, after repeated calls from Berkeley officers to 

disband an encampment on Sproul Plaza, protesters decided to remain unmoved and opted, on 

the spot, to link hands.  “We formed a human barricade around our tents, and they just beat their 

way through it with batons," one student said in a media interview, as reported by The Atlantic92 

on Nov. 10, 2011.  In that same report, The Atlantic noted that the live-stream had about 10,000 

viewers by midnight.  Also, numerous point-of-view videos were posted to YouTube, 

documenting the protest and the Daily Californian maintained a live blog of events93 during that 

week.  Regarding spontaneous acts, one Berkeley activist explained the night she and her partner 

chose to participate with more than 1,000 people in a march that resulted in both sides of 

Interstate 80 in Berkeley being shut down for more than an hour.  She explained that she heard 

news of the march being broadcast and the two opted to take a bus to meet up with other 

protesters who shared a joint concern about the violence against African Americans nationwide.  

She, herself, was involved in numerous campus organizations working to improve resources, 

supports and the overall campus climate for the benefits of people of color, to include the Black 

community.  “All of a sudden we were smack in the middle of it…and there was a wall of 

cops…and the protester – and I was like, Oh shit – we ended up in the middle of this.  And…the 

cops had blocked off traffic because they didn’t want them to shut down the freeway, but they 

did it anyway.”  She explained further “I got scared,” fearful that her vehicle might be 

inadvertently damaged, so she and her partner went home.  She also explained that while she 

questioned the validity of such a protest act, she still felt it important to show support.  While 

                                                 
92 The student’s name is not provided in the article: http://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2011/11/uc-

berkeley-riot-police-use-batons-to-clear-students-from-sproul-plaza/248228/. 
93 The live blog is available online: http://www.dailycal.org/2011/11/15/live-blog-nov-15-day-of-action/.  
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spontaneous acts enable activist to be nimbler and aids with media coverage, it also complicates 

any effort for planning and strategizing and, in some cases, positive change.   

In a case at CSULB, a spontaneous act led to a student protester being criminally charged 

with a misdemeanor.  During the Nov. 16, 2011 California State University Board of Trustees, 

an overflow crowd of activists and other attendees promoted a violent clash with officers.  

Officers repeatedly asked demonstrators to back down.  Subsequently, a glass doors leading to 

the meeting space was busted.  This act was not planned.  Ultimately, UCLA student Seth 

Newmeyer was charged and later found guilty of vandalism.  With the conviction, Newmeyer 

was ordered to pay more than $20,000.  A video94 was posted several days after the meeting on 

YouTube showing the moment the glass shattered, and contesting that Newmeyer was at fault.  

 Activists and administrators were able to gain favorable media coverage for largely 

different reasons.  Of note, favorable coverage is determined by the level of balance in a report 

and is also based on the tone, which is determined by the use of framing language.  In 

determining favorability, I evaluated whether articles presented multiple or single sides of each 

issue, and what type of framing language was used to describe groups, including administrators, 

law enforcement officers, students, employees and/or activists.  I found that administrators were 

able to gain positive coverage when individual decision-makers experience personal threats or 

risk, but most often in a pre-2011 context.  Student and employee activists were able to gain 

positive coverage when they expose examples of exclusion and exploitation, but they were 

generally not able to maintain media attention through those examples.  Another element must 

have been present: an element of public performance.  Herein lies a conundrum: While the public 

space interplay between activists and administrators may have been pre-negotiated, spontaneity 

                                                 
94 The video was posted by YouTube user johnsjames1951, contesting that Seth Newmeyer was at fault in breaking 

the glass door: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GVGa2oz8oGM 
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was a powerful force for image-shaping.  While activists and administrators may have pre-

approved where and how a demonstration or other action will occur, the eventual on the ground, 

real-time action could sway very quickly and very heavily in favor of one group or the other.   

The April 3, 2012 SMC Board of Trustees meeting provided to be a strong example of 

how spontaneous acts can swiftly sway favorable coverage.  During the meeting, several of those 

in attendance captured photos and videos, later loading their content to site including YouTube 

and Flickr.  Attended by estimates of 100 to 200 people and involving dozens of Student 

Organizing Committee (a student-led group that organized demonstrations, press conferences 

and other public acts) members, the meeting space quickly became too crowded.  As more 

people tried to enter the room, and were told they could not enter, some inside began yelling and 

chanting, “Let them in!”  Officials opted to begin removing people, saying the audience was 

creating a fire hazard,95 a common tactic to situate protest acts and other demonstrations as 

public health hazards.  At that point, SMC board chair Margaret Quiñones-Perez attempted to 

open the meeting with public comment, to which an audience member said the meeting should 

not start without all people present.  Quiñones-Perez informed the audience that order was 

necessary to proceed with the meeting.  Another audience member then yelled: “Well then move 

it to another room.”  Quiñones-Perez responded, “We can’t do it tonight.”  That same audience 

member yelled in response: “Yes, you can. You have the power.”  Also, SMC student Sarah 

Belknap recounted the night’s events via her now-defunct Twitter account, @mary_menville.  

Belknap described the use of pepper spray and baton during the night in one tweet.  In another, 

Belknap write, “There is apparently money for 3 cop choppers, pepper spray, batons, five squad 

                                                 
95 See YouTube user Hunta’s video, “Santa Monica College Pepper Spray Board Meeting”: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aMd8o-ix8YQ 
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cars, 8 ambulances, but no money for education.”  Emotion was visible and raw in the 

transmission of social media posts, videos and images.   

The administration and law enforcement department had prior knowledge that a sizable 

group of individuals would be present during the meeting.  In fact, the “special meeting” was 

called after a series of demonstration is opposition of the already passed fee structure.  Thus, for 

the April 3, 2012 meeting, plans were in order for an emergency response and disposal order, 

should it be necessary, as described in an investigative post-event report released by a review 

panel.96  The report also indicated that board chair Quiñones-Perez met with attendees in 

advance of the meeting “in an effort to reduce tensions.”  Ultimately, the meeting was held in a 

too-small a room reserved in a fairly narrow corridor adjacent to standard classrooms. In advance 

of the meeting, the campus police department handed out numbered cards for those in 

attendance, thereby providing seating priority, also noted in the report.   

Prior to the report’s release, the blame for the overcapacity issue was placed on 

protesters, who were who are rightfully present to exercise free speech and democratic 

participation rights, this only further incited those in attendance, who saw the spontaneous 

restriction as a violation in the right to participate in the political process.  Activists disagreed, 

and worked to frame the situation as antagonistic and anti-protest via social and popular media.  

“They wouldn’t let us speak. I think a lot of students were frustrated because they weren’t being 

heard.  The police were completely ignoring our demands.  They were just barricading the door.  

If they were concerned of a fire hazard, then the meeting should have been held in a larger venue 

so that it could be given accessibility to everybody who wanted to be in the room,” Alejandra 

Ortega, a SMC student told the Santa Monica Mirror.  For activists, physical space was an 

                                                 
96 The Santa Monica Community College District Review Panel report in response to the April 3, 2012 meeting is 

available online: http://www2.smc.edu/review_panel_report/pdfs/Review_Panel_Final_Report.pdf.  

http://www2.smc.edu/review_panel_report/pdfs/Review_Panel_Final_Report.pdf
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important intermediary for engaging in symbolic acts, and also for creating situations that would 

then prompt a spontaneous response from those in opposition.  Of note, the review panel 

explained: “Even after the door was opened and the pushing had begun, there was a chance to 

stop and let things calm down after the surge had been repelled. Officers had control of the door.  

It was only when Sergeant Williams attempted to forcibly close the door that tensions escalated 

again” (p. 27).  Thus, the subsequent and prevailing rhetoric, as presenting in numerous media 

outlets and the final report, was that administrators and law enforcement officials failed to plan 

for what resulted in an unnecessary public safety risk. 

Snow and Moss (2014) provided a dynamic frame for understanding the role of 

spontaneity in protests and social movements.  In attempting to move social movements out of a 

fixed, binary frame, both affirmed that seemingly organized demonstrations can be spontaneous.  

This, then can presents a dynamic element to collective action (p. 4).  Snow and Moss warn that 

a cause/effect interpretation of social movements restrict analyses, resulting in inflexible 

interpretations of the role, function, progression and engaged emotion embedded in movements 

and other actions.  A binary interpretation and understanding, then, dismisses the “highly 

interactive” exchanges occurring in movements (p. 5).   

The Battle for the Public Stage: Predicting Who Takes the Win 

 

A subset of 61 news reports representing coverage across the three institutions was 

purposefully identified for an analysis of media coverage.  All coverage spanned a period of 

2009 to 2014 to fully encapsulate the timeline for the campus issues I set out to investigate.  

Search terms utilized to identify these articles include the names of key administrators, activists 

and activist organizations, in addition to secondary terms that included “protest,” “demonstrate,” 

“debt,” “high cost” and other related terms.   
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Based on my analysis, the findings are that students’ right to protest and the student debt 

argument gained more favorable attention than the underfunding of higher education argument 

posed by administrators.  In particular, student and employee activists were more apt to gain 

positive news coverage when they were able to align the right to political engagement argument 

with evidence that administrators and law enforcement officers had pushed them out of decision-

making processes.  For example, the use of pepper spray at a SMC board meeting on April, 3 

2012 (see Figure 10) elicited varied media coverage depending on the source.  Local news 

coverage (generally geared to a regional – and, at times national – public audience) appeared 

more sympathetic to the students than did national news coverage, though national agencies 

(gearing toward a national and, at times, global public audience) also appeared overwhelmingly 

sympathetic.  As an important reminder, I incorporated an analysis of media coverage to 

understand how institutional actors were attempting to shape public perception and appeal to the 

general public, as media outlets remain and important source for news and, importantly, about 

issues related to government affairs.  Audience, then, may include the larger campus community, 

members of the general public, elected officials, state governing officials, other activists and also 

advocacy organizations and also other higher education institutions, among other constituent 

groups.  The SMC activists also gained the benefit of having allegiance with California 

Community Colleges Chancellor Jack Scott, who told numerous news agencies that he was 

cautious about the two-tiered plan.  Additionally, agencies such as KPCC and California Watch 

used specific framing language that students have seen “a significant impact,” “have to worry” 

and had “suffered” in the face of Prop. 209, budget cuts and administrative decision-making.  

CNN, in reporting on the SMC board meeting during which pepper spray was used, took the 

stance of students who were “outraged” that such force was used.  While the agency described 
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the event as a “raucous student protest” and spoke to the state’s fiscal challenges, the coverage 

remained in favor of protesters, detailing how they were not allowed to enter an overflow 

meeting room and that the event ended in hospital visits.  Also, a Daily Kos contributor tracked a 

Twitter conversation and memes seemingly launched by an SMC students adopting the college’s 

assertion, as reported by L.A. NOW that “a police officer was forced to release pepper 

spray...”97.  In covering the SMC situation, Daily Kos98 republished tweets by Aaron Bady 

(Twitter handle @zunguzungu), then-a doctoral candidate and instructor at Berkeley, whose 

sarcastic statements included: “Once upon a time and a very good time it was, a police officer 

was forced to release pepper spray to maintain safety” and “It is a truth universally 

acknowledged, that a police officer was forced to release pepper spray to maintain safety.”   

Another example was unfavorable coverage of the UC system, to include Berkeley, 

largely due to reports and research indicating a decline in minority student enrollment post-Prop. 

209 and cases of police clashing with protesters.  In particular, the UC Davis case, in which Lt. 

Pike was photographed and videotaped using pepper spray on a seated group of protesters, also 

provided to be a catalyzing force in favor of student and employee activism.  Media reports of 

clashes with police officers after the November 2011 case at Davis generally favored activists.  I 

offer, as an example, a prominent case before 2011.   

By contrast, in December 2009, eight people – two Berkeley students; the others were not 

students – were in arrested after a protest against fee increases and budget cuts occurred at UC 

                                                 
97 The statement was made in L.A. NOW in response to SMC President Chui L. Tsang, who said officers had 

exercised restraint after those in attendance had acted unlawfully: 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/students-unlawful-pepper-spray-santa-monica-college-

president.html. 
98 The full article is available online: http://www.dailykos.com/story/2012/4/4/1080788/-A-Police-Officer-Was-

Forced-To-Release-Pepper-Spray-At-4-Year-Old.  

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/students-unlawful-pepper-spray-santa-monica-college-president.html
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/students-unlawful-pepper-spray-santa-monica-college-president.html
http://www.dailykos.com/story/2012/4/4/1080788/-A-Police-Officer-Was-Forced-To-Release-Pepper-Spray-At-4-Year-Old
http://www.dailykos.com/story/2012/4/4/1080788/-A-Police-Officer-Was-Forced-To-Release-Pepper-Spray-At-4-Year-Old
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Berkeley’s University House, Birgeneau’s campus residence99.  The protest ended in broken 

planters, windows and lights, among other damage.  “These are criminals, not activists. The 

attack at our home was extraordinarily frightening and violent. My wife and I genuinely feared 

for our lives,” Birgeneau explained in a statement.  Birgeneau and his wife, Mary Catherine, 

were at the residence at the time of the incident.  Berkeley News, the managed by the Office of 

Communications and Public Affairs, captured responses100, with Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger 

likened the incident to a terrorist act, stating: “California will not tolerate any type of terrorism 

against any leaders including educators.”  It is important to note that this type and level of 

response from administrative officials is very rare.  Generally, officials release limited 

statements, or none at all, after such violent interactions.  Having a statement from then-Gov. 

Schwarzenegger also likely helped elevate the positive coverage in favor of the administration.  

A similar case occurred at the University of California, San Francisco’s Mission Bay 

campus,101 which impacted decisions affecting Berkeley.  After receiving information from 

multiple sources that “rogue elements” were planning violence and direct confrontation, the 

University of California regents cancelled its regularly scheduled meeting in November 2011.  A 

Nov. 14, 2011 statement102 issued by Sherry Lansing, the UC Board of Regents chair, vice chair 

                                                 
99 The incident was covered in a Dec. 13, 2009 article published by the San Francisco Chronicle: 

http://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/8-arrested-in-vandalism-of-UC-chancellor-s-home-3278668.php. 
100 Statements are available online: http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2009/12/14_uhouse-reax.shtml. 
101 Neither the University of California, San Francisco or its Mission Bay campus were part of the dissertation study 

or analysis. However, incidents that occurred in San Francisco did catalyze support and forms of action at other UC 

campuses, including that of Berkeley. Additionally, the regents meeting – though scheduled to occur on the Mission 

Bay campus – would address issues specific to the Berkeley campus. Ultimately, the meeting, scheduled for Nov. 

16-17, 2011, was rescheduled for Nov. 28, 2011. The Nov. 28 meeting was interrupted by protests from multiple 

campuses, including Berkeley: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/11/28/uc-regents-meeting-students-

protest_n_1117402.html.   
102 The full statement is available online via the University of California Office of the President’s website: 

https://www.ucsf.edu/news/2011/11/10941/uc-cancels-regents-meeting-due-public-safety-concerns. 



 

 164 

Bruce Varner and UC President Mark G. Yudof, cited “a real danger of significant violence”103 

as justification for canceling the meeting.  The statement was posted on the UC, San Francisco 

News Center’s site and distributed widely to news agencies, gaining coverage from the likes of 

the San Francisco Chronicle and the Bay Area Indymedia.  In many cases, agencies failed to 

capture dissent, including an opposing statement released by UC Student Association, which 

read: “We do understand the concerns about public safety, yet the regents also have a 

responsibility to the students and people of California to hold open meetings that allow for public 

access and participation.  It is concerning that the UC regents and the University of California 

Police Department (UCPD) were not properly prepared for this meeting, given the ‘credible 

intelligence’ that was gathered.  UCPD deals with student demonstrations on a regular basis, and 

their top priority should be ensuring student’s ability to demonstrate safely.”  The cancellation 

statement was even posted on Reddit, a hugely popular social news networking site.   

Although the 2009 coverage of damage at Birgeneau’s campus residence and the 2011 

threat to the UC board meeting both resulted in news coverage that swayed heavily in favor of 

the administration, this was not often the case after the clash at Davis in 2011. 

As illustrated by media coverage, use of force and restrictions placed on speech and 

assembly reported in the media after 2011 led to direct and public criticisms of administrators 

and law enforcement.  For example, the Huffington Post104 in 2012 presented that while students 

protesting “a plan that would dramatically increase” costs, California Community Colleges had 

seen a budget shortfall in the billions.  The publication also reported on the students’ rallying 

                                                 
103 The meeting cancellation was covered by numerous media outlets, including the San Francisco Chronicle: 

http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/UC-regents-cancel-meeting-fearing-violent-protest-2289450.php; 
https://www.indybay.org/newsitems/2011/11/14/18699409.php.    
104 The Huffington Post article is available online: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/05/chui-tsang-santa-

monica-protest_n_1405297.html.  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/05/chui-tsang-santa-monica-protest_n_1405297.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/05/chui-tsang-santa-monica-protest_n_1405297.html
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calls and Tsang’s assertion that disruptions of the meeting were examples of “unlawful conduct.”  

The Huffington Post went further to present perceived holes in the justification for force, noting 

that the “campus police went too far.”  The publication repurposed a statement in the Los 

Angeles Times105 by Hector Villagra of the American Civil Liberties Union stating: “The college 

must respect the right of students to make their voices heard, especially when they are expressing 

profound concern about college policies that will impact them and their studies.  Free speech 

means being able to speak freely without being doused with pepper spray, which has 

excruciating effects that can last for days. When campus police respond with excessive force, it 

makes students afraid to speak out.”  SMC spokesman Bob Smith said: “Our police made a 

judgment call that this is a safety issue. They evacuated the board room, they did use pepper 

spray, and eventually things calmed down and they resumed the meeting…We’ll be investigating 

this and have a statement out as soon as possible (sic).”106  Yet, members of the SMC board also 

expressed opposition.  SMC Board of Trustees member David Finkel said the pepper spray 

incident left a “black eye” on the college, later telling administrators: “It may be that you will 

conclude… that it was an inescapable necessity, but I’m not convinced of that.”107  This “black 

eye” statement was especially attractive to media outlets, as is presented a powerful statement of 

dissent from a key official while also proven to be the perfect parallel analogy for the numerous 

eye injuries resulting from the pepper spray.  The statement, which was all that more powerful 

given that no notice was given that the pepper spray would be used, was widely reported by the 

                                                 
105 The Los Angeles Times article is available online: http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/santa-monica-

college-pepper-spray-aclu.html.  
106 Statement reported April 4, 2012 by 89.3 KPCC: http://www.scpr.org/blogs/education/2012/04/04/5393/santa-

monica-college-officials-investigate-use-pep/ 
107 Statement reported April 6, 2012 by the Santa Monica Patch: http://patch.com/california/santamonica/police-

pepper-spray-smc-students. 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/santa-monica-college-pepper-spray-aclu.html
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/santa-monica-college-pepper-spray-aclu.html
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likes of the International Business Times, the Los Angeles Times, the NY Daily News, the 

Orange County Register and others.   

The Nov. 9, 2011 clash at Berkeley – one of the more important cases – is also important 

for analysis.  The protest and subsequent police-enforced disbursement of the on-campus 

encampment was widely covered by local and national media outlets.  While the UC Berkeley 

Police Officers’ Association with release an open letter directed at the campus community and 

also the UC Regents, calling to question policies and procedures for handling campus protest, 

media coverage had already swayed in favor of activists and protesters.  Outlets such as The 

Atlantic, in a Nov. 10, 2011 report, explained that “police aggressively pummeled student 

protesters with their batons.”  The Huffington Post, in a Nov. 10, 2011 report, also gave notice of 

police “wearing riot gear” and forcing out students.  The report continues: “The footage shows 

police using their batons to beat protesters who resisted. ‘Stop beating students!’ the 

demonstrators shout in retaliation. ‘Put the guns down!’”   

Reasons for such media alignment with student protesters and student debt argument 

vary.  They include the charge media representatives operate under, the political landscape 

surrounding college access issues and widespread perceptions about government support for 

middle and low income populations.  Of note, journalists are by principle watchdog 

organizations historically charged with investigating government, uncovering dishonesty and 

corruption.  A Pew Research Center Project for Excellence in Journalism analysis108 found that 

government initiated more than 60 percent of news coverage; higher education accounted for 10 

percent.  A March 29, 2012 International New York Times report on SMC’s tiered tuition plan is 

a strong example of that watchdog mentality.  The reporter affirms that “community colleges 

                                                 
108 The Pew Research Center's "A Study of the News Ecosystem of One American City" is available online: 

http://www.journalism.org/2010/01/11/how-news-happens/. 
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have been seen as a social equalizer, providing a relatively inexpensive education for poor 

students, immigrants and others without the skills, grade or money to attend a four-year 

institution.”  Here, the reporter is signalizing the historic public good mission of public higher 

education and the sector’s responsibility to those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.  The 

reporter goes on to justify why the pricing model is “raising eyebrows, and fundamental 

questions, about the role and obligations of community colleges.”  The reporter goes on to make 

the case that community colleges are not unique in receiving harsh budget cuts, and that the 

funding model proposed is unprecedented containing a “real ick factor,” in quoting an English 

instructor in the article.  Ultimately, the article presents the SMC administration as being ill 

prepared for adequately serving its students.   

Also, journalists are rewarded for exemplifying the ideal associated with this charge. The 

highly coveted Pulitzer Prizes – to which journalist aspire – include awards more than one dozen 

categories for journalism including breaking news reporting, investigative reporting, 

commentary, criticism and editorial writing and also local, national and international reporting.  

Criteria for consideration include coverage that holds public impact, defined by the board of the 

Pulitzer Prizes as “the spurring of legislative action or prosecution of lawbreakers,”109 among 

other criterion.  Thus, activists would innately be in a stronger position to attract the ear of 

journalists.  For example, the Los Angeles Times, which covered each of the campus 

controversies, has received dozens of prizes dating back to the 1940s.  Additionally, public and 

media relations professionals do adhere to national standards for communications, both to 

internal (campus) and external (general public) audiences.  For example, the Public Relations 

Society of America at the national level, and also through its chapters in various U.S. regions, 

                                                 
109 As detailed in The Pulitzer Prizes guidelines: http://www.pulitzer.org/files/entryforms/2012jguidelines.pdf. 

http://www.pulitzer.org/files/entryforms/2012jguidelines.pdf
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provides awards and other forms of recognition to public relations teams (including those on 

college and university campuses) for notable accomplishments.  Of note, the association grants 

awards for efforts associated with media relations (to include media placements), community 

relations, crisis communications, integrated communications, creative communications, 

marketing and issues management.  Other categories include media relations reputation and 

brand management, feature stories, op-ed pieces, online video production and blogger 

campaigns, digital public relations (to include social media), among numerous others.  Similarly, 

organizations such as the Society of Professional Journalists, the National Education 

Association, the Higher Education Web Professionals Association and the PR Council also 

advocate for the advancement of marketing and communications across industries, to include the 

higher education industry.  

 Other reasons persist for why activists would be in a better position than administrators 

and law enforcement officers to gain media attention: major sensitivities to the economic crisis, 

and the impact on average citizens.  In turn, issues related to the low-income plight and the 

middle class crunch experienced sustained coverage.  A Pew Research Center Project for 

Excellence in Journalism analysis110 revealed that mainstream press placed an overwhelming 

focus on the early 21st century recession.  For 2011, the economy was the top reported news 

topic, according to the center111, exceeding the 2012 presidential election, Osama bin Laden 

being killed and the war in Afghanistan, among other topics and happenings.  About one-third of 

media coverage was investigative – originating with the reporter and/or publication.  The center 

also found that newspapers overwhelmingly devoted their most coveted real estate – the front 

                                                 
110 The Pew Research Center detailed its findings in "How Economic Coverage Varied by Media Sector," found 

online: http://www.journalism.org/2009/10/05/how-economic-coverage-varied-media-sector/.  
111 The Pew Research Center's "Coverage of Economy and International News Jump in a Year of Major Breaking 

Stories" is available online: http://www.journalism.org/2011/12/21/year-news/. 

http://www.journalism.org/2009/10/05/how-economic-coverage-varied-media-sector/
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page – to covering the economy while “giving voice to a more diverse range of sources and 

producing a higher level of enterprise reporting than other media sectors.”  Diverse voices, as 

defined by the center, included citizens and union officials.  Also, the center found that network 

news agencies generally focused on what impact the recession had on the daily lives of average 

Americans, “with all three major commercial networks airing regular features on the subject.” 

MANAGING PERSONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL RISK 

 

 Students and employee activists explain experiencing various types and levels of risk 

associated with their actions.  Risks are perceived and experienced no matter a person’s level of 

engagement.  Actions include (the list is not exhaustive) fundraising for efforts, recruiting 

members, teaching coursework perceived as politically sensitive, publicly or privately defending 

justice-oriented work of colleagues, publishing opinions in public forums, capturing images and 

video of direct action, being physically present in certain locations and also actively participating 

in direct action.  In such cases, activists explained a range of fears, including the potential loss of 

a faculty line, a loss in graduate funding, the inability to find future work in their fields and, at 

times, physical harm.  Also, two staff members at Berkeley specifically declined interviews for 

fear of retaliation.  At SMC, one adviser agreed to be interviewed, but later changed her mind.  

While she did not disclose a direct fear of attribution, others at SMC who were interviewed 

described a general community fear of retaliation.  Despite such risks, individuals interviewed 

overwhelmingly explained that the anticipated outcome of their activism and advocacy work 

makes the risks worth trying.  

The Battle is Worth the Risk 

 

 To discuss risk, it is important to first consider individuals’ sociopolitical contexts and 

motivations for engaging.  Students and low status employees who engaged in activism tended to 
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be formally educated, representing various ethnic/racial backgrounds and from low-to-upper 

income backgrounds.  Activists acted as physical conduits for change, serving as intermediaries 

between grassroots organizations and communities and the formalized structures and individuals 

who hold formal positions of power.  These individuals engaged in different activist themes 

related to economic stability, environmental and food justice, sustainability, student access 

issues, on and off campus.  Such thematic areas related to equity and justice should not be seen 

as independent, but interdepended and interconnected social issues.  Thus, for activists at the 

three California campuses, the motivation to act despite the known risks was driven not merely 

by frustration with administrative actions.  Students and employees conceptualized problems 

within higher education as illustrating negative nationwide and global sociopolitical changes.  

 A return to the two modified frameworks – academic capitalism and co-cultural – within 

the current context is in order.  The dual modification of the frameworks requires a 

reinterpretation, specifically that non-dominant groups are engaged in work that carves out a 

social activist frame within academic capitalism.  Understanding this allows for an exploration 

for why non-dominant group members would simultaneously work against capitalist practices 

while defending engagement within capitalist organizations.  In recalling that activists perceive 

the public good mission as an act of service, this perception coincides with the academic 

capitalist mission aligning higher education institutions in was that, among other things, meet 

market-based demands.  Service may be interpreted in multiple ways from various frames.  Thus, 

what activists are risking is not merely personal safety and care.  They are also risking the 

absence of something: the inability for the historically oppressed and the economically 

disadvantaged to willfully participate in and benefit from an all-powerful structure.  As one SMC 
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activist affirmed, higher education is “the tool or a method” necessary to ensure societal 

betterment.   

As such, activists were motivated by very personal reasons.  One SMC student who said 

he had been pepper sprayed during the SMC board meeting explained in interview that he been 

concerned about his personal safety.  During a demonstration during a board meeting, he was 

caught in melee, and explained:  

I have to say, physically, I fear for my – like, that…that day of the incident – I fear that 

he, the cop, instead of using his baton he could have used his gun or instead of using the 

pepper spray he could have hurt the people around me or myself.  That was an 

unexpected risk for me. As I thought, I thought that I was a student, I was an elected 

representative, that I was showing up to a meeting that had to do with student’s interest 

so I felt that I wasn’t breaking the law.  Like, I wasn’t in the middle of some alley doing 

something that I wasn’t supposed to be doing where the cop should have been 

threatening.  That wasn’t a risk to me.  But it became one. 

 

This student, who had to stop out of college at least once for financial reasons, saw it as an 

extreme injustice that he was not able to afford even a community college education.  For this, 

and other, reasons, he began to organize and engage in active, public protest.  Despite engaging 

in what he saw was work mean to directly benefit the institution, he was directly told by a faculty 

member “not to antagonize” the board.  

In addition to being motivated to act because they had personally experienced or 

witnessed examples of institutional or systematic oppression, activists were also motivated by 

forward-thinking concerns that such oppression will proliferate to other communities perceived 

as vulnerable.  One Berkeley student activist explained that due to her racial background and 

gender, she had experienced discrimination in life and would undoubtedly continue to experience 

racism and bias.  In the same fashion that she – and others – had previously addressed instances 

of racism and bigotry, she felt it was her personal duty to hold her institution accountable for 

inequity.  This particular activist drew her motivation from cases such as the deaths of Eric 
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Garner and Trayvon Martin, African American men killed during altercations with law enforcers.  

She also drew motivation from familial teachings about how to reshape the world.  “My uncle 

always said you have two things to do: to stay Black, and to die.”  This mantra drove her 

motivation to push for a full-time diversity director on her campus and call for improved 

administrative transparency around the shaping of Berkley’s student body and faculty lines.  She 

also regularly engaged in organizing protests and talks around events on and beyond campus, 

including police brutality, warfare and the need for coalition building.  She explained: “What 

hurts me the most is that I see my nephew’s face and I think about how unfair it is to live in a 

world like this.”  

Findings indicate that there exists both perceived and actualized risks associated with 

political engagement, yet that risk does not limit involvement.  Student and employee activists 

are engaged in a strategic play around risks.  Activists endured sanctions, institutions endured 

lawsuits and, across each of the campuses, numerous activists were injured and/or arrested 

during clashes with law enforcement officers.  Despite the risks, individuals held what appeared 

to be a strong intrinsic motivation to take action.  Personal risks not depreciate concerns 

associated with the continued decline in participation in higher education among the most 

underserved and ignored populations, contribution further to nationwide inequity and violence.  

As such, activists do not internalize victimization; they view themselves as having a privileged 

and, in some ways, protected position within higher education.  

Activism and Advocacy Reimagined 

 

While administrators generally maintain specific opinions about appropriate forms of 

political engagement, student and employee activists reimagine their work in the context of a 

highly oppressive system.  Administrators defend public order through the use of managerial 
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control of space – physical and, in some cases, digital.  Activists work to usurp such controls for 

the primary intention to accelerating political engagement, particularly among the underserved 

and especially in public to help shape public perception and opinion about equity issues. 

Administrators frame direct action as oppositional to public safety and the regularly defined 

purposes and intentions of higher education.  Activists frame their direct action as a necessary 

mechanism to force administrators to see and hear them and conceptualize the role of higher 

education to support dissent, discussion and democracy. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore a persistent battle occurring on campuses across 

the nation and, markedly, around the world.  Of note, I was concerned with how institutional 

actors – students, lower-ranked employees, administrators and campus law enforcement officers 

– interpret the public good mission.  My findings illustrate how the fight for the public good is a 

battleground, in which activists and administrators employ different strategies and tools to shape 

the public perception about the role of their institutions in the face of greater social and economic 

inequity.  I specifically focused on the work of administrators and student and employee 

activists, attempting to understand how both groups actively work to shape the public image of 

their higher education institutions.  I also sought to understand how such groups utilized 

important tools like social media, and how they attempted to shape the public’s understanding of 

their campus issues through the use of social media and another important tool: traditional 

media.  As such, my study was designed to investigate how these players – activists and 

administrators – engage in conflict and also shape the public discourse around equity, access and 

democratic engagement on their campuses.  What is at stake in this battle, then, is the definition 

of who is welcome on public college and university campuses and how those people are 

subsequently able to engage – through teaching, learning and involvement in democratic 

processes.  Here, I discuss the study, my findings and possible implications.  

DISCUSSION 

 

The study explored the image-making practices of administrators and activists during 

instances of campus activism in the aftermath of the global economic downturn at the start of the 

21st century.  Additionally, I conducted this research in California – a state generally perceived 

as one that signals nationwide trends in higher education and in other industries and sectors.  
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Attention was focused on three purposefully selected cases at three California campuses: the 

University of California, Berkeley, Santa Monica College and California State University, Long 

Beach.  In each case, students and employees were involved in direct and visible opposition to 

administrative decisions around higher education cost increases and/or access issues.   

At its core, this study is about understanding how students and employees (to include 

faculty, staff, administrators and law enforcement officers) shape what the public knows and 

understands about issues during campus unrest.  I explored this central theme through a 

framework that both combined and modified academic capitalism and co-cultural theories.  As 

explained in Chapter 3, one-on-one interviews were conducted with students and low-ranking 

employees (individuals serving or who previously served in positions including advising, 

counseling, in teaching and research assistantships and in instruction without tenure) at each of 

the three campuses.  In studying the image-making processes of students and employees, I 

explored conversations and actions around who is lawfully able to engage in political processes 

on campus, and how – which brings me to my analysis of documents.  I studied a range of 

documents generated in direct response to those campus issues.  I reviewed reports – campus 

memos, press statements and evaluation reports – produced by administrators, law enforcement 

officials and review boards after protest acts turned violent.  I also reviewed blog posts written 

by student and employee activists, as they provided significant insights into event and protest 

planning, background and context for protest and social movement engagement and data points 

related to campus financing, among other important source information.  Newspaper reports 

were also purposefully selected, as they provide a timeline and background, and also contextual 

information about campus events and decision-making processes.  Newspaper accounts, often 

read by hundreds and thousands of people, and carry the potential to reach even more via digital 
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technologies, also allow the exploration of what members of the public may understand about 

campus affairs.   

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND FINDINGS 

 

The California cases – three separate campuses in different sectors of public higher 

education in California – may appear as three singular or independent moments of protest.  

Participants involved at Berkeley engaged around concerns associated with the 

underrepresentation of certain populations in the student body and on the staff as college costs 

were escalating.  Considered a public elite, Berkeley had attained a notable reputation for 

attracting the best minds throughout the state.  However, with cost increases, activists were 

concerned that underrepresented students were being priced out of attendance.  Likewise, 

activists were bringing attention to persistent examples of institutionalized and individualized 

forms of discrimination at Berkeley.  Notable in the literature are findings indicating that cost-

increases adversely impact certain students, even when other forms of aid are present, and that 

certain students are highly loan-averse (Gross, 2011; Ehrenberg 2006).  Also, researchers have 

found that institutions continue to disproportionately benefit a privileged constituency (Thomas 

& Hartley, 2011).  Such concern were replicated at SMC and CSULB, where students and 

employees were active in protest acts in opposition to historically unprecedented tuition hikes.  

Also, some CSULB campus activists were either directly aligned or affiliated with the Occupy 

movement.  No matter how disparate the three California cases may appear to be, each shares a 

unified concern: U.S. public colleges and universities are becoming increasingly difficult to 

access, especially among lower-income populations and people of color.  In that way, the three 

cases are thematically linked to nationwide – and, in some cases, global – protests in opposition 
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to what appears to be an aggressive effort to realign the social and economic landscape in ways 

that overwhelmingly favors members of the social and economic elite.  

Existing literature at the time of this study’s origination lacked a combined investigation 

of physical and also digitally facilitated and/or managed activism on and around campuses in the 

early 2000s.  Also, the literature on campus activism has historically overlooked protests and 

movements occurring on comprehensive state university and community college, or 2-year, 

campuses.  For this study, both campus types – a comphrensive state university and a community 

college – were purposefully selected.  The literature also has not adequately examined responses 

to tactical strategies employed by campus law enforcement agencies during campus protest, and 

at a time of heightened militarization of officers.  Thus, to explore how students and employees 

attempt to frame and shape public opinion around issues of equity and access at a time when 

their campus issues were receiving statewide and national media attention, I posed four main 

research questions (each is discussed in Chapter 1).  

The findings to be discussed in the following sections speak to several overarching 

themes related to the battle for the public good.  I found that how the public good is interpreted 

ultimately shapes actions around protest, and also interpretations of risk.  How an administrator 

or activist perceived the public good mission, then, dictated how they attempted to advance 

public messaging around campus issues during times of unrest.  First, student and employee 

activists and administrators differently construct perceptions about the role of public higher 

education, which is at times contradictory despite being sourced from a singular belief in the 

sector’s democratic power.  This finding is notable for two significant reasons.  While 

administrators and activists hold differing perspectives about the public good mission, they do 

share a common belief about the democratic power of higher education – which is counter to co-
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cultural traditions.  Co-cultural theory would suggest that administrators (the dominant group) 

and activists (the non-dominant group) would in no way share a similar ideology.  Also, scholars 

who have adopted academic capitalism to understand shifting institutional priorities within 

higher education have no adequately applied the framework to understanding campus conflict 

and activism.    

Related to the second finding, while public protest often involves a pre-negotiated 

interplay of dialogue and actions between activists and administrators, spontaneous acts can 

quickly sway favorability between the two groups in ways unpredicted.  Co-cultural theory might 

suggest that administrators are situated in the more powerful place; that coverage would tend to 

sway in their favor, as the dominant group.  However, that was not always the case.   

Connected to the third major finding, institutional actors consistently evaluate, navigate 

and respond to perceived and actualized risks, which include property damage and fear for one’s 

personal safety.  An interesting distinction, however, is that administrators generally use risk to 

shape policies and practices in ways meant to control or otherwise neutralize protests acts.  

Activists, however, use such risks to justify their activism.  Applying the academic capitalism 

and co-cultural framework independently appears to justify this distinction with administrators 

attempting to protect institutions and activists attempting to reverse controls.  However, my 

combined framework adds an important level of nuance.  Namely, administrators are attempting 

to restrict public access, in some ways, for fear of risk and liability while activists interpret their 

work as attempting to protect and preserve the future of public higher education.  The latter is 

especially important for academic capitalism, which has largely ignored the contributions of 

activists.   
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Lastly, related to the fourth and final finding, student and employee activists and 

administrators employ wildly different approaches to social and popular media use in ways that 

are also differently tempered.  For activists, media in its various forms represent an important 

amplifier not only for organizing, but also for messaging.  Administrators and law enforcement 

agencies, however, are far more tempered in their approach, or use the forms of media to deflect 

institutional responsibility.  This, again, appears counter to the traditions of co-cultural theory, 

which would suggest that the dominant group would be the most vocal and the most visible.   

Together, these findings speak to larger, nationwide conversations about how the role, function 

and continued value of higher education is shaped and publicly perceived.  These findings also 

help to inform why protests become elevated on campuses, and why some turn violent.  

Additionally, my findings help add clarity to reasons why certain media coverage sways in favor 

of students and employees, not administrators, and vice versa, depending on the applied rhetoric 

around the role and function of public higher education.   

While my findings are specific to Berkeley, SMC and CSULB, they provide important 

insights into trends occurring on colleges and universities and within the U.S. higher education 

sector.  As questions arise about the preservation of public higher education institutions, scholars 

must employees more flexible and critical analyses ways student and employee activists enrich 

the health and wealth of institutions (namely, though an academic capitalist frame).  Also, we 

require better understandings of how and why conflicting information about campus issues arrive 

in public dialogue, and why campus protest acts escalate.  With this knowledge, we can produce 

better and more informed communications and other strategies to help reduce the risk of violence 

clashes on campus.  This improved understanding may also help both activists and administrators 

in the development of better strategies to redress historic and contemporary form of inequity.  
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Such improvements are especially crucial as protest movements continue to occur on campuses, 

and also as higher education institutions are elevating brand and marketing strategies, adopting 

designated free speech locations on campus and also producing and revising communications 

and social media guidelines.  

Debating Education as a Right and a Responsibility  

  

Administrators and student and employee activists at each California campus differently 

frame the public good mission of public colleges and universities. This differential framing is 

informed by disparate perceptions about the higher education sector’s public good mission.  It is 

important to recall at least two significant happenings that served as catalyzing forces for the 

campus conflicts investigated: the recession of the 21st century, which occurred when corporate 

and investment banks drove the nation into a real estate market crash, and public colleges and 

universities proposing and implementing historically unprecedented tuition costs, often in the 

double digits.  Also important is California’s specific context: the public higher education system 

was built upon a decades-old covenant – the California Master Plan – promising that public 

college and university access and affordability would be protected for state residents.  For the 

activists and administrators studied, then, difference in perception and framing largely shaped 

how each chose to engage in protest, and how individuals choose to involve themselves in 

actions meant to shape the public perception about campus conflict.  I also found that there exists 

variation in the types of risks that are present for each group (which will be discussed later).  

Data generated and analyzed as part of my study indicate that administrators evoked the state’s 

promise to provide affordable and broad, open access to higher education, but would at times act 

in ways counter to the plan.  In each of the California cases, administrators focused 

conversations on the challenges of financing and also the longevity of the state’s public higher 



 

 181 

education sector. For example, administrators would speak to the reality of dwindling general 

funds; the state was investing fewer dollars as a percentage into the operational budgets of 

college and universities.  This affirmation aligns with a nationwide trend.  The Center on Budget 

and Policy Priorities reported in 2015 that California saw a nearly 16 percent decline in state 

spending per student during a period from 2008 and 2014.  This particular evaluation period is 

especially noteworthy, as it considers pre-recession figures.  The Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities also reported that only two sates had positive spending gains during that time period – 

Alaska and North Dakota – while all other states saw mild or significant state spending drops.  

Administrators expressed that the most viable solutions to the funding challenge were heightened 

generation of donor-supported dollars, and higher costs for attendance.  

In placing the financial responsibility more heavily on students and their families, access 

to and involvement in the higher education sector was presented as an individual responsibility 

and as a commodity.  This framing situates knowledge as the raw material available to then be 

sold and exchanged to generate additional funds, with corresponds with the academic capitalism 

theory.  What I found, however, is that presented this way, administrators reframed the function 

of public higher education.  The reframing cast institutions as cash-deprived organizations 

requiring a newfound focus on strategic management and investment, not an energized focus on 

opening their doors more widely for masses of students.  For example, administrators would 

often situate themselves in a tenuous position of having to meet the sometimes conflicting needs 

of the state and the demands of students.  In such cases, public higher education’s mission was 

envisioned as accommodating a more limited number of student to help avoid further economic 

devastation.  Reducing enrollments and increasing costs became one of the most widely 

proclaimed solutions in the absence of the state suddenly begin redirecting money into the sector.  
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At this moment, an important acknowledgement must be clearly stated: each of the three 

campuses were involved in partnership building meant to generate funds to help underserved 

student populations.  Berkeley received substantive funding support from the Haas family, 

enabling the introduction of centers and programming aimed at improving diversity initiatives 

and also the experiences of immigrant students, students of color and those from lower 

socioeconomic means.  When SMC announced its two-tiered funding model, the college 

received donor support from businessman Daniel Greenberg and his wife, attorney and civic 

activist Susan Steinhauser.  This funding support was earmarked for students unable to afford 

courses offered at a higher cost.  Despite increasing costs, CSULB worked to maintain some of 

the lowest tuition and fee costs in the U.S. and also one of the most racially diverse campuses in 

the country.  As such, even when administrators placed the blame for the financial dearth and 

inability to remain as affordable and accessible on the state and economic downtown, they did 

not fully absolve themselves or their institutions of their responsibility to the state’s citizens.   

Yet, a dominant frame did present itself.  The overarching message was that students 

already equipped to contribute to the institution’s financial shortcomings were preferred.  

Students of higher socioeconomic classes and who were more academically inclined were 

perceived as more desirable than those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and others who 

may have needed remediation and more extensive academic support.  Administrators never 

stated this directly in public statements I analyzed, but such beliefs were embedded in their 

framing.  Of note, students of lower socioeconomic background were generally the focus of 

attention, and additional academic and social supports, when donor dollars were involved.  

SMC’s two-tiered model presents a strong example of that messaging.  SMC President Tsang 

and the college, riled by a reduction in state support and driven by a heightened need for classes, 
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opted to provide the most in demand classes to those who could pay the full cost, out of pocket.  

The plan is in direct opposition to the state’s historic access and affordability mandate, the 

Master Plan for Higher Education.  The plan states that California’s funding support for students 

would run parallel with enrollment growth and cost increases.  It also, by de facto, established a 

hierarchy that directly benefited students with greater access to money over others.  

Student and employee activists, conversely, situated their argument from the frame that 

access to public higher education is a right, and that it is the responsibility of institutions to 

extend access no matter the funding situation.  Activists amplified the message that public higher 

education is one of the only public entities in which people willingly opt-in to aid with self and 

community betterment.  Activists also were motivated by the belief and understanding that 

higher education is still an important social mobility thruster, and that baccalaureate degree 

holders fare better – socially and economically – than do their counterparts without degrees.  

Yet, U.S. Census Bureau data112 released in 2015 indicated that far less than less than half – 

about 33 percent, with variation depending upon race – of Americans held a bachelor’s degree or 

higher.  The higher education sector, though still seen as a golden model for helping people to 

reach positions where they can better themselves, support their families and enrich their 

communities, is largely out of access.  In some ways, it has become a luxury good.  Therefore, 

the move is not merely to save public higher education, but to ensure that the sector is able to 

protect, serve and elevate the common person in ways it has never before. 

Interestingly, my findings suggest that though student and employee activists tended to 

be highly critical of the institutional capitalist practices, most were simultaneously sympathetic 

                                                 
112 Presented in the nationwide population characteristics report, "Educational Attainment in   the United States: 

2015,” which is available online: http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/demo/p20-

578.pdf.  

http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/demo/p20-578.pdf
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/demo/p20-578.pdf
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to limitations administrators were experiencing.  As such, students and employee activists were 

not attempting to usurp public higher education.  Instead, they were in some ways serving as 

stabilizing agents.  Co-cultural theory suggests that unrepresented and/or oppressed groups will 

generally speak and act in opposition to the dominant tone.  Also, academic capitalism gives 

overwhelming attention to the actions of administrators, faculty and other professionals.  

Students are firmly situated as customers and consumers, not as another population of 

entrepreneurial and engaged contributors, or individuals who also advance market-driven 

ideologies and practices.  As one CSULB activist told me, “One of the risks is not knowing 

where people are coming from in my department, and what they would be supportive of.”  This 

presents yet another reason why I chose to modify the academic capitalism and co-cultural 

frameworks.  The modification enabled an understanding that the seemingly powerless have 

important access to resources to aid in organizing and communicating while attempting to shape 

and/or redefine institutional image.  The modification also allowed for the exploration of why 

student – and also low-ranking employee – activists simultaneously working for and seemingly 

against the market-driven higher education sector.   

 Of note, nearly all individuals I interviewed had actively chosen to take work within the 

higher education sector as adjunct faculty members, student affairs practitioners, interns and 

graduate assistants, and/or served in elected, appointed or volunteer roles.  Most were actively or 

inactively involved in some element of fund generation on behalf of their institutions.  Examples 

include the generation of research and other forms of scholarly work, teaching academic courses, 

high school student outreach and also student recruitment and retention efforts.  A number of 

student and employee activists also actively pursued external funding for their research and other 

work – a key tenant of academic capitalism, and an economic driver for higher education 
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institutions.  Some saw this work as contradictory to their activist work, but also necessary.  

Others said it was hugely important to engage in such work, believing that they served as 

examples of a new generation of academic specialists and scholars.  For example, one Berkeley 

activist used her scholarly work to speak to the specific experiences of individuals who were 

being forced out of their home communities due to affluent development for the affluent, noting 

that such topics were largely ignored in her discipline.  Another Berkeley activist said she 

actively pursued elected positions with several university councils.  She also was involved in 

organizing and direct action, saying it was her responsibility to make sure the voices of 

unrepresentative minorities were heard at board tables, where decisions about academic 

programming and funding support were being made.  Activists at CSULB would purposefully 

introduce uncomfortable conversation topics in their classrooms about class and race, urging 

students to think and involve themselves more critically on and off campus.  One in particular 

who said he was frustrated that he did not see the population of Long Beach reflected in the 

campus community, also began teaching at a different institution “which leans more 

progressive.”  Thus, inreimagining the work of student and employee activists, such individuals 

must be redefined as an engaged, globally-minded, entrepreneurial community of progressives.  

This is a population attempting to drawn linkages between persistent institutional inequities (the 

public good) and the need to advance the health and wealth of public colleges and universities 

(the private enterprise).  The health of public higher education institutions is seen as being 

intimately connected to the ability of underserved and under-resourced populations to gain 

improved access to the higher education sector.   

Thus, student and employee activists are often involved in a practice of expanding and 

introducing new circuits of knowledge.  Overall, student and employee activists attempt to 
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reorganize existing power regimes and power dynamics, still with at least a partial focus on 

market-driven priorities.  Academic capitalism explains that higher education is an important 

nationwide economic generator, given great focus and research and development interests.  

Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) observed and investigated this shift, noting a change within the 

higher education sector from an industrial economy to what the researchers call a 

knowledge/information-based economy, aligning institutions more strongly to business and 

industry.  Also, Godin and Gingras (2000) explain a complementary focus – institutions seek to 

normalize and maintain a hierarchy of knowledge production, with higher education highly 

ranked alongside government laboratories and industries.  The latter is an important contribution: 

higher education, Godin and Gingras (2000) argue, maintain a fundamental role in shaping 

public knowledge.  As an extension, student and employee activists worked in two important 

ways: they help shape public perception about contentious issues on campus and seek to redefine 

scholarly and professional work within the academy.  In doing so, activists attempt to reshape the 

public image of scholars, seeing themselves not merely as models ideal for promotional and 

marketing materials, but as revolutionaries working to reinvigorate higher education 

participation – who is invited to participate and how participation is defined (participation will be 

discussed in a later section about image-making practices).  Their work may be situated within 

an academic capitalist frame, though the framework has largely ignored the specific 

contributions of student and employee activists.  For example, such individuals work to 

introduce new learning regimes and ways of collaborating, such as solutions-oriented work 

directly tied to community need, and also fund development and raising efforts aimed 

specifically at underserved populations on and off campus. Further, conceptualizations within an 

academic capitalist framework have generally not explored how such alternate explorations of 
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and engagement with academic capitalist practices may serve to benefit institutions for social, 

political and/or economic reasons.  To explain a different way, largely absent in the literature are 

academic capitalism-informed explorations and understandings of how critical, politically-

motivated participation can contribute to the overall health, wealth and longevity of higher 

education institutions. 

In a way, student and employee activists were working toward harmony and balance – 

attempting to create a functional connection between two seemingly disparate happenings: 

elitism and money making habits of colleges and universities working to sustain themselves, and 

the need for an increasingly diverse population of people – frequently those without the financial 

means – involved in the democracy-building sector.  Often, these students and employees 

express holding a strong and, at times, intrinsic desire to embed themselves within their 

intuitions.  In doing so, they want to help shape the future of higher education in ways that will 

directly benefit students and employees who were of lower socioeconomic background, of color, 

LGBT-identified and representatives of other underserved social identity groups.  Whereas 

Berkeley, CSULB and SMC administrators situated their messaging in the abstract, with a focus 

on the year-to-year budget, activists often speak of the real experiences of people: low-income 

parents trying to get their children into college, undocumented students struggling to find 

funding, hungry and homeless college students suffering academically, women experiencing 

discrimination in the sciences, underpaid and non-tenured faculty and graduate students and 

others.  One Berkeley counselor, who came from a mixed status family, explained that she 

struggled financially in college.  “I was one of those underserved students, and the counselors in 

my life made a big difference,” she said, noting that her father was deported multiple times 

throughout her life.  Despite her own personal experiences, she did not envision that she would 
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one day work to aid in the academic and social success of undocumented students, as she was.  

But when the position presented herself, she could not dismiss it.  “I felt like this position found 

me.”  Through such framing, activists attempt to signal that public higher education was made 

for the people, and that any publicly held perceptions that limiting access as a fiscal necessity is 

flawed.  

The Influence of Pre-negotiated and Spontaneous Acts  

 

Protest acts and other forms of visible demonstration were common mainstays at each of 

the three campuses.  Given existing policies adopted by institutions and municipalities, a certain 

element of protest is pre-define or pre-negotiated.  Individuals who would like to assemble or 

who plan to speak during public meetings can be met with a range of preconditions: application 

requirements for permits to disseminate printed information or to hold public space for a 

function, fee requirements for participating in marches, permission to display signage during 

certain events, disclosure that one intends to speak during a public meeting and the like.  Even 

how protest and demonstrations can occur may be dictated, with demands that such acts be 

orderly, lawful and non-disruptive.  Additionally, colleges and universities have begun to 

introduce “speech codes” and free speech zones, confining where and how a personal can engage 

in free speech.  With the proliferation of digital technologies and social media, institutions also 

have begun to implement guidelines, setting parameters around what is appropriate for posting 

online, including sites like Facebook and Twitter.   

Evoking academic capitalism, reasons why administrators and other institutional actors 

may want to box one’s ability to engage in protest or contentious conversations on campus and, 

certainly, directed at institutions is related to image and brand.  Academic capitalism explains 
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that institutions are increasingly aligned with the private sector, including high-tech companies 

and trans global corporations (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  

Related, the introduction of parameters around protest, public speech and other forms of 

democratic engagement is driven by liability concerns.  Quite often, when administrators were 

out front of protest acts, messaging sought to signal how to appropriately and legally engage in 

protest.  Berkeley Chancellor Birgeneau and other administrators released a Nov. 8, 2011 

statement that the institution stood “ready to support our campus community in leading the 

collegiate movement in a way that is productive, dignified and consequential.”  The statement, 

which was reprinted by local and national media outlets, was released prior to two widely 

reported events: the Nov. 9, 2011 walkouts and rally, which ultimately resulted in $15 million 

lawsuit filed on behalf of 30 people with a petition circulated calling for all charges to be 

dropped (see Figure 11), and the massive Nov. 15, 2011 demonstration, which resulted in the 

dismantling of encampments on campus.  The message was clear, Birgeneau and upper 

administration were attempting to preempt restrain protest acts and, in some ways, absolve 

themselves from any subsequent violence that occurred.  Such is a regularly repeated act on the 

part of administration.  As observed, however, this symbolic act did nothing to prevent 

subsequent property damage, violence involving officers and protesters, injuries and arrests.  In 

some ways, the statement also incited student and employee activists, as the administrators also 

defined “regular activities,” which included class attendance and research.  Additionally, email 

correspondence113 obtained and released by American Civil Liberties Union indicate that 

Birgeneau may have been aware of and supported officers’ use of force, including the use of 

batons, during the confrontation.  On the evening of Nov. 9, 2011, Birgeneau wrote: “It is critical 

                                                 
113 The documents are accessible online: https://www.aclunc.org/sites/default/files/response_to_aclu-

nc_public_records_request_from_uc_berkeley.pdf 
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that we do not back down on our no encampment policy.”   In the early hours of Nov. 10, after 

receiving reports of the clash, Birgeneau wrote: “This is really unfortunate. However, our 

policies are absolutely clear. Obviously this group want (sic) exactly such a confrontation.” 

As such, administrators and law enforcement officials were chiefly concerned with public 

safety and public image, at times contributing to or accelerating public safety risks.  The Santa 

Monica Community College District’s Board of Trustees meeting, held April 3, 2012, which 

ended in violence (see Figure 12) proves notable.  While administrators and law enforcement 

officials held meetings and informal conversations with organizers and allies in advance of the 

board meeting, certain precautions went ignored – the most obvious being the failure to provide a 

space sizable enough to accommodate the campus and public communities.  The meeting was 

held in Business 117, a room commonly reserved for board and group meetings.  Requests to 

move the meeting to a larger room were denied, and only a dozen of hundreds were allowed in 

the room, as reported114 by an NBC affiliate in Los Angeles.  Both the Berkeley and the SMC 

cases present a sharply divided view of the function of space.  Whereas administrators view 

public space as needing protection to prevent legal liability, student and employee activists view 

open space as a means to productively involve themselves and others in healthy academic and 

social lives.  In addition to restrictions being placed on public spaces for assembly and action, a 

Berkeley activist I spoke to in interview explained how student services, particularly those meant 

for those who are queer and of color, were diminishing.  “Space is a big issue in terms of how 

Berkeley functions.  …we’ve lost a severe amount of space….  First, they take away your 

funding, then they come back the next year and take away your space and say you haven’t been 

                                                 
114 Article available online: http://www.nbclosangeles.com/news/local/Santa-Monica-College-Pepper-Spray-Protest-

146047645.html 
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doing enough.  But how can we have any programming after they have moved us into a closet 

space?”   

The issue of space – the controlling and privileging of public space – is an important one, 

as the protest acts at each of the campuses were held in public spaces.  Therefore, public space is 

a crucial juncture for activists and administrators to participate in dialogue, to rely messages that 

are then shared with a public audience and to ultimately made decisions on campus issues.  I 

acknowledge that conversations very regularly happen in private – between administrators, board 

members, law enforcement officers, lawyers, public relations officials and also student and 

employee activists. However, dialogue and action occurring in public spaces helps to shape 

public perception, making the study of the physicality of and the discourse within public spaces 

all the more essential.  Space is important for another reason: it is where people are able to take 

part in their work.  Findings indicate that administrators overwhelmingly saw the need to protect 

public spaces while activists worked to drive open such spaces.  Two Berkeley activists spoke 

directly to the issue of space, with one describing it as a place to organize, share, discuss, debate 

and grow and another making the connection between space and both self-preservation and self-

care.  “It is a retention factor to provide space and resources. We provide things – self-care – that 

the greater campus community doesn’t image is necessary for students coming from where they 

are coming from.  What I am interested in is once students are here, how much space we have is 

related to our quality of education.”  What I would like to explain further here is that when met 

with restrictions – placed on space, action and voice – and with the persistent lack of adequate 

resources, student and employee activists tended to respond in ways not predetermined.  This 

brings me to the issue of spontaneity.  
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Both activists and administrators planned for certain actions.  However, despite this 

preparation there were many instances of spontaneous acts that were not anticipated by the 

authorities, often to the benefit of the activists.  For instance, my findings indicate that student 

and employee activists were able to more actively capture public attention when protest acts 

turned violent – no matter the impetus and no matter the fault.  This is true across campuses.  

Part of my research involved a review of contentious campus events occurring nationwide before 

and after my focused study period for Berkeley, CSULB and SMC (2011 to 2013, marking the 

period containing the most visible campus activity, with regular local and nationwide media 

reporting).  The nationwide review was necessary to gauge campus-focused movements and to 

help understand the context-specific reality of the California cases.  What I found is that protest 

acts during the period between 2011 and 2013 did not mark the start of contention at Berkeley, 

CSULB and SMC.  Instead, there existed a continuity of protest and other demonstrations 

connected to administrative acts and decision making.  For example, activists organizers of the 

Occupy California blog documented hundreds of pages of email correspondence115 generated by 

a public records request. The emails shared between Berkeley officials (upper administration, 

deans, public relations officials and law enforcement officers among them) in 2009 were related 

to how to better control protest acts, including musical performances and building occupations.  

Correspondence illustrates administrators grappling with how and when to suppress acts, how to 

communicate with activists and their supporters, how to engage the faculty and how to shape 

justification statements and other messaging to the campus community and general public.  In 

addition to these email messages serving as an example of the continuity of protest acts, it also 

                                                 
115 The documents are available online: https://issuu.com/dropspot/docs/discovery 
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illustrates how officials do not know how best to handle them or communicate with activists, 

whether actions are pre-planned or spontaneous.  

To reiterate, my study conceptualizes that the recession triggered by housing bubble and 

also swiftly accelerating higher education costs largely invigorated student and employee 

activism during the early part of the 21st century.  Yet, I also found that the fallout as a result of 

Lt. Pike’s actions helped redirect the nationwide discussion in favor of student and employee 

activists.  After Lt. Pike calmly and methodically sprayed cowering and screaming protesters, 

seemingly devoid of emotion and acting with rote precision, the tone public tone around campus 

protest movements in some media publications appeared to shift.  Lt. Pike served as a key 

example of the negative effects of the militarization of police, overextended use of force the 

constitutional rights violations.  Similar spontaneous acts involving police overwhelming 

resulted in positive coverage for activists.  When SMC students clashed with law enforcement at 

the April 3, 2012 board meeting and were met with batons and pepper spray, subsequent media 

reports placed the fault with the administration.  Even when violence between attendees and 

officers resulted in CSU officer injuries and busted glass doors during the Nov. 16, 2011 

California State University Board of Trustees meeting, reporters questioned why people had not 

been adequately accommodated to help avoid such a situation.  And even though Berkeley 

administrators warned against the potential for violent protests via campus memos and other 

statements, media would often only republish such warnings, focusing their more comprehensive 

coverage on police force and demands of activists.  One such case arose after the UCPD, in 

collaboration with the Berkeley and Albany city police departments, asked in a joint request to 

receive an armored, military-style vehicle from a nonprofit holding affiliations with the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security.  The intention was to protect officers in the event of a 
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campus shooting, but the intention was not well received publicly.  After opposition, reported by 

national media outlets including the San Francisco Chronicle and the Huffington Post, Berkeley 

reported that it would not be accepting the vehicle with Chancellor Birgeneau and the mayors of 

Berkeley and Albany saying in a prepared statement116: “Campus administrators evaluated the 

proposal and concluded that such a military-style vehicle is not the best choice for a university 

setting.”  

Navigating and Confronting Risks 

 

 As my study’s findings have already illustrated, and as noted earlier, student and 

employee activists, administrators and law enforcement officers did experience a range of 

perceived and actualized risks.  Risks were primarily associated with personal safety, fears of 

retaliation and property damage, though are differently manifest.  Thus, people feared that they 

could or would be injured during clashes between activists and law enforcement officers.  

Students expressed a fear that their activist work will carry with them, preventing future funding 

and employment opportunities.  Paid and unpaid campus employees worked that they could be 

fired and that their academic work and also non-academic programs could see a reduction in 

funding and/or space.  Interestingly, people were not only worried due to their level and type of 

involvement, but also because, fundamentally, they carried a social justice orientation.  Thus, 

even for those not actively and regularly engaged in protest acts, merely being aligned with 

certain ideologies appeared to pose a risk.  Other risks were associated with costly repairs and 

lawsuits.  For example, liability risk resulted in the UC Board of Regents approving a nearly 

$240,000 security upgrade at the Berkeley chancellor’s campus residence after protesters – eight 

                                                 
116 The full statement is available online: news.berkeley.edu/2012/07/05/32352/ 
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of whom were arrested – created about $14,000 in damages on Dec. 11, 2009.  It was later 

reported117 in 2016 by the San Francisco Chronicle that Berkeley actually spent nearly $700,000 

(partially funded by private dollars) to erect a steel fence around the home to prevent damage to 

the home caused by protesters, along with driveway gates and security-based technology.  At that 

funding amount, four years of tuition and fee costs could have been paid for more than 10 

Berkeley students.  Ultimately, my findings indicate that the range and magnitude of risk was 

differently perceived by activists and administrators.  

I found a number of cases in which administrators and law enforcement officers spoke in 

public about personal risks.  In particular, administrators and law enforcement officers would 

often deny comment, citing ongoing investigation as the prevailing reason for remaining silent.  

This neutrality, as explored in Chapter 4, may have been for personal reasons or due to political 

sensitivities.  Sparse cases during my review and study period include Berkeley Chancellor 

Birgeneau speaking out after protesters broke windows, lights and planters at campus residence 

while he and his wife slept inside.  “My wife and I genuinely feared for our lives,” Birgeneau 

explained in a statement later released.  In a rare turn, the UC Berkeley Police Officers’ 

Association released an open letter118 in the aftermath of the Nov. 9, 2011 clash, expressing that 

“we are not your enemy.”  The tone is indicative of a troubled force of officers who felt 

consistently penned between administrative demands and the needs of the campus community.  

Overall, the open letter presented an attempt to redress fault and correct perception that officers, 

to, experience risk.  The letter spoke to a peaceful past dating back to 1964 “when peaceful UC 

Berkeley student protesters organized a 10-hour-sit-in in Sproul hall and 10,000 students held a 

                                                 
117 Article available online: http://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/UC-Berkeley-s-700-000-fence-keeps-

protesters-7468181.php 
118 The full letter is available online: http://dig.abclocal.go.com/kgo/PDF/open_letter.pdf 
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police car at bay — spawning change and the birth of our nation’s Free Speech Movement.”  The 

letter goes on to describe, albeit, without any backing evidence or statistical information, that 

society “has become an extremely more violent place to live and to protect.  No one understands 

the effects of this violence more than those of us in law enforcement.”  Like administrators, the 

apparent concern was with liability and property damage.  Yet, there is another issue more 

closely connected to the concerns of activists – the loss of life. “Police officers and innocent 

citizens everywhere are being injured, and in some instances, killed.”  While concerns associated 

with risk for involvement are pervasive, my findings indicate an important distinction in 

response to risk.  Namely, administrators generally used risk to inform policies and practices, 

including how to communicate with activists, consult law enforcement and shape public opinion.  

For example, Birgeneau reportedly knew that officers were prepped to use baton – excessive 

force – but did nothing.   

 For activists, risk – whether it is situated in the present and in the future – served as a 

motivator for engaging in activism.  One of the activists at CSULB shared similar concerns as 

law enforcement officers, with fears of death.  He said the “suspicious” death of E.B. Gendel, a 

Long Beach activist who had run for mayor who was reportedly killed in a vehicle wreck in 

2014, left him and others concerned for their personal safety.  Yet, even risk to personal safety 

did not deflect his participation.  In fact, as a heterosexual white male, he said it was his 

responsibility and duty – given his own privileges – to participate in practices meant to create 

better lives for others.  In addition to what was happening at CSULB, with the Occupy 

movement and his own life (of note, he noted that his brother, who also attended CSULB, paid 

about three times as much as he did, and his mortgage company had started foreclosure 

proceedings and he did not have alternative housing prepared for himself and his family), saying:  
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You want something that seem feasible that won’t take another couple of hundred years 

to reverse – or longer.  On top of that one side has all of the guns…and the other side 

doesn’t. I needed to remedy that by being active and by putting myself somewhere that I 

felt like…I felt like…I needed to feel a purpose in life. I needed to feel like my work was 

in line with my beliefs and in my vision of m more just and friendly world. 

 

Others at Long Beach engaged in a hunger strike in opposition to cost increases in the face of 

high administrative pay in the hundreds of thousands, with the strike resulting in one person 

reportedly119 being hospitalized after a reduction in 10 percent of her body weight.  Similarly, to 

Mario Savio legendary affirmation during a speech in 1964, during which he tells Berkeley 

activists to “put your bodies upon the gears,”120 activists regularly and deliberately took personal 

risks.  

These findings align with my earlier interpretations of how activists and administrators 

situate the historic public good function with the responsibilities of colleges and universities.  

Administrators, including law enforcement officers, are concerned with limiting liability and 

protecting institutional image.  Risk drives the decisions of administration.  By placing 

restrictions – or parameters, at a minimum – on levels and type of involvement and by signaling 

what is considered appropriate public engagement, administrators attempt to redefine democratic 

acts in the mind of their campus communities and general public.  Any actions that were not 

orderly and at least in some way sanctioned or endorsed by the institution appeared as 

threatening.  And certain protest acts – especially during an economically depressed time and as 

colleges and universities are struggling to reverse declines in state funding – were deemed 

irresponsible, illegal and in conflict with institutions if they were not seen as organized, orderly 

and, in some ways, sanctioned and endorsed by the institution.  Further, administrators and law 

enforcement officers actively defined and redefined – within and outside of the scope of what is 

                                                 
119 Coverage is available online: http://www.dailybreeze.com/article/zz/20120508/NEWS/120509346 
120 The speech is available online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PhFvZRT7Ds0.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PhFvZRT7Ds0
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legal – what was deemed to be appropriate behavior.  Administrators at each of the campuses 

signaled in both public and private domains how activists should mobilize support and 

supporters, what is acceptable forms of demonstration and even how people chose to express 

themselves.  The email correspondence among Berkeley officials in 2009 – later revealed 

through a public records request – is a stark example of ways in which administrators attempt to 

control protesters.  The email chain included some calling to question the necessity of organizers 

bringing a hip hop artist to campus, claiming that organizers were more concerned with 

“partying” than the issues at hand; a suggestion that power be cut to at least one building where 

organizers would convene; and a move to remind academic student employees that, based on 

union regulations, their salaries could be reduced if they participate in organized walkouts.  

Concern with risk, then, was used to shape institutional response to protest and to attempt to 

curtail types of activism.  As another example, one of the common practices after protests 

movements turned violent was that administrators would try and disassociate protesters, making 

a distinction between students and protesters, even when students and employees were involved 

in protesting.  This presents a more limiting view of public college and universities being places 

where people can openly and actively participate in political processes and democratic acts 

where people can openly practice free speech, open debate and contentious dialogue.  

 Regarding how the public good function was evoked, activists were responsive in an 

entirely different way.  Whereas administrators focused on limiting liability, activists used risk as 

a validating force for activism and other actions.  Because there exists some level of imposition 

that made people fearful to speak up, take part in democratic processes and raise concerns about 

inequity, activists interpreted work within the public good mission.  Thus, refusing to engage in 

orderly and sanctioned ways – intentional transgression – was an attempt to redistribute some 
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level of power from the administration and others in upper administration and formal decision-

making positions to students and employees.     

Activists, then, imagined a different future – one in which the instances of inequity would 

be low or non-existent, and not simply on college and university campuses, but everywhere.  

Such a vision requires opening more space for different forms of thought and engagement, 

explained one CSULB activist who regularly encouraged students in his courses in the social 

sciences to politically engage on campus.  “We should be recreating the public forum…so much 

of our engagement is limited,” he explained.  What he saw, instead, was increase concern over 

liability and negative public attention.  The CSULB activist noted that faculty in his department 

were increasingly uncomfortable with “rocking the boat,” namely in self-advocating for 

departmental resources and after the faculty voting against opening a public forum for free 

conversations and launching a speech and debate team.  He found such happenings to be hugely 

incongruent as “the institution has spent $47 million on consulting.”  

To open up that more levels and types of engagement, and to emphasize the public notion 

of higher education, activists employed a range of strategies.  Of note, activists used free 

institutional resources to support their community-based taxpaying colleagues.  Some noted, for 

example, that they would allow their allies to use college or university office and meeting spaces 

at no cost, would print materials for community-based functions and market community events 

within their institutions.   

Regarding community-building, interactions were not one-directional, but bonded, 

trusted and reciprocal for activists.  Thus, it was quite common to find students and employees 

engaged with community-based partners – and their causes – while maintaining their own, 

independent actions. Their acts were translational and progressive. They worked from inside and 
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beyond institutions to enact change – and they do not always work at the policy level.  In fact, 

working on policy is seen as an inefficient way to focus energies, preferring to take part in efforts 

meant to challenge dominant and hierarchical beliefs, perceptions and practices.  This may 

explain why, for activists, being seen in and supporting community spaces is an important key 

strategy: aligning oneself with other movements and issues-based acts aids in both legitimacy 

and community building.   

Shaping Perception through Social and Popular Media  

 

Through the use of social and popular media, activists and administrators differently 

constructed meaning associated with the public good mission and campus unrest.  Administrators 

relied more heavily on media in three ways: to shape the public view that institutions were cash-

strapped, to shape opinion around protest acts and other forms of unrest on campus and to signal 

ways their institutions were distinctive and high performing.  Each campus was highly active in 

social media use, largely to project a positive image of their campus and campus constituents.  

Activists relied heavily on both social and popular media for three main reasons: to project a 

social justice orientation and create movement alignment with larger sociopolitical issues, to 

critically denounce opposition to their protest acts and to encourage greater visibility and 

engagement around campus unrest.  Student and employee activists used social and popular 

media to present a critical view of higher education’s alignment with business and industry, 

throwing light on ways institutions were drifting away from their public good missions in ways 

related to institutional management, access and equity and alienating market-focused practices.  

Social and popular media were both strategically utilized by activists, albeit largely 

underutilized by administrators.  Among administrators and law enforcement officers, 

Chancellor Birgeneau proved to be the outlier regarding social media use. Birgeneau was the 
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only upper level administrator as part of this study who regularly maintained open 

communications channels via the use of a weblog and the Berkeley’s news site.  Berkeley also 

maintains a blog enabling hundreds of Berkeley scholars to publish timely and relevant articles 

and analysis on topics related to economics, culture, the environment, politics, law and science, 

among other things.  Robert Reich, a professor of public policy, is a regularly contributor, 

publishing largely on economic issues.  In his Aug. 25, 2011 article, Reich called for “protests 

instead of picnics” during Labor Day.  Yet his call to action posted on Berkeley’s official blog 

was not necessarily directed at his own community.  As he noted in his piece, “American 

workers should march in protest.”  He also wrote about the Occupy movement on Nov.  17, 

2011, but interestingly did not give mention to similar organizing happening in his home 

community.  Yet, Reich was engaged in campus protest, and delivered a powerful Mario Savio 

Memorial Lecture to thousands of people who convened during the Nov. 15, 2011 demonstration 

at Sproul Hall.  When scholars wrote about issues directly impacting the campus, there was some 

element of positive promotion of Berkeley.  For example:  

 Rodolfo Mendoza-Denton, associate professor of psychology, wrote about campus 

Republics holding a bake sale with a sliding scale based on a person’s background and 

gender and gave mention to the range of course offerings informing on sociopolitical 

issues and experiences.  

 Sociology professor Claude Fischer, writing as he hears “voices on bullhorns in Sproul 

Plaza,” reiterated what administrators argue: “state taxpayers and students face a choice.” 

That choice is deciding whether they are willing to pay for a “highly expensive” and 

“world-class” institution like Berkeley.  

 David Hollinger, professor emeritus of history, debating the fiscal challenges at Berkeley 

and in California, and the need to retain Berkley’s greatness, calls on a reversal in the 

decline in state support.  

 In a different piece, Hollinger wrote that “’occupying Cal’ conflates this campus with the 

political and economic order of the nation, grossly underestimates the role of UC 

Berkeley in advancing egalitarian goals…” arguing Birgeneau and other campus officials 

did not share the blame or fault in current economic problems.   
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Few examples were presented in which scholars were inwardly focused and critical of their 

institution.  They included Michael Eisen, a professor of molecular and cell biology, calling the 

Nov. 9, 2011 clash between activists and officers “a moral breakdown on the part of the 

university…an inexcusable lapse in judgment and a complete moral failure.”  In another 

example, anthropology professor Rosemary Joyce wrote about the efforts of dozens of faculty 

members in the process of considering a vote of no confidence in administrators and demands for 

changes in policing policies in the wake of the Nov. 9 confrontation.  Also, Sam Davis, professor 

emeritus of architecture, wrote about the inefficient nature of building a protective barrier around 

the chancellor’s campus residence, which I discuss earlier in this chapter.  But such cases of 

critical introspection and, certainly, outward criticism of administrators was rarely presented via 

institutional channels.  My findings indicate that even in those cases when institution-sanctioned 

digital spaces were open for dialogue related to public protest and demonstrations, the 

conversation was tempered and also most often outward looking, not internally focused.  

Others more aptly relied on public and direct statements made to members of the media 

to inform public dialogue about campus events.  One important exclusion presented itself most 

notably at SMC and CSULB – the use of official institutional social media accounts to share 

information about campus unrest.  This is especially striking given the ubiquitous nature of 

social media and research indicating that younger generations of students more heavily turn to 

social media for information about news, companies, products and other information.  While 

officials widely used platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and YouTube, they often 

did so in ways largely related to marketing, branding and positive positioning.  Such signaling is 

mention to position institution’s as “world-class,” as noted on SMC’s Twitter page, and as “the 

premier public institution of higher education,” as mentioned on Berkley’s Twitter page.  As 
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such, institutions during the study period were more apt to post via social media about athletic 

achievements, rankings, research and research findings and other notable news and happenings.  

Periodically, budget issues and concerns were mentioned.  

Whereas activists were highly involved across the three campuses on platforms including 

YouTube, Facebook and Twitter, campuses used these platforms to create a deliberately positive 

public image.  I found that in social media domains, institutions largely ignored or neutralized 

campus unrest.  For example, during my study period and at a time when SMC was experiencing 

demonstrations and other protest acts with hundreds in attendance, little to no mention was given 

to such unrest via its social media accounts and public relations site.  The day after the April 3, 

2012 meeting, however, SMC did post a statement from Tsang on its Facebook page.121  The 

statement attempted to neutralize the evening’s events, and place the responsibility solely on 

protesters, demonstrators and others.  The statement gave mention to the overflow room 

provided and described that demonstrators “used force” to enter the main board room, not 

providing reason as to why such force was used.  The statement also described that pepper spray 

was subsequently used, but provided no reason or intention for its use.  “Unfortunately, a number 

of bystanders, including college staff, students and other police personnel were affected,” Tsang 

noted in the statement.  He continued: “Although a number of participants at the meeting 

engaged in unlawful conduct, Santa Monica College police personnel exercised restraint and 

made no arrests.”  This is a troubling asserting.  Exhibiting restraint assumes that one maintained 

a level of control; the use of pepper spray, however, is traditionally defined as a use of force.  A 

number of injured protesters posted images of themselves online after the night’s event.  One 

organizer, Marioly Gomez, posted a photo of herself, apparently holding triage papers in a 

                                                 
121 The post is available online: https://www.facebook.com/SantaMonicaCollegeOfficial/posts/10151464539565506 
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hospital (see Figure 13).  Another student, Jasmine Gomez (who has been identified by other 

media reports as Jasmine Delgado122), was pictured with her arm in a sling (see Figure 14). Thus, 

while the administration confirmed that pepper spray was used, while simultaneously lauding 

officer restraint, such rhetoric reaffirmed that those in positions of official power have more 

liberties than others during demonstrations.  Tsang’s statement went on to describe the SMC 

summer session pilot program, further describing the challenging budget situation SMC faced.  

This positioning aligns with the “us vs. them” frame discussed in Chapter 4.  “SMC’s move 

comes in the midst of a state budget crisis that has had devastating effects on college students in 

California for the last four years,” Tsang’s statement continued.  Berkeley, however, did post a 

small number of  messages on Twitter, particularly in 2011 and 2012, related to contentious 

issues being debated on campus.  Of note, Berkeley tweeted from a period spanning 2011 and 

2013 about Occupy Cal’s plan for a strike and day of action on campus, Berkeley employee 

layoffs, a review of police actions and Reich’s call that American workers protest during Labor 

Day.  Similarly, CSULB gave no mention to campus unrest on its Twitter page during my study 

period.  

 Despite the more active use of social media, student and employee activists worked to 

maintain a level of privacy while using public platforms.  One CSULB activist who was involved 

in the Nov. 16, 2011 direct action at the California State University Board of Trustees meeting 

that resulted in property damage and injuries, said he and others commonly avoid using 

government held accounts – such as their .edu accounts.  Instead, they relied more heavily on 

Google Docs and Twitter for direct messaging as they were planning protest actions.  Also, 

Facebook was generally used to communicate and set up meetings.  Doodle Polls were 

                                                 
122 L.A. Now is among the publications that identified the SMC student as Delgado: 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/santa-monica-college-pepper-spray-news-conference.html. 



 

 205 

commonly used to help with meeting scheduling.  No matter the ubiquitous nature of social 

media, activists and administrators did not use such tools just because they were present, 

preferring to control the public image of their efforts.  “Your medium is your message,” the 

CSULB activist said.  

Also, while activists and administrators situated their campus issues in similar domains – 

largely within the context of the economic downturn – they had different success in capturing 

media attention.  I argue that the difference is related to positionality.  Administrators often 

adopted rhetoric wrought with an us vs. them frame, which did not situate well in public, as those 

held in opposition included students and employee activists – the very individuals they were 

legally bound to serve.  Student and employee activists, however, situated their concerns and 

actions within the context of larger national and global contexts, and presented administrators 

and law enforcement agents in ways parallel to oppressive agents.  Administrators presented a 

solutions-deficit tone, overwhelmingly arguing that the funding crisis was at the fault of a cadre 

of unsupportive elected officials and the economy; explaining that their hands were tied and, 

therefore they had little choice but place the burden of attendance onto the American middle 

class.   

Activists, however, appeared more successful in their messaging.  While the work of 

activists at Berkeley, CSULB and SMC was centrally focused on issues of racial equity and 

higher education costs, these issues were strongly tied to nationwide and, in some cases, 

international inequity.  I conceptualize that this is part of the reason why student and employee 

activists were able to capture the attention and shape the tone of media coverage more readily 

than did administrators.  This point is related to shifts in the field of journalism.  
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Nationwide media had aggressively covered the housing bubble pre- and post-burst.  Of 

note, in the years before the recession hit, the field’s leading organizations, including Poynter – a 

leading journalism organization worldwide – were producing guides, hosting seminars and 

facilitating other discussions with reporters across the nation.  Such organizations were 

aggressively working to inform journalists how to evaluate and report on issues related broadly 

to the economy, such as cost-of-living, tax rebates, inflation and other related topics.  An 

acknowledgement is in order: the 2015 median pay for reporters and news analysists nationwide 

was less than $38,000 annually, as reported by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, far below the 

average $88,580 for higher education administrators.  The Chronicle of Higher Education 

reported in its evaluation of 190 institutions during the 2014 fiscal year that presidents at public 

colleges and universities earned a median total compensation at more than $428,000 marking a 

nearly 7 percent increase in a single year.  Pay is certainly a political consternation point, also 

denounced by activists, debated publicly and covered by reporters.  Also, Neiman Reports 

published in 2000 a piece123 evaluating of the future of journalism and requisite skills for the 21st 

century journalist.  The piece was a sort of call to action, urging that in the face of declining 

public trust in the field and with people more often turning to other sources for news, journalists 

needed to report more aggressively on issues of concern to the general public.  In the absence of 

such a focus, the industry would risk losing legitimacy and validity, unable to sustain their value 

and work in the 21st century.  Related, the Pew Research Center Project for Excellence in 

Journalism investigated media coverage during the early part of the 21st century, finding that the 

mainstream media placed an overwhelming focus on the recession.  Of note, the center reported 

that, during 2011, the economy was the highest reported topic, outpacing reports on the 2012 

                                                 
123 The full article is available online: http://niemanreports.org/articles/wanted-a-21st-century-journalist/ 
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presidential election and Osama bin Laden being killed, among other news events.  Thus, 

whereas students and employee activists were able to more readily align their concerns and 

protest acts with one of the most important global economic events, administrators failed to do 

so. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

My study’s findings indicate that public college and university administrators and also 

student and employee activists are battling not merely over the future of higher education, but 

over the public trust. Through the use of social and popular media, both groups  are actively 

engaged in practices meant to reshape public perceptions about the public good function of their 

institutions.  Through such tactics, members of central administration and activists differently 

construct meaning around the public good mission – with administrators driven by liability-

centered concerns and activists uneasy about persistent inequality and limitations placed on 

democratic participation.  Regarding the difference in framing of the public good function, the 

difference is both ideological and  visible clashes, with some protest acts and other forms of 

interaction turning violent, thereby resulting in sizable financial liabilities for both individuals 

and institutions.  Yet, many activists say such clashes and other risks associated with the battle 

for the public good are worth the risk because the alternative – continued inequality – is far 

worse.  Findings also indicate that both groups – activists and administrators – engage in 

practices meant to shape public perceptions about equity and access issues on their campus, 

including conflicts and contentious issues and acts.  However, administrators underutilize the 

requisite tools necessary (social and popular media) to do so, specifically during times of 

conflict.  This contributes to administrators being unable to adequately control public discussion 

about their campus issues.  Also related, activists employ a varied range of strategies to inform or 
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shape public perception and, given their allegiance with impoverished and underserved 

populations nationwide, are more aptly able to gain favorable attention from media outlets.  

Yet concerns associated with campus activism are pervasive.  In addition to institutions 

suffering in tangle ways during times of conflict, so to do activists.  Those engaged report both 

perceived and actualized risks, including concerns about the potential to be removed from their 

campuses, physical harm and the possibility that they will be barred from future professional 

opportunities.  Likewise, violent clashes between protesters and law enforcement officers are 

liability-ridden – repairs and lawsuits are costly.  

Ultimately, the study’s findings speak to the direct effort on the part of student and 

employee activists to redirect power on campus and to reshape public perceptions about the 

higher education sector.  Cases like those at Berkeley, CSULB and SMC offer researchers and 

higher education officials an opportunity to critical evaluate comparable cases on campuses 

nationwide.  So long as income inequity continues, and as communities of color continue to face 

disproportionate acts of violence and unreasonably delinquent resources and supports, such 

conversations and clashes will undoubtedly continue to occur on college and university 

campuses.  

For the Scholarly Community  

  

1. Know that methods for connecting with study participants hold differing levels of 

trust, which may help or hinder recruitment.  Plan accordingly.  

One of the greatest challenges to gaining interviews was around the issue of trust.  Trust, 

as intimately connected to confidentiality, references the relationship held between the researcher 

and the study participants (Silverman, 2010; Creswell, 2003).  To help build trust, Corbin and 

Strauss (2014) affirmed that researchers must maintain confidentiality and always treat 
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individuals with dignity and respect (p. 13).  Creswell (2003) also explained the importance of 

explaining to potential participants the intention of the study and how the information gathered 

would be used.  As an outgroup member who did not live in California during the time of the 

study, students and employees were, at times, skeptical about the purposes of my work.  I found 

that a number of strategies worked to help build trust.  One strategy was to disclose personal 

information without revealing my own personal perceptions and impressions. 

 Related to the disclosure of personal information, reaching out to potential interviewees 

via my personal Facebook account proved to be an effective strategy.  Again, Creswell (2003) 

speaks to the ethical consideration of sharing personal information, noting that doing so is 

welcome, but without sharing personal impressions.  King and Horrocks (2010) also offered a 

word of caution to qualitative researchers intent on sharing personal information with study 

participants, though it may be considered “brave” to open up in such a way.  The researchers 

explained that such sharing could be beneficial only it was couched in critical self-reflection and 

aided in building rapport (p. 129).  The information I chose to share was related to my academic 

and professional trajectories.   

Several students and employees informed me that, when I initially reached out for 

interviews, they were somewhat skeptical about speaking with me.  As described in Chapter 5, 

student and employee activists sometimes feel that people in positions of power are detached 

from their personal issues.  Some also mentioned that they were not accustomed to receiving any 

level of interest from individuals in formal positions of power (to which they ascribed 

researchers and other members of scholarly communities).  As such, some activists were 

concerned about how much fairness I would bring to my investigation and, for some, not living 

in California served as an indication that I might be detached from the state and sector’s issues.  
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However, being able to view my personal account – which contained information about my 

family and my connection to my hometown, Los Angeles, and also my work and education – 

was taken positively in terms of individuals wanting to learn more about my research and the 

intentions of my study.  

 The majority of interview participants had many questions related to my background, my 

interest in their campus issues, and my long-term professional goals.  This was somewhat 

unexpected.  While I anticipated that participants would question the intention and trajectory of 

my study, I did not anticipate that they would want to know, in such detail, about me as a person, 

a student and a professional.  Yeo et al. (2014) warns against the sharing of personal information 

during in-depth interviews, as it can impede up on the interview process (p. 209).  But I found it 

helpful to share this information in advance of the actual interview.   

2. Listservs may not be a strong recruitment tool for one-to-one interviews, distinctly for 

those from younger generations, and also staff.  

Regarding recruitment methods, Given (2016) noted that using email and other types of 

distribution lists can be effective and useful tools for connecting with potential study 

participants.  Of note, Given describes that sending notices via email may encourage people to 

participate, whether directly or through a listserv (p. 40).  Related to the recruitment practice, 

while the dissemination of study information via listserv is a common practice, it did not always 

prove beneficial.  People receive great amounts of email correspondence, or do not always view 

email as a legitimate method for connecting with others.  One of my study subjects, preferring 

texting and social media communications, stated directly that she equated email an outmoded 

form of communication, used primarily by older adults and professionals for business; another 

said emails get lost, as people – students especially – are “constantly bombarded by emails.”  In 
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my case, asking different campus groups – student organizations and resource centers in 

particular – to submit my study information via listservs did not help me to connect with students 

and employees.  When I found that this method was not working for the purposes of my study I 

instead, connected directly with listserv managers.  By directly informing them about the exact 

type of person (based on campus affiliation and campus engagement) with whom I wanted to 

connect, such individuals were able to make better one-on-one recommendations.  I found that 

that this type of snowballing method was one of the more successful for connecting with students 

and employees.  

3. Using social and popular media to identify and connect with potential study 

participants proves beneficial.  

Also related to recruitment is the issue of connecting with potential study participants 

through the use of social media.  I was able to identify potential study participants through 

regional television and print media reports.  I then relied on campus websites and directories, 

club and organization member dockets and social media networks to find contact information for 

specific individuals.  Also, as mentioned earlier, connecting with potential interview participants 

via Facebook was a useful approach, yet Facebook presented its own challenge – privacy 

settings.  When people had more stringent privacy settings, my message would be filtered to 

their “other” folder.  This other folder, which Facebook offers to each users, is not readily 

visible; it requires that a person navigate the screen to actively look in the box.   

Related, researchers have found that when people privately share information via social 

media, there may be an expectation that such information will remain private (Hodge, 2006).  If 

a person had enacted privacy settings to avoid messages from people unknown to them, it is 

understandable that inquires would go unreturned – which was the case.  I did try and reach 
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certain individuals in a different way (usually through an informant, via email or by attempting 

to “friend” them on Facebook so that my message would then appear in their general messages 

folder).  I was less successful, however, in getting responses from individuals through other 

social media sites, like LinkedIn, Twitter and YouTube.  This may be related to how such sites 

are perceived.  Certain users may expect a certain level of privacy (Zimmer, 2007) and prefer not 

to be contracted by members not directly affiliated with them as family, friends or colleagues.  

As noted earlier, Facebook was a bit more personal than other sites, which I believe helped me to 

connect with individuals who would otherwise be skeptical of me and my work.  

Ultimately, the three most fruitful approaches for obtaining interviews with students and 

employees were the snowballing method, through one-on-one interactions mediated by an 

organization (which may be viewed as an extension of the snowball method) and through direct 

messaging via certain social networking services.  Because a single method can result in bias and 

information found to be too general, as is the case with snowballing (Given, 2016; Gerson & 

Horowitz, 2002), it was important for me to adopt several methods for identifying interviewees. 

Here, a word of caution is in order: While it may seem viable to reach out to students and 

employees via their official college and university email accounts (which may be published via 

institutional phonebooks and websites) or at their campuses offices, such efforts proved highly 

unsuccessful, particularly while recruiting for staff members.  The only time direct email 

recruitment proved beneficial was when a person had left the initial campus (Berkeley, CSULB 

or SMC) and I was reaching out to previously affiliated individuals now studying and working at 

other California institutions.  Hence, given the at times transient nature of those studying and 

working in the higher education sector (people regularly switch jobs, move to other campuses, 
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have joint appointments, maintain shared positions, etc.), it is highly recommended to try and 

identify previously engaged potential subjects through sister, peer and transfer institutions.  

Lastly, for recruiting purposes, do not overlook student clubs and student government.  

Students activists may be sitting on appointed and volunteer committees and informants who are 

also members of such organizations can be helpful in identifying and connecting with others.  I 

was able to identify and reach such individuals through organizational sites and social media.  

4. Be cautious when approaching individuals directly, especially given pervasive 

perceived and actualized risks associated with active engagement, to include study 

participation.  

I was not able to gain a single interview through the practice of appearing at a staff 

member’s campus office.  As I discussed in Chapter 5, student and employee activists 

maintained persistent concerns about retaliation and were quite open in speaking to those 

concerns.  Correspondence via official institutional accounts were perceived as being subject to 

review, monitoring or surveillance.  Also, I believe that being seen in the presence of someone 

known by those on campus to be conducting research related to campus activism may have been 

seen as a risk.  At least two staff members, also mentioned in Chapter 5, explained that they were 

fearful of granting an interview without the stated permission of a supervisor, with one 

explaining that there had been earlier restrictions placed on speaking to the media bout campus 

issues.  Thus, it is not recommended to attempt to reach student and employee participants in this 

way, lest they disclose that they would prefer to be contacted and/or want to communicate via 

their official institutional account.   
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5. Interview participants appear to be more fluid in conversations when around 

colleagues and allies, so consideration should be given to connecting with and 

interviewing individuals in groups settings.  

Another recommendation is to consider group or roundtable interviews and/or 

discussions.  I did not employ such a strategy for my interviews.  However, I did have multiple 

informal discussions with students and staff on campus, largely for capturing contextual 

information.  I found that such conversations were open and rich, as such individuals were 

familiar with one another and appeared more open to sharing when a colleague or ally was 

present.  As I describe in Chapter 4, students and employees engaged in campus activism largely 

saw their goal as advancing the public good; they did not view themselves or their work as being 

individualistic, but aligned with community goals.  It appeared that such individuals were 

somewhat more comfortable and receptive when discussing campus issues and certain actions 

when surrounded by their colleagues.  At the same time, I am not suggesting that group 

interviews or focus groups should supplant one-on-one interviews, as interviews with individuals 

revealed certain nuisances around campus issues, protest acts and individual experiences that 

may be difficult to cull from group discussions.  

For Student and Employee Activists and Administrators   

 

In addition to recommendations for scholars, I also offer recommendations for activists 

and administrators.  One of the more troubling assertions made by multiple student and 

employee activists is that despite open lines of communication with officials – established and 

periodic meetings, committees formed to investigate campus issues and formalized approval 

methods for engagement – there still existed a great disconnect.  Again, I theorize that the 

fundamental disconnect stems, in part, from a mismatched conceptualization of the public good 
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mission.  More communication is often described as the solution, but this does not appear to be 

true, even in the most simplistic form.  

What is needed is more genuine, open and impassioned dialogue, interaction and action 

between and among students, employees, administrators and law enforcement officers (on and 

off campus) – and most importantly before and absent of the occurrence of protest acts.  My 

research indicates that what appears to be happening in the current decade is that protesters are 

uncovering a campus tradition of a two-part erasure: first, institutions fail to acknowledge the 

demonizing parts of their pasts and, secondly, deliberately attempt to minimize continued 

negative effects that past has on the bodies and lived experiences of people today.  

Regarding the second half of that two-part erasure is that instances of racism and 

discrimination are relegated as happenstance, poor individual circumstances or mere 

imagination.  Administrators overwhelmingly fail to acknowledge and remedy concerns raised 

by activists.  The then-Education Secretary Arne Duncan (2015) reported in an op-ed that the 

U.S. Education Department’s Office for Civil Rights received more than 1,000 complaints about 

racially-motivated harassment at colleges and universities over a 7-year period. “This is no small 

issue,” Duncan wrote.  Yet in March 2016, Inside Higher Ed released its 2016 Survey of College 

and University Presidents. One of the major and most jarring findings in the report is that 86 

percent of college and university presidents surveyed said race-related issues on their respective 

campuses were either good or excellent.  Regarding race relations, the nation’s institutions have 

for decades seemed stuck in neutral, with the very individuals in charge not taking seriously 

enough systematic, structural and social discrimination and racism until their ouster is called.  

Concerns with race were more than mere tangential issues at each of the college campuses 

studied as part of my investigation.  At SMC, student and employee activists were concerned 
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that, in addition to low-income students, the proposal would inadvertently impact 

underrepresented minority students.  At CSULB, activists were frustrated that the campus 

community did not reflect the larger population and saw that institutional decisions were 

adversely impacting populations of color.  And at Berkeley in a post-Prop 209 era, activists 

observed a decline in campus diversity, and were also working to remedy what was felt as a 

hostile campus environment for people of color.  And, as my research indicates, campus leaders 

are too often absent from conversations and actions by personal choice, often for liability 

reasons.  And even with their attempts to improve campus conditions, activists are not absolved.  

Here, I offer a number of recommendations for both activists and administrators:   

1. More robust communications and action strategies are necessary between and among 

activists, administration and law enforcement officers, though certain work must occur 

well beyond even planning for public protest. 

Activists regularly described meeting with administrators and law enforcement officials 

days before public protest acts would occur.  Despite this early communication, during which 

protocols to be followed were discussed and agreements were made in relation to where, how 

and when protest acts would occur, violent clashes still occurred.  These clashes appeared to be 

largely due to spontaneous acts – incidents or actions that happened on the ground but were not 

anticipated – which tended to reflect poorly on administrators and officers in the public domain.  

While it is not always possible to prevent spontaneous acts, certain precautions can be taken.  Of 

note, and related to meeting spaces, clearly communicating crowd estimates and planning 

accordingly can prove beneficial for activists, administrators and law enforcement, primarily for 

planning.  The issue of maxed capacity lead to clashes, even when pre-planning occurred.  This 

important oversight – the failure to adequately prepare for audiences – undoubtedly contributed 
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to already tense situations.  At a minimum, it signals that making accommodations of the campus 

and general communities is not a priority.  At its worse, it presents the message that 

administrators and law enforcement officers do not strongly support community engagement, or 

are attempting to bar participation.  

I acknowledge the tremendous difficulty in attempting to organize and communicate in 

real-time to masses of people.  Protest acts at Berkeley, CSULB and SMC were attended by as 

little as a few people to thousands of individuals.  Not all cases resulted in violent clashes.  For 

those that did, there were certainly central moments that could have been de-escalated, though 

earlier actions could have helped prevent heightened intensity levels all together.  Certain 

situations were escalated after student and employee activists, and others, were not adequately 

accommodated during public meetings.  In the event of meeting protests, administrators and law 

enforcement officers should be prepared with overflow room locations.  Officials should also 

prepare other, more alternative mechanisms for capturing public comment – perhaps though the 

use of social media – to ensure that all voices are heard before, during and even after meetings.  

Law enforcement officers, alone, do not always have the power to de-escalate protest 

actions; activists also have a role in helping to minimize the potential for violence.  At least one 

activist and Berkeley and another at CSULB spoke about intentionally creating distance between 

themselves and those whose goals did not align with their efforts, yet wanted to remain engaged.  

Such individuals were seen as a distraction and, on a certain level, a liability to Berkeley and 

CSULB student and employee activist efforts.  In such cases, student and employee activists 

should ensure that they are having direct and frequent communications with such individuals to 

reaffirm priorities and goals while remaining attuned to the interests and motivations of others.  

Also, when the direct intention is a peaceful gathering or protest, activists must spend more time 
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discussing on the ground strategies – what to do and what not to do.  Activists also must 

empower people during pre-planning to be prepared to demobilize subversive acts when and if 

they should occur.  

2. Administrators should be especially careful about mislabeling democratic engagement 

as a threat to campus safety and security.  

As noted earlier, administrators and law enforcement officers at times misconstrued or 

misidentified instances of peaceful engagement as threats.  Such was the case at Berkeley when 

the chief of police and chancellor presumed that “linking arms” was a form of violence.  As my 

study found, administrators and law enforcement officers were overwhelmingly placed at fault in 

the public domain for the escalation of protest acts.  This was true even when administrators 

advanced public messaging leading up to protest acts in which they defined appropriate 

behaviors and modes of conduct.  Public shaming of administrators and officers also occurred 

event when attempts were made to align institutional priorities with that of activists and their 

supporters.   

I explained in Chapter 5 that administrators and officers will, at times, create a public 

safety situation while trying to prevent activists from creating such a risk.  As Joshua Clover 

wrote in a poignant essay about who is the real “health and safety risk” in the event of campus 

protest, noting non-violent protests in Berkeley’s Sproul Plaza among his examples.  Describing 

the police response, Clover described that the “beatings that followed were immediate, 

unconscionable – and recorded.  Some campers were thrown to the ground, dragged by their hair, 

hospitalized.  The hurry and panic of the police insisted on a single, hysterical directive: not one 

tent should be raised.”  Clover closed his essay with an affirmation that “police pose a far greater 

risk to health and safety, let alone to free speech and civil rights, then do tents.”  
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The solution, then, does not appear to lie only with crowd control, messaging and 

communication, but also in affirming the right and will to engage in peaceful protest and 

supporting the campus community in those efforts.  Yet, improved police training and stronger 

communications mechanisms are often upheld as a central solution to preventing altercations 

between protesters and officers.  For example, a board that reviewed the April 3, 2012 protest at 

Santa Monica College released a report124 calling for more specific crowd control policies, more 

regular planning meetings and briefings in advance of protest acts and even training of faculty 

members to serve as mediators to actively address conflict.  Similarly, the University of 

California, spurred by concerns about altercations at Berkeley and Davis, released a report125 

with recommendations.  The 2012 report indicated that campuses should, among other things, 

increase ways people can regularly dialogue with administration and improve the promotion of 

opportunities for members of the community to engage with senior leaders.  The report also 

called for campuses to make public those policies related to use of force and policies associated 

with protest and civil disobedience.  One suggestion was also the appointment of a student 

advocate within the administration responsible for sharing concerns as they come.  I do not 

suggest that these methods are not useful and necessary.  They are. It is also notable that the UC 

system review board gave some attention to making administrators more visible and accessible, 

and also creating more dialogue with law enforcement.  However, less attention is given to any 

requisite shifts in social and cultural behaviors within the institution that should occur before 

protest acts are even imagined.   

                                                 
124 The full report is available online: 

http://www2.smc.edu/review_panel_report/pdfs/Review_Panel_Final_Report.pdf 
125 The full report is available online: http://campusprotestreport.universityofcalifornia.edu/ 



 

 220 

3. Campus officials must engage with students and employees, not just activists, 

differently. 

Beyond communication, administrators and law enforcement officials should make better 

efforts to see themselves and act in ways in tandem with the campus community, and certainly 

student and employee activists.  I consider this a core and notable fault of administrators.  I also 

argue that while student and employee activists are holding campus officials responsible for past 

the current injustices and inefficiencies, they also view themselves as allies with the 

administration.  My analysis of statements and reports revealed that administrators and law 

enforcement officers felt pitted against the demands of students and the needs of the state, and 

appear woefully ill informed of how they are perceived by their students and members of the 

general public.  Therein lies a certain mystification.  Though campus officials collide with 

student and employee activists over certain equity and access issues, such activists represent the 

very funding base for which administrators want to see increased support: taxpayer dollars.  

Likewise, several activists acknowledge that they, themselves, are limited in several ways and 

therefore need administrative support.  Namely, some activists were perplexed as to how to 

create cohesion across groups, saw the transient nature of those within higher education as 

hurting advancements toward changes in policy and practice and also believed that the act of 

protest was not resulting in desirable progress.   

My findings indicate that while activists and administrators maintained different frames 

for understanding and advancing the public good mission, they held a joint belief.  Each argued 

for the necessity in protecting the ability of all who are willing to engage in higher education, 

and affirmed that institutions and communities are enriched by broad participation.  Yet, 

conversations and actions appeared to get stalled due to a misalignment in addressing grievances 
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and in the image-making practices of activists and administrators.  Therefore, while improving 

access to administrators and clarity around campus policies – as suggested by review boards – 

may help prevent altercations, I am not confident that they will prevent them.  What is also 

needed are specified and intentional efforts to create mission alignment between activists and 

administrators to reshape campus climates.  

Creating mission alignment between activists and administrators may appear incongruent, 

but it is crucial.  One of the pervasive concerns shared by student and employee activists to 

which I spoke was that administrators overwhelmingly ignored their demands in ways that was 

persistently and historically evident on their campuses.  For example, Berkeley activists echoed 

some of the same concerns – including the need for more campus diversification, an improved 

campus climate and dedicated funding and space for work – as their 1960s free speech and civil 

rights movement counterparts.  For that reason, modern activists saw a continuity of grievances 

on their campuses despite institutional efforts toward redress.  CSULB activists also referenced 

the Civil Rights Movement and efforts to open access to Mexican-American communities.  

Meanwhile, administrators point to a bevy of institutional initiatives aimed at progress.  Among 

them, lobbying efforts to retain state dollars, grant-supported initiatives meant to improve access, 

programs and hiring practices designed to improve diversity, established boards and committees 

that inform administrators of community issues, offices established to aid underrepresented and 

underresourced students, and more.  In fact, in March 2016, Inside Higher Ed released its Survey 

of College and University Presidents finding that 86 percent of college and university presidents 

surveyed said race-related issues on their respective campuses were either good or excellent.  Yet 

student and employee activists at each campus saw race relations on campus stuck in neutral.  It 

makes sense, then, why image and messaging projected by activists and administrators project 
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about their campuses can be so dissimilar.  This also helps to understand why perceptions about 

campus climate can also be so different, even when similar priorities are stated by activists and 

administrators.   

Here, I am reminded of Clark’s (1972) concept of organizational saga, referencing the 

stories we tell about our institutions, which invigorates involvement and builds personal pride in 

a college or university.  Clark also explained that the telling and retailing of institutional stories 

are primarily advanced by mass media and “away from the control of the organization” (p. 179).   

This is especially important given the transient nature of higher education – with students and 

employees consistently coming and going.  Evidence also lies in the apparent conflict in 

messaging around institutional priorities and the public good mission, as described in Chapter 4.  

Berkeley, CSULB and SMC each presented cases in which activists and administrators presented 

conflicting public images and messages about how open and welcome their campuses were, 

particularly to underrepresented groups.  In each case, the media presented institutions as being 

hugely unsettled, even as efforts were ongoing to resolve the very issues being publicly debated.  

To create cohesion in institutional image, activists and administrators must work more closely 

together to define common priorities and to see those priorities through.   

But first, administrators must show up.  I argue that senior administrators – including top 

administrative officials – must do a much better job of being present in the daily lives of students 

and employees.  That includes having non-confrontational meetings in the spaces students and 

employees hold and having conversations and actively presenting solutions (with follow up) 

addressing campus concerns.  It also means not showing up only during and after protest events 

have occurred but, when welcome, events and others happenings that are social and communal in 

nature.  Merely showing up and engaging when there exists a crisis or a problem only further 
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shapes the image of detached, control-oriented leadership – which is one of the central problems 

activists have with administration.  Lastly, it also means taking responsibility for mistakes, 

misjudgments and other faults without deflecting, and also by offering solutions for amends.  

4. Colleges and universities must reconsider institutional practices around police response 

and social media sharing, particularly during active campus protest acts.  

While campus leaders at each campus were in regular contact with officers in advance of 

and during protest acts, there was an absence of formal policies related to procedures for 

decision-making and determining response.  Thus, decisions administrators and officers made 

were, at times, in the moment and with little time for deliberation.  For example, the SMC board 

found that pre-planning for the April 3, 2012 board meeting was “inadequate” and an adequate 

number of personnel was not tasked for the evening.  Also, several Berkeley cases present strong 

examples of how, in the absence of clarity of process, moments can escalate quickly from 

peaceful to violent.  In developing or adjusting formal policies, administrators and law 

enforcement officers should give greater attention not only to what type of response will be 

provided, but also in which situations is a response not needed at all.  Of note, several student 

and employee activists explained to me situations where the presence of police during peaceful 

gatherings create unnecessary tension.  Additionally, while use of force is an approved method 

for deescalating situations, there exists lesser forms of force that should be considered, 

particularly during non-life threatening situations. 

  Already established is the important role communication plays, though certain tools are 

not readily adopted.  CSULB and SMC largely underutilized social media leading up to or in the 

midst of protest acts despite active dialogue and sharing via such networks, especially Twitter 

and YouTube.  My review of institutional social media practices, guidelines and policies 
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indicated that each campus largely utilized social networks as marketing and engagement tools.  

As such, guidelines for activities on social media were largely focused on maintaining a certain 

level of responsibility in the domain, with emphasis placed on respect and civility.  Institutions, 

then, should rethink the role and potential power of social media, particularly in informing 

people about how protest acts are unfolding to include when, where and how to engage with 

information on when to disengage if events turn violent.   

5. Activists can improve methods for helping colleagues minimize risk associated with 

engagement and also create further cohesion across underrepresented groups.  

Activists regularly spoke about the need to be present for themselves, for other 

communities and community organizers, both on and off campus.  This type of involvement – 

and connection – would feed and fuel them, especially within an environment understood to be 

hostile to them.  Thus, there appears no replacement for connecting (whether socially, 

academically or through active politically-motivated participation) with others experiencing 

similar hostilities.  Activists spoke often to me of showing up or “taking up space,” saying such 

involvement represented a form of self- and community care.  They, too, acknowledged that this 

work came with its range of risks.  As described in Chapter 5, concerns with perceived and 

actualized risk associated with involvement in political and contentious campus issues was 

pervasive, with some student and employee activists concerned about retaliation, foregone future 

opportunities and also the potential for physical harm.  While activists actively discussed 

concerns associated with risks, it does not appear that solutions are often vetted.  

I also see the need for activists to be more realistic about their efforts, understanding that 

change may come much later, and certainly after they have left their campus community.  In the 

words of one Berkeley activist I interviewed, an American Indian women involved in campus 
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community development and policy change: “Everybody’s tired of fighting.  People just want to 

get along.  That’s what I believe; that’s what I see.  …but when we are living just to survive, just 

for tomorrow, we are not able to plan seven generations out.” 

CONCLUSION 

 

My study centers on the ways student and employee activists and also administrators 

work to shape what the public understand about the role of their institutions.  To understand such 

dynamics, I focused on exchanges in public spaces, and also explored how individuals use social 

and popular media to shape public perception.  Studying such issues specifically during times of 

conflict and contention was important for the evaluation of differing perceptions associated with 

the public good mission of higher education.  Pusser (2006) eloquently explained that the public 

good is now at the core of discussions about the higher education sector, namely as it pertains to 

how institutions should be governed, funded and accessed, among other issues.  Pusser also 

rightfully explains that the public good debate is situated in a contemporary context of higher 

education institutions becoming more market-driven, and as neoliberal approaches are being 

advanced as reform solutions.  

The cases at Berkeley, CSULB and SMC are indicative of a fissure that has occurred on 

the nation’s campuses as equity and access challenges are elevated during a time of increased 

privatization and market-alignment.  Also relevant is that each of the campus cases was driven 

by such concerns in the aftermath of the global economic downturn at the start of the 21st 

century.  Yet, the literature at the time of this study’s origination lacked a combined investigation 

of physical and also digitally facilitated and/or managed activism on and around campuses in the 

early 2000s.  Also, researchers have historically under reported protests and movements 

occurring on comprehensive state university and community college campuses.  
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Overall, my study’s findings indicate that there exist a significant and important 

conceptual difference in the role of public higher education between those in positions of power 

and individuals they are meant to serve.  This conceptual difference is not merely theoretical, and 

has tangible implications for how both groups interact, engage and shape the public image of 

their institutions.  Of note, my study’s findings indicate that differing perceptions of the public 

good contributes to clashes, sometimes violent, between campus officials and activists.  

Additionally, those clashes, especially when violent, adversely impacts public perceptions of 

administrators and the openness of their campuses.  At a time when campus officials say they are 

working to also protect the public good image of their institution, the implications of such 

negative occurrences can be hugely damaging.  Researchers have found that the consequences of 

negative public perception and poor press can lead to loss of funding, reduced institutional 

ranking, declines in support from the public and stakeholders, reduced enrollment numbers and 

also lawsuits (Jia & Hutchins, 2010; Pampalonia, 2010; Carmeli & Freund, 2009; Sung & Yang, 

2008; Fuller, et al., 2006; Kotler & Fox, 1995).      

In addition to differently constructing meaning around the public good mission of their 

institutions, while certain protests and other acts may be pre-planned and negotiated in advance, 

spontaneous acts have important consequences.  My findings indicate that, given broader 

sociopolitical issues and sensitivities nationwide, spontaneous protest acts that turn violent 

overwhelmingly favor activists in the popular media.  In such cases, it appears to make little 

difference how engaged administrators and law enforcement offers were in the pre-planning.  

Activists are also not exempt from fallout, with some having faced jail time and fines in the tens 

of thousands of dollars.  Such a finding indicates that activist – who, according to my interviews, 

generally do not want to cause property damage and are not intent on particularly in violent acts 
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– must improve communications about their intentions to in-group members.  In doing so, 

activists should strive to empower their collaborators and allies to be aware of and work to 

deescalate tensions before violence occurs.  Likewise, while law enforcement officers are 

generally approved to use pepper spray and batons as a first resort during spontaneous or 

unplanned protest acts, lesser forms of control must be considered and communicated – also in 

advance of protest acts.  

Also, as noted earlier in the chapter, administrators must give more critical and careful 

consideration to the failings of their inadequate campus engagement.  As research on issues 

management has affirmed, campus officials must be well informed of potentially damaging 

issues on and off campus, recommending the persistent scanning and monitoring of topical issues 

(Heath & Palenchar, 2008; Ashley & Morrison, 2007).  Yet, it is not possible to have a 

comprehensive understanding of campus issues at arm’s length.  My findings problematize 

current efforts to advance a strictly academic capitalist, CEO-modeled administration of public 

higher education, where attention to market alignment is emphasized over actual campus 

engagement.  My findings indicate that campus issues are able to quickly accelerate and, at 

times, become violent when central administrators are not only physically detached from actions 

on campus, but important discussions occurring as well.  Accordingly, I encourage 

administrators to critical consider how they choose – or not – to engage with individuals who are 

working to maintain the social health and wealth of their campuses.   

I also encourage administrators to reconsider the use of social and popular media.  With 

the exception of Berkeley (particularly during Birgeneau’s early tenure as president), each 

institution underreported campus conflicts in social and popular media.  Also, when reporting did 

occur, the framing placed blame on activists and demonstrators, even when central 
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administrators claimed to be aligned with the concerns of such individuals.  While I do call for 

improved communications in some ways via social and popular media, I also give warning, as 

noted earlier in this chapter.  Merely relying on more communication is not enough in an attempt 

to improve campus climate or to aid in the prevention of violent protest acts.  My findings 

illustrate that progressive action must occur to help remedy historic and contemporary failures – 

which is what students and employee activists at each campus demand.  Administrators must 

improve their embeddedness on campus, and also must improve efforts to directly addressing 

equity and access concerns raised by campus activists.  
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Protesters clash with UC-Berkeley police officers during a Nov. 9, 2011 demonstration. 

Photo was published by the Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action, Integration and Immigrant 

Rights and Fight for Equality By Any Means Necessary. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Protest in opposition to budget cuts at CSULB. (Photo credit: Thomas Wasper via 

Flickr)  

 

 

Figure 3. “Education Should Not Be a Debt Sentence.” (Photo credit: Joseph Philipsonvia Flickr) 
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Figure 4. SMC Police Department Sergeant J.B. Williams used a baton and pepper spray during 

a protest act that turned violent during the April 3, 2012 SMC Board of Trustees meeting. (Photo 

credit: Michael Yanow, published by The Corsair Online)  

 

Figure 5. SMC student Christine Deal, who reported that she was pepper sprayed during a SMC 

Board of Trustees meeting. (Photo credit: Michael Yanow via Flickr) 

 

Figure 6. Occupation of Berkeley’s admissions office on May 11, 2012. Protesters gather in 

support of doubling underrepresented minority enrollment. The original image was published by 

the Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action, Integration and Immigrant Rights and Fight for 

Equality By Any Means Necessary. 
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Figure 7. Berkeley students engage in a peaceful protest. (Photo credit: Roibín Ó hÉochaidh/ 

Berkeley NewsCenter) 

 

 

 

Figure 8. At least 3,000 protesters – including students, employees and Occupy Oakland 

members – gathered at Sproul Plaza. (Photo courtesy of the UC Berkeley NewsCenter)  

 

 

 

Figure 9. The Day of Action at Berkeley was held Nov. 9, 2011. (Photo courtesy of the UC 

Berkeley NewsCenter) 
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Figure 10. The aftermath of the April 3, 2012 SMC Board of Trustees meeting. (Photo courtesy 

of The Corsair Online via Flickr) 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Petition to Defend the Heroes of the Movement for Public Education. 

 

 

 

Petition to Defend the Heroes of the Movement for Public Education 

Alameda County DA: Drop All Charges Against Occupy Cal Protesters! 

 
On November 9, 2011 thousands of students at UC Berkeley held a walk-

out and student strike to defend public education, protest fee hikes and budget cuts, 

defend workers’ rights, and for increasing black, Latina/o, and Native American 

enrollment at UC Berkeley and other flagship campuses and in solidarity with the 

national Occupy Wall Street movement. Entire university departments cancelled 

classes, dozens of professors and graduate student instructors held teach-outs in 

solidarity, and thousand of students and supporters rallied, marched, and voted at a 

mass General Assembly meeting to set up protest tents for Occupy Cal.  

By mid afternoon, as student and community protestors began setting up the 

Occupy Cal encampment, police viciously attacked the students and tried to 

confiscate the tents. They arrested some protesters and brutalized countless more. 

Protesters were beaten so badly that some were admitted to local hospitals. Women 

were grabbed by their hair and thrown to the ground by police, and some sexually 

manhandled. Some male protesters were beaten by multiple police officers at the 

same time. Other protesters were racially profiled and segregated into separate cells 

and given harsher charges. Through all of it, protesters remained unified and held 

their ground, committed to the fight for the 99% and the right to public education for 

all. 

Video footage of the police brutality and the protesters’ brave stand were 

posted on the internet and instantly went viral, increasing the size and militancy of 

the movement. By around 9pm, three thousand people were protesting on Sproul 

Plaza at UC Berkeley to defend the Occupy Cal movement even as police again 

attacked protesters, arresting dozens more and assaulting protesters even more 

brutally.  

The determination of the students and protesters to hold their ground, even 

at risk of getting arrested, resulted in a significant breakthrough for the entire 

Occupy movement and the fight for public education. The following week 10,000 

people joined a campus-wide strike and the Occupy movement spread to UCLA, UC 

Davis, and other campuses. 

The movement at UC Berkeley has already won significant victories. The 

president of the UC system, Mark Yudof, was forced to withdraw his multi-year fee 

hike proposal the same day as the first protest, November 9. The following week, the 

UC Regents cancelled their public meeting for fear of the power of the movement. 

UC Berkeley Chancellor Robert Birgeneau granted students who were arrested as 

part of the Occupy Cal protest, amnesty from Student Code of Conduct charges, and 

also issued a public apology for his part in the brutalization and suppression of the 

rights of students and protesters. Students have now been able to set up camps at 

night for Occupy protests, establishing their power to determine the character and 

actions on their own campus. 

The students and protesters at UC Berkeley must become a national model 

of action for anyone who wants to defend their right to a public education. In order to 

strengthen and embolden more students to follow their example, we need to spread 

the word about this victory and fight to get the charges dropped against all student 

and community Occupy Cal protesters.  
 

We, the undersigned, demand that all charges against the Occupy Cal protesters be dropped. 
 

Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action, Integration, & Immigrant Rights and Fight for Equality By Any Means Necessary (BAMN) 

www.bamn.com   855-ASK-BAMN (855-275-2266) Twitter @followBAMN  California@bamn.com 

Name (please print neatly) Phone Email School/Org 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

7.    

8.    

10.    
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Figure 12. Nnaemeka Alozie, who was then the campaign manager for California congressional 

candidate David Steinman, is hosed off being pepper sprayed outside the Santa Monica College’s 

board meeting on April 3, 2012. Steinman was also pepper sprayed that night. (Photo credit: 

Michael Yanow, published by L.A. NOW) 

 

Figure 13.  Marioly Gomez, who said she was pepper sprayed during the April 3, 2012 Santa 

Monica College Board of Trustees meeting while protesting tuition hikes, holds up triage papers. 

(Photo courtesy of The Undercurrent, @under_current, via Twitter) 

 

Figure 14.  Jasmine Gomez, who said she was assaulted by police, during the April 3, 2012 Santa 

Monica College Board of Trustees meeting while protesting tuition hikes, stands with her arm in 

a sling. Gomez reportedly shared the image on her now-defunct Twitter account. (Photo courtesy 

of The Undercurrent, @under_current, via Twitter) 
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TABLES 

 

Table 1. Snapshot of State Funding Allocations, 2008-2014 Fiscal Year Comparisons – Pre- and 

Post-Recession.  

 

TABLE 1 

 

Snapshot of State Funding Allocations,  

2008-2014 Fiscal Year Comparisons – Pre- and Post-Recession* 

 

 Change in State 

Per-Student 

Spending as a 

Percentage 

 

Change in State 

Per-Student 

Spending in 

Dollars 

 

Change in 

Average 

Tuition, Public 

Four-Year as a 

Percentage 

Change in Average 

Tuition, Public Four-

Year in Dollars 

Arizona -48.3126 -$3,082 80.6 $4,493 

California -15.8 -$1,373 62.4 $3,474 

Florida -29.7 -$2,745 66.5 $2,531 

Michigan 28.2 -$1,631 21.5 $2,050 

New York -11.1 -$1,154 21.3 $1,215 

Pennsylvania -30.7 -$2,206 16.4 $1,799 

Texas -22.5 -$1,996 17.6 $1,274 

Source:  The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.  

*Inflation adjusted figures reported.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Average Published Tuition and Fees (Inflation-Adjusted for 2015 Dollars) Public Four 

Year Institutions, In-State Costs 

                                                 
126 Arizona had the highest percent decrease for in state spending per student in a comparison between the 2008 and 

2014 fiscal years. California ranked 39th, at -15.8 percent. Only two states had positive gains: Alaska and North 

Dakota. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities report is available online as of Dec. 12, 2015: 

http://www.cbpp.org/research/states-are-still-funding-higher-education-below-pre-recession-levels. 
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TABLE 2 

 

Average Published Tuition and Fees (Inflation-Adjusted for 2015 Dollars) 

Public Four-Year Institutions, In-State Costs 

 

 2004-2005 2010-2011 2015-2016 11-Year Percentage 

Change 

Arizona $5,138 $8,071 $10,646 107.2 

California $5,286 $8,194 $9,270 75.4 

Florida $3,848 $5,511 $6,360 65.3 

Michigan $7,931 $11,095 $11,991 51.2 

New York $6,235 $6,342 $7,644 22.6 

Pennsylvania $10,394 $12,404 $13,395 28.9 

Texas $6,395 $8,477 $9,117 42.6 

Source:  The College Board 

The College Board weighs average costs based on full-time enrollment figures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Statewide K-12 Enrollments, by Race/Ethnicity (as a percentage).  
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TABLE 3 

 

Statewide K-12 Enrollments, by Race/Ethnicity* (as a percentage) 

 

  African 

American 

American 

Indian 

Asian/Pacific 

Islander** 

Chicano/Latino White 

2002-2003 8.26  0.86  8.71  45.15  33.73 

2005-2006 7.84  0.80  8.83  47.58  30.34 

2008-2009 7.27 0.74  9.05   49.02  27.86 

2011-2012 6.53 0.68  9.17  52.03  26.15 

2014-2015 5.99 0.59  9.26  53.64 24.55 

Source: California Department of Education, Educational Demographics Unit 

*Excludes: Filipino, Not Hispanic; Two or More Races; None Reported. 

** For certain years, the California Department of Education presents Asian, Not Hispanic 

and Pacific Islander, Not Hispanic as two categories. Both are combined for the purposes of 

this report.  
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX A 

 

 
  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

How do campus 

activists and 

administrators define 

the historic, public 

good mission of 

higher education, 

specifically during 

times of conflict on 

campus?  

 

How do campus actors, 

then, interpret and 

advance ideals associated 

with institutional 

purpose?  

 

A) How is this done 

through action-oriented 

engagement and other 

efforts to shape public 

perceptions of higher 

education’s 

responsibilities to the 

broader public?  

 

Through the use of social 

media and traditional/popular 

media, what messages do 

campus activists and 

administrators advance to 

shape the public image of 

their institutions and campus 

issues?  

 

What do campus 

activists and 

administrators 

risk?  

 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Campus activists and 

administrators 

differently frame the 

public good mission.  

 

Administrators are 

highly protective of 

the institutions, 

largely due to 

concerns associated 

with liability and risk.  

 

The difference in 

framing contributes 

significantly to 

specific actions and 

image-making 

practices. The 

difference is also a 

critical source of 

contention between 

activists and 

administrators, 

Administrators generally 

attempt to control and 

protect space to reduce 

liability. In the process, 

administrators and, by 

extension, campus law 

enforcement officers 

create or contribute to 

public safety situations.  

 

Due to economic 

limitations, 

administrators 

generally frame 

education as a privilege 

afforded to those who 

can generate the most 

and best returns.  
 

Campus activists 

generally frame 

education as a right. 
 

Administrators generally 

utilize social media to project 

a positive, affirming image of 

the institution. They also 

largely do not share 

information about protest and 

social movements via social 

media; distance institution 

from protest acts. 

 

Administrators also rely on 

traditional media to situate 

the self as being in tenuous 

space – pressed by state and 

student demands.  

 

Administrators also use 

traditional forms of media to 

dictate proper forms of 

engagement; both normalize 

and criminalize specific 

behaviors and forms of 

engagement.  

 

Risks are 

pervasive for both 

groups.  

 

For 

administrators, 

perceived and 

actualized risks 

are directly 

associated with 

the institution.  

 

Administrators 

are prone to 

avoid statement 

or the use of 

social media to 

share 

information 

about conflicts. 

Risks are 

associated with 

further declines 
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resulting in physical 

clashes and 

conflicts in public 

messaging.  
 

Activists view space as 

critical for  

self-preservation and for 

the ability to gain 

visibility for efforts and 

concerns. Activists 

attempt to recapture and 

open up public spaces, 

seeing higher education’s 

responsibility in creating 

critical capacity.  

 

Activists affirm their 

commitment to – and 

defend – traditions of 

the democratic 

imperative, advancing 

notions that inclusion 

of diverse perspective, 

experiences will enrich 

and sustain higher 

education.  
 

 

 

 

Activists, however attempt to 

make institutions more open 

and accessible, engaging a 

diverse range of participants 

and allies on and off 

campus.   
 

Activists engage in a 

strategic interplay, 

involving social media, 

traditional media, private 

negotiation and public 

engagement/demonstration; 

use social media not 

merely used for 

mobilizing, but for sharing 

one’s work and that of 

others.  
 

Activists generally rely on 

popular/traditional media 

to correct oppositional 

perceptions and, like 

administrators, frame 

situational problems within 

larger economic concerns.   
 

in public 

support; 

potential for 

foregone private 

investments; 

dips in ranking; 

and less 

competitive 

among students 

and employees.  
 

Concerns 

associated with 

risks are 

generally 

personal for 

activists. They 

are concerned 

about revoked 

funding for 

teaching, 

scholarship and 

community 

outreach. They 

express fear of 

retaliation 

(current and 

future) and 

worry that their 

activist past will 

carry with them, 

hampering 

professional 

opportunity. 

Also, some fear 

physical harm 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Semi-structured interviews with undergraduate and graduate students and lower-ranking 

employees.  

Traditional documents, including those in the form of press releases, formal statements and 

reports.  

Digital and social media sources, including social media posts (original content and comments), 

blogs, electronic mailings and audio and/or video.  

Newspaper articles 

Video recordings  

Photographs 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Interview Protocol  

 

Initial Questions:  

 

 

Tell me a bit about your studies/work here.  

How long have you been studying at /employed by the institution?  

What is your major and/or year; position at the institution (classified or appointed)?  

Do you hold any service-oriented positions or appointments?  

Why did you come here for school/work?  

How has your academic/professional experience been on campus?  

 

Questions about activism, resistance:  

 

What triggered your interest in [insert topic]?  

What concerns did you have?  

Why did you choose to get engaged?  

What about the issue moved you to become involved?  

What personal and professional ties do you have to the issue?  

 

Questions about communication methods, approaches, expectations:  

 

What sources have been important to you for getting information and other resources?   

Have you relied official institutional web-based communications and other forms of digital 

communication 

If so, how?  

Which sources of information have been useful to you, and not?  

How have you transmitted information sources from official institutional web-based 

communications?  

What are your expectations for communication and involvement from others around these 

issues?  

From the administration?  

Faculty and staff?  

Students?  

Law enforcement?  

Community members?  

How do you communicate with others on campus about these issues?  

Why do you choose to communicate about these issues?  

 

Questions about institutional, political climate: 

 

Have you avoided engaging around [insert topic] in a certain way?  

Why?  

Have you avoided communicating something?  
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Why?  

Have you been told not to communicate something or not to engage around [insert topic] in some 

way?  

By whom?  

Did you comply?  

 

Questions about strategies:  

 

How have you encourage other people to participate?  

What have you learned in the process of your engagement?   

About yourself?  

About your colleagues?  

About the administration?  

 

Questions about expectations and outcomes:  

 

What do you believe has changed for yourself, your colleagues and institution since you became 

active?  

What has improved?  

What has become more challenging?  

What new connections have you been able to make? 

 

Remaining questions:  

 

What risks have you taken?  

How do you manage your risks?  

What risks do not apply to you?  

What do you hope the administration, board of regents and/or the state’s higher education 

commission would do about [insert topic]? 

What benefits have you seen as a result of your involvement?  

What did you originally hope would come out of your actions? 

What do you continue to hope will come out of your actions?  

Is there anything else you believe is important to discuss?  
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