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diversity in the studio/classroom:  
A Message from Jane Ngobia,  
Director, Diversity and Equity Initiatives

In the recent past, universities have become more accessible to more than 
the “traditional mainstream students.” As a result, a common debate revolves 
around how best to enroll, educate, retain, and graduate students from 
historically underrepresented groups. At the same time universities are striving 
to diversify the student body to produce graduates who will have mutual 
understanding and respect for different cultures and who can live and work in a 
global environment. 

Data from Statistics Canada show that immigration is growing exponentially, 
and Ontario and Toronto in particular will receive a majority of the new 
immigrants. By 2017, 51% of the total population in Toronto will be “visible 
minority.” Considering these facts, OCAD will welcome more and more diverse 
students in classrooms and studios. Research tells us that the unfortunate 
reality is once they are on campus, many students from underrepresented 
groups report that they are treated as outsiders and they describe having 
encountered subtle forms of bias. Students talk about discrimination in not 
being acknowledged or in small everyday slights in which they perceive that 
their value and perspective is not appreciated or respected. 

Our challenge is to make every individual student’s experience in our class/
studio at OCAD a positive one and to ensure that diverse voices are heard. 
We can do this first by recognizing any biases or stereotypes we may have 
ourselves absorbed, by being sensitive to terminology, names, gestures 
and jokes, and by rectifying any language patterns or case examples that 
exclude or demean any group(s). It’s important also to introduce discussions 
of diversity in our studios and classrooms to get a sense of how students feel 
about the inclusivity of the climate we have created.

But beyond these efforts at self-reflection and vigilance, we can engage in 
deliberate efforts to transform our teaching and learning, to embrace diversity, 
to see the classroom as a microcosm of the wider world, and to situate the 
acceptance of diversity as integral to the achievement of academic excellence. 
As teachers we can engage diverse student voices as a learning resource 
in class discussions, multicultural group work, students as guest speakers, 
and students as cultural resources. By empowering students to share 
their experiences and art we enrich each other’s imagination and learning 
experiences.




