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Taking Action—Part One  *revised (see page 4)* 

 

Connie Brannon 

Diversity and Multiculturalism  

Documenting What Is: Student Affairs at CIM 

 

 

 Since my long-term career goals include administrative positions at a school of music, I 

am thrilled to be spending my second practicum experience with the Office for Student Affairs 

at the Cleveland Institute of Music (CIM). It is a generalist position that will provide me with 

exposure to housing and related programming, student organizations, career advising, graduate 

student outreach, and first-year student resources in a small, specialized collegiate 

environment.  

 The Student Affairs office consists of three staff members, so everyone has the 

opportunity to wear many hats. As I have observed orientation exercises, student colloquium, 

staff meetings, and other facets of the administrative office, I noticed that issues of diversity 

and multiculturalism have yet to be mentioned; I assume this is a practical and personnel 

matter. While administrative staff members interact daily with students representing a wide 

variety of backgrounds, diversity education and programming is most practically handled by 

residence life. That in mind, it makes the most sense to collaborate with housing for the sake of 

this project.  



  
 

 Specialized degree programs tend to bring students from far and wide when the 

academic and technical value is apparent; CIM hosts aspiring performers from all over the 

world, in part because the Cleveland Orchestra is internationally recognized and some its 

members are on faculty at CIM. This means that the ratio of domestic students to international 

students is much different at CIM than many typical undergraduate institutions in the United 

States. It is also important to note that a high volume of the LGBT community enroll in arts 

programs as compared with other academic disciplines. I have only been working with CIM 

students for a matter of weeks, but speaking as a former music student, I can make several 

assumptions about the current population at CIM: 

1. Students enter the program with the understanding that many of their peers will come 

from different racial or ethnic backgrounds.  

2. Students enter the program with the understanding that many of their peers could 

represent the LGBT community.  

3. Students understand, at least in the back of their minds, that acceptance of and respect 

for all personal backgrounds is expected of them and embraced by the music 

community in general.  

4. Despite this “understanding”, many still have no idea how to converse about topics of 

diversity, and embrace these issues without a full understanding of what “social justice” 

actually entails.  

This week I hope to meet with the Resident Director for CIM’s residence hall, Cutter House. 

I would like to ask her the following with reference to how CIM addresses diversity issues 

and programming:  



  
 

1. CIM is seemingly “more diverse” than many undergraduate institution environments, at 

least on the surface. How responsive are these students to discussions about diversity? 

2. What diversity-related issues are you currently dealing with in Cutter House, either with 

residents or resident assistants? 

3. How do you evaluate program success? 

4. With the large percentage (comparatively-speaking) of international students at CIM, 

can you speak to which populations have integrated into American culture most 

smoothly? Why do you think that is? How are your American students adjusting to 

interacting daily with so many international students? 

5. How does language create a barrier? 

6. How are LGBT issues addressed among a population where a larger-than-typical 

percentage of students represent the LGBT population?  

7. What programming initiatives are currently in the works at CIM? Past initiatives? 

8. What programming efforts have been successful? Which ones have not worked as well? 

 

 Through this meeting I also hope to begin collaboration with her on a program, either 

serious or fun in nature, which will get the conversation started in a manner that motivates 

students to continue the conversation over the semesters to come.  

 

 

 

 



  
 

Addendum to Taking Action, Part 1: 

My informational interview with Rachel was really fascinating, and confirmed many of my suspicions 

about the student population at CIM. This is her first year as the Resident Director for Cutter House, so 

she shared information and her perceptions the best she could for being new to the position. A 

summary of her thoughts is bulleted below:  

1. As a rule, the parents of musicians appear more “liberal” in thought… they are appreciative that 
their children want to pursue an arts career, regardless of the perceived “lack of practicality” 
associated with a career in music. The attitudes of these parents seem to trickle down to their 
students, who come to music school with the understanding that their peers are likely to be 
more diverse in many aspects. Rachel is not always convinced that her students, however, know 
“why” they are so open to accepting all of these differences, but thinks it is a good place to start.  

2. The international makeup of Cutter House is primarily Asian, some European, and a couple of 
Serbian students (I will try to get some concrete numbers… Rachel did not have this information 
readily accessible). ‘Roommate dynamic’ is where she and her resident assistants tend to 
experience the greatest lack of communication about multicultural differences between 
students. She had two students (one man, one woman) request room changes at the beginning 
of the year because they “suspected” their roommates to be gay. One of these students is Asian, 
and Rachel and her supervisor had to grapple with cultural phobias that might be present for the 
student issuing the complaint, and how those fears might be processed by the roommate. 
Typically, their Asian students have requested specifically to live with other Asian students on 
their housing application, and the CIM staff usually tries to accommodate that request, fully 
recognizing that these students are thousands of miles from home and will be more comfortable 
living with others from their culture.  

3. Generally speaking, Rachel’s Asian students have had a little more difficulty assimilating into 
American culture than her other international students. Language has been a surprising barrier 
to her, since, as Americans, we often assume that most foreigners have at least some 
knowledge of the English language (and that Americans are the ones to be slow in learning other 
languages). Some are better than others, and several actually served as translators for their 
parents at orientation because Mom and Dad did not speak English at all. Fortunately, Rachel 
has two RAs who are Asian: Keelin is Korean, and Andris is Chinese. These two girls were 
immensely helpful with translation issues alone at orientation, and Rachel mentioned being very 
grateful that they were there to help. (One benefit to working at an arts school is being able to 
enlist help of international students like Keelin and Andris—a benefit that KSU would not 
necessarily have the same access to. ) 

4. Rachel also expressed that she, personally, has trouble relating to CIM’s international students 
and their struggle. She has certainly never lived halfway around the world from her family for 
months at a time, and is a little afraid that she is not completely effective in her outreach to 
them. She is thrilled with the thought of integrating meaningful multicultural programming into 
residence life efforts at CIM… and I am very much looking forward to working with her! 

 

 

 



  
 

Taking Action—Part Two   

 

Connie Brannon 

Diversity and Multiculturalism  

Proposing action: Student Affairs at CIM 

 

 

 After a couple of extended conversations with Rachel Novak, the Resident Director of 

Cutter House at the Cleveland Institute of Music (CIM), and her resident assistant staff, we 

decided that a holiday cultural exchange would be an excellent point of entry for early 

conversations about multicultural differences between students, and the subject of this Action 

Project.  

 At the end of each fall semester, CIM has traditionally hosted a holiday party for its 

resident students; instead of providing these students only with food and a distraction from 

jury preparation and final exams, Rachel has been looking for opportunities to provide the 

program with additional meaning and a way to connect with her international student 

population that she has yet to be able to achieve. Mostly Asian, European, and Serbian 

students, the ratio of American students to international students in Cutter House is not typical 

of undergraduate resident halls across the country. Most of these students leave home for 

months at a time, and few actually return home during winter break (and, in turn, spend the 

holidays with friends or members of the CIM Women’s Committee). They are generally drawn 

to others from their own culture (as we all are), and spend what little free time they have with 

peers who share their background. As a result, the amount of interaction between students 



  
 

from a variety of cultural backgrounds and those native to America is limited, leading Cutter 

House to look more like other residential communities on traditional college campuses than 

what they actually are. In an attempt to change this interaction for the better, the Residence 

Life staff at CIM and I will encourage our students to contribute to the event in ways that are 

meaningful to them; it is our hope that this program will become a new tradition at Cutter 

House in the years to come.  

 We will be emailing the residents this week to introduce the program to them, and 

invite their ideas and individual contributions to the effort; until we begin conversations with 

these students, it is hard to determine what the final product will look like. We visualize an 

“open house”-type of event where students can display photographs from their hometown, 

cultural dress, artifacts and trinkets that decorate their room, or just an open invitation to share 

what they wish (surely there will also be food  ).  

 At this point, I foresee our  biggest challenge to be achieving buy-in with a group of 

students who have very limited time on their hands (much of my practicum experience at CIM 

in general has been related to efforts that encourage our students to leave their practice rooms 

once in a while…), especially at the end of the semester. I look forward to meeting with Rachel 

and her staff after the invitations are sent out to determine how we will further encourage 

student buy-in within Cutter House, as the success of the program will be determined by their 

willingness to share a small part of their heritage with us.  

 There may long be debate about the value of celebratory programming in residence 

halls when social justice programming is rumored to “produce more fruit from our labor”, but I 



  
 

believe that until initial openness to discussion and general awareness is achieved, social justice 

programming will appear intimidating and become counterproductive. It is my hope that our 

holiday cultural exchange will instead “plant a few seeds” that lead to more honest 

conversation in the future of Cutter House. I wish I were going to be around to see it.  

 

 

*Email invitation to be sent to Cutter House residents:  

Dear Residents,  

CIM Residence Life members, in conjunction with Connie Brannon who is interning here for the 
semester (you have met and seen her in colloquium class), would like to host a “Cultural 
Exchange” to be held on Friday, December 4th in Cutter House lounge.  

In order to make this event as successful as possible, we are asking for your participation. We 
would like for some of you share a cultural tradition that you typically celebrate during the 
holiday season. Any way in which you would be interested in volunteering your time and 
traditions to make this event more meaningful and interesting would be wonderful- this includes 
but is not limited to: making cultural food, wearing/ displaying traditional clothing that is 
associated with the holiday, or simply attending the program and being able to talk a little 
about your heritage.  

If you are at all interested in contributing to this program please email me and let me know how 
you would like to participate. I will be in touch with those individuals as the event gets closer to 
work out some of the details.  

Your participation in this event is not only crucial in ensuring an accurate exchange of cultural 
information, but will give everyone the opportunity to learn and grow as a diverse community.  

Thanks in advance for your help in this programming effort! 

Sincerely,  

Rachel 
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Abstract 

Diversity and social justice programming can be difficult in a residence hall setting, especially 

when the residence hall hosts only freshmen (and a few sophomores) music students, many of 

whom are international students. The goal of this Taking Action project was to bring the 

Cleveland Institute of Music (CIM) freshman community together through their individual and 

diverse holiday traditions, and facilitate awareness about the background of their neighbors 

and fellow musicians. It served as excellent programming experience for the resident assistant 

(RA) staff, and allowed the students to interact with each other differently than they would if 

they attended strictly recreational programming events. It is the hope of the Resident Director 

that this program has not only encouraged her RA staff to pursue educational programs for 

next semester, but that the Holiday Cultural Exchange will be maintained as a Cutter House 

tradition in years to come.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

 This semester provided me with the opportunity to invest energy in a diversity initiative 

that is important to me, and after some thoughtful consideration, I chose to utilize my 

internship site, the Cleveland Institute of Music (CIM), as the subject for my Taking Action 

project. In Parts One and Two of the project, I noted that diversity programming would be 

connected to residence life. I conducted an informational interview with CIM’s Resident 

Director about current programming initiatives and goals for her residents. Together, we 

determined that a Holiday Cultural Exchange would be a good fit for her students, and I worked 

with the Resident Assistant staff to bring the program to fruition.  

 Our Holiday Cultural Exchange was created based on the skeleton of a generic holiday 

party hosted by Cutter House staff each December. Rachel Novak, the resident director, is 

serving her first year in this position, and wanted to maintain the tradition of the holiday party 

while adding some educational elements to it; she had little frame-of-reference for how the 

program was managed in the past. It is important to note the following things about this 

population before moving further: 1) generally, freshmen are the only residents in Cutter House 

(CIM leases a residence hall from Case Western Reserve University; their upperclassmen live 

off-campus), so the population is brand new each year, making it difficult to build on 

programming; 2) Cutter House has four resident assistants (RAs), two of which are new this 

year, so they are still somewhat inexperienced with programming for their residents; 3) 

residents and RAs alike are all music students, so their free time outside of the practice room is 

limited.    

 A greater-than-average number of international students live in Cutter House because 

of the nature of CIM: students come to campus from all over the world to study their 



  
 

instrument with members of the Cleveland Orchestra. It is quite common that these students 

only travel home once per year, if that often, so many of them stay in the United States for 

winter break. Rachel wanted to design a program that would enable her residents to facilitate 

some of the learning by sharing (and embracing) elements of their home culture, but wanted 

the details to be low maintenance (or student buy-in would decrease significantly in the wake 

of finals and juries). During two planning meetings with Rachel and her staff, we decided to 

have a festive party with the following educational elements:  

1. A sign-in station with a world map, so that students could write their name and 

hometown, then mark their hometown with a push pin 

2. A display with informational boards to observe four holidays traditionally celebrated 

between December and February: Christmas, Hanukkah, Chinese New Year, and Korean 

New Year 

3. Two games for students to participate in: the Dreidel game and the Chinese ‘Five 

Stones’ game (like the American game of Jacks), taught by a Jewish student and our 

Chinese RA 

4. An ‘international holiday party mix’, created by our Korean RA, which includes world 

music with holiday influence 

5. Food prepared by the residents and housing staff members. Note cards would be placed 

by each food item, indicating what it is, where it originates, and who made it 

6. A Christmas cookie decorating station (since it’s a popular Christmas tradition) 

7. Decorations will represent Christmas, Hanukkah, and Chinese New Year 



  
 

The Resident Assistant staff quickly took ownership of tasks to be completed, and followed up 

with Rachel and me for questions or concerns.  

 The event was marketed through an email from Rachel, requesting participation, and 

verbal solicitations from the RAs for students willing to prepare food. The staff also made 

invitations attached to candy canes for every resident and hung them on the doorknobs of their 

rooms. One RA made fliers to hang through the building, and emailed the faculty and staff of 

CIM, encouraging them to attend as well. Our final planning meeting left me with several 

responsibilities to fill in gaps that the RAs were unable to complete: 1) a display board to 

highlight Christmas; 2) Jewish food items; 3) reminder flier to be emailed to residents, faculty, 

and staff to encourage attendance.  

1. Creating the display board to highlight Christmas was more difficult than I thought it 

would be, since it represents the majority. I wanted to avoid ‘the history of the candy 

cane and Santa Claus’, and still present information that the majority would learn from; I 

soon found a website that listed specific traditions from around the country, some of 

which were influenced by other cultures. [For example, the Mexican ritual Las Posadas 

is celebrated in regions of Arizona and New Mexico (procession through the community 

representing Mary and Joseph’s search for a room at the Inn).] I displayed these with 

applicable photos, on a piece of poster board.    

2. I am not familiar with many aspects of Jewish culture, so I blindly searched the Internet 

for food ideas. I know that challah (braided white bread, sweetened with honey and 

coated with sesame seeds) has symbolic significance at major Jewish holidays other 



  
 

than Passover (when leavened bread is not permitted), so I decided to make a couple 

loafs to contribute. The process was more complicated than I bargained for, but the 

effort proved worth it when our Jewish student complimented the bread and told me 

“*he+ hadn’t had homemade challah in years!”    In looking at our master food list, I 

noticed an overdose of carbohydrates and elected to bring a salad, also. I chose to make 

a pareve salad dressing (meat AND milk-free, as Jewish law forbids mixing the two) to 

share, also.  

3. The reminder flier was created at the request of my site supervisor, Dean Gilson, who 

wanted a promotional piece more polished and colorful than what the RA submitted. I, 

too, noticed that his flier was lacking, but did not feel it was my place to step in, 

necessarily. At Dean Gilson’s request, I created a flier and he emailed it to resident 

students, faculty and staff on Friday morning.  

 We held our event on Friday evening, December 4, and worked together as a team to 

get everything set up. Rachel assigned time-slots for the students to use the kitchen 

throughout the day, and the residence life staff started official set up at 5:00pm. The 

location of the lounge relative to student rooms made last minute self-promotion very easy: 

we kept reminding on-lookers to return at 7:00pm for the event, and in the end, had more 

than fifty students in attendance (Dean Gilson also brought his wife and twin daughters). I 

enjoyed taking photos and interacting with the students all evening in preparation for our 

class exhibition presentation.  

 After our event was over, I had a chance to talk with Rachel about possible “next steps” 

to take with her students, since my internship at CIM ends this week. She mentioned that: 



  
 

1. She would like to encourage her RAs, now that they are not “new” anymore, to pursue 

educational programming more often next semester. During the first semester, 

programming at Cutter House was mostly recreational, in part because it took less time 

to plan, and in part with the goal of encouraging students to take a break from 

practicing. This event was a great example of how to add educational components to a 

program without making it too complicated; her staff really rose to the occasion and 

went above and beyond to make this program possible, so hopefully they feel 

empowered to continue programming in this way.  

2. Rachel would like to recreate this program next year in hopes that it will become a 

Cutter House tradition. She kept most of the supplies (the world map, holiday display 

boards, both game kits) and plans to use this year’s Holiday Cultural Exchange as a 

skeleton to prepare for next fall. We talked about facilitating student discussions about 

their culture (difficulties, cultural trends and attitudes), but she insisted, for this year, on 

keeping this event light-hearted. It would probably be necessary to begin brainstorming 

these discussions with student facilitators earlier in the semester, since, 

developmentally, it may be a heavier weight for them to bear.  

I really enjoyed helping with this program for several reasons. It is very encouraging to 

me when I watch students take ownership of their learning, even in a small capacity. I think our 

resident students did that through contributing to the menu, interacting with one another in 

the kitchen (I loved watching our student from South America and one from Taiwan cook on 

adjacent burners and help each other prepare!) and discussing their hometowns while pouring 

over the map. Even more than that, though, I think facilitating this program prompted 



  
 

leadership growth for CIM’s resident assistants, especially on an interpersonal and intercultural 

level.  

It was wonderful to be able to work with the residence life team on this program; I was 

concerned that, as an outsider, it would have been less successful if I had tried on my own. I still 

do not know many of the students at CIM, but this program allowed me to enjoy their 

company, and I believe that they trusted me more because Rachel and her staff endorsed my 

efforts.    

One thing I wish we had addressed while still in the planning stage was how we wanted 

to measure the success of the program and how we would assess its merit for the future. We 

became wrapped up in the details quickly, and must have subconsciously decided that if 

students attend, we would consider it a success. In a way, I believe this is true, because we 

wanted our students to take a break from practicing to join us, and more than fifty students did 

that. Half of the groups stayed for more than two hours, and seemed to genuinely enjoy 

themselves. To a degree, I believe that if there were even a couple discussions around the map 

or display boards about culture, tradition, or how life in America differs from home, then we 

were successful. I recognize, though, that data and feedback are an important, tangible part of 

assessment process, and I wish we would have considered that earlier in the process.  

In class this semester, we mentioned multiple times that any step in the right direction 

is valuable, and I believe the same can be said for our Holiday Cultural Exchange. In Estela 

Bensimon’s article, she states that: “Some individuals lack complete awareness, while others 

have a generalized sense of them; thus, for some individuals, there is a need to develop 

awareness, and for others there is a need to intensify their awareness. The challenge is how 



  
 

*emphasis mine+ to develop or intensify…awareness” (p. 105) Allan Johnson chimes in similarly 

by reminding us that any kind of awareness requires effort and commitment if we ever plan to 

tackle “the luxury of obliviousness” that comes with the privilege of living in majority society (p. 

22). Again, in that regard, we can intangibly measure the success of our program by noting that 

cultural awareness was raised because students attended and participated with us.  

I read one other article in preparation for this project, and it raised several questions in 

my mind, that, if time allowed, or if I continued to work with Residence Life at CIM, I might have 

the ability to address. Cress and Ikeda’s “Distress under Duress: The Relationship between 

Campus Climate and Depression in Asian American College Students” shared a study they 

conducted about the impact of campus climate on the blanket minority of “Asian American” (an 

umbrella that covers many nations in Asia) and how depression was prevalent in the lives of 

these students. The majority of international students in Cutter House are Asian, and additional 

Asian American students are a clear portion of the minority (I rarely saw an African American 

student at CIM, either in the music building or residence hall), which is why this article caught 

my eye. Tackling the mental health of Asian American students, compounded with their 

academic discipline of music could be a dissertation topic in itself, but I would be interested in 

talking with Rachel further about how these students integrate into their American 

surroundings, how they perform in class relative to their American peers or if they (historically) 

seek counseling because their stress level (due to new surroundings and their music discipline) 

can be so high. The article mentions the importance of having mental health professionals 

readily available (Cress & Ikeda, p. 88); I was glad to learn at the start of my internship that CIM 

enlists two counselors from Case Western Reserve to meet with students weekly in Cutter 



  
 

House, because they recognize how stressful music school can be. It is my hope that our 

minority and international students, especially, utilize these services.  

Johnson points out in the concluding chapter of “Privilege, Power, and Difference” that 

the easiest thing to do after finishing our Taking Action projects or other professional 

development efforts is to forget about what we have observed and learned, and that it takes 

intentional commitment and work to produce change (p. 138). This statement stood out to me 

while reading because I feel that I am guilty of that often. What makes this experience different 

for me was my ability to personalize it and apply my work to a population that I am really 

passionate about. Not only has my own awareness been raised, but I also feel empowered to 

initiate similar change in the future, at least on the first level. I also believe that there is 

strength in working with teams, and hope that when social justice change is needed, I will be 

able to rise to the occasion and assist others in my field who want to be a change agent on 

college campuses.   
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