Training program explores diversity awareness, views

   “What can I do to make this workplace called James Madison University a better place for everyone?”

    That’s the question at the core of a yearlong Training and Development series – Exploring Dimensions of Diversity – for JMU employees. Twenty-seven employees from throughout campus completed the inaugural offering of the 12-session series in late March and a second cohort began its series of monthly sessions April 24.

     For Diane G. Yerian, director of training and development, the series she custom designed for JMU is exciting on two levels. Foremost is the potential power of influence that series participants learn they have as part of the program. With representation from every division of campus organization and from every level of employment – classified staff, faculty and administration – that influence can prove powerful, Yerian said.

     “It begins to create a sense that I as an individual can make a difference in my work setting,” Yerian said of the diversity series. “I can be a catalyst to help others consider the other side of the coin or to consider things differently.”

     Observing the implementation of the training program she developed while a student in JMU’s master’s program in adult human resource development also gives Yerian a sense of personal accomplishment. “It’s just one of those things that is ‘Oh, my gosh.’ Here was two years of research in a program design that we’ve implemented,” Yerian said. “I’m seeing it come to fruition.”

     Yerian’s work began in 2002 when she chose diversity as the topic for study throughout her master’s program. For her Instructional Design course, Yerian drew from “all the research and reading that I had done and papers that I had written and created a model.” Earning her degree in 2004, the same year Training and Development was established, Yerian sought to identify areas of JMU’s strategic plan that her office could help move forward.

    After refining her master’s degree model, with input from people at JMU, Yerian had a series focused on the development of diversity awareness, understanding, knowledge, constructive skills and behaviors.

    “An attitude has been defined in the research as a combination of how someone thinks (their cognitive piece), how someone feels (their affective part or heart) and their behavior,” Yerian said. “So when you talk about changing attitudes, you have to be able to nudge all three of those in order to get people to change.”

    Accordingly, Exploring Dimensions of Diversity has a three-level focus.

    “It is everyone’s right and privilege to think differently,” she said, “but when it comes to influencing change surrounding diversity issues, our focus was placed on behavior change. We don’t want to change a person’s belief system, because that is your own. What we do want is for people to be sensitive to the fact that those things could impact someone in an adverse way. You have to be able to modify your behavior to work constructively with someone.”

     To that end, Yerian’s model pushes participants to heighten their awareness about diversity, including considering important questions – Where do stereotypes comes from? What constitutes discrimination? What are JMU’s policies and procedures about discrimination?

     With the assistance of many campus and community experts, Yerian led the inaugural class of participants through half-day sessions to help them explore their own stereotypes, cultural and generational differences, communication styles and conflict management.  

     One exercise participants found particularly enlightening, Yerian said, was a poverty simulation held in conjunction with the Institute for Innovation in Health and Human Services at JMU. Each person was given a role – market worker, jailer, check-cashing clerk, grandmother, child and many others – for the duration of the simulation. Folders containing vouchers for food, transportation, child care and other life necessities were given to participants, who had to live with the limited resources. “The participants got a feel for what it was like to have power and what it was like to not have power,” Yerian said.

     Other sessions explored brain activity during communication, drawing on research by JMU psychology Associate Professor Cheryl Talley, and handling conflict, with leadership from Nancy Good Sider of Eastern Mennonite University’s Center for Justice and Peacebuilding.

   “We were moving people’s emotions and challenging what they think because they’ve thought like this for so long,” Yerian said of the program. “What that does is it creates an opportunity to do something different, to perhaps question, ‘What am I saying and what am I doing that might not be very welcoming or very helpful to someone else?’

     “Once we know that it’s an emotion that is over-riding our reason,” she said, “then we can say, ‘Stop, think, now act.’

     Because the series was an intensely individual learning program, Yerian did not videotape the sessions as is often done in training settings. Likewise, comments about the program from the first participants were reported anonymously

     General perspectives shared at the end of the series were that participants completed the program with a keener awareness of their own perspective on diversity, often with the realization that “I’m not as open as I thought I was.” Some participants reported they were more aware of how diverse the Harrisonburg community is and that they have broader thinking about diversity than before they participated in the sessions

     “The way I think the program will primarily impact us is that it will influence how we can build and sustain a more diverse employee population,” Yerian said of the series. “We’ve gained some tools that we can use to build constructive behaviors in our respective departments.”
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