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KEY FINDINGS 

Diversity at Pepperdine University, Part III:  
Students’ Understanding of Diversity 

 Average student scores for each rubric 
dimension (for all three case studies) 
were at the milestone level, which is  
the range expected of most                        
undergraduates. It was expected that 
graduate students with more life                  
experiences would be most likely to 
attain the “capstone” level, but that 
expectation was not realized in the            
results. 

 Although the averages fell into the            
expected areas, a large percentage of 
Pepperdine students scored in the 
benchmark category (1 out of 4), 
demonstrating a very basic                         
understanding of the concepts.  

 Pepperdine students scored highest in 
the dimensions related to                    
understanding and applying principles 
of cultural diversity and empathy. The 
lowest scores came in the areas related 
to social responsibility and faith.  

 Focus group findings with the general 
Seaver College undergraduate                           
population revealed that students               
perceived themselves to be                             
knowledgeable about diversity. They 
believed this knowledge had been 
strengthened from close interactions 
(living, traveling and studying) with    
students who were different than             
themselves. These interactions                      
occurred in curricular and co-curricular                      
experiences.  

INTRODUCTION 
 
Diversity is essential to student learning (Hu & Kuh, 2003). Exposure to diverse 
groups and settings equips students with skill sets and experiences that are vital for 
both professional and personal development. In Part I and II of this series, diversity 
was defined as attracting and serving a population of diverse racial and ethnic 
groups. Part I of this series examined structural diversity, which refers to the physical 
presence of underrepresented groups at an institution (Hurtado, Griffin, Arellano, & 
Cuellar, 2008). Findings from Part I revealed a steady growth in Pepperdine’s  
minority student population, and higher graduation rates occurring among female 
minority students in comparison to their male counterparts and the majority  
population. Despite the growth in minority students among the student body, the 
ethnic distribution among Pepperdine faculty has been relatively stable, which is 
similar to national trends.  
  
Part II of this series examined the psychological dimension of diversity, which refers 
to an institution’s perceived commitment to, and support of, diversity, and the  
perceptions of discrimination and racial conflict (Hurtado et al., 2008). Findings  
revealed that Pepperdine seniors reported significantly higher levels of satisfaction 
with the ethnic diversity within the student body than did seniors from other private 
and religious universities in the United States. However, African American seniors 
reported higher levels of perceived discrimination than did participants from other 
ethnic groups in Pepperdine’s undergraduate population. 
 
While structural and psychological dimensions are key components for examining 
diversity and climate, this research brief presents data on students’ direct 
knowledge and understanding of diversity. Examining diversity from these three 
perspectives (i.e., structurally, psychologically, and scholastically) provides a holistic 
and organic view of diversity and climate at Pepperdine.  
 

METHOD 
 

In 2014, the Office of Institutional Effectiveness launched an assessment project in 
which students’ intellectual understanding of diversity, global awareness, and social 
action were examined through a diversity case study project. Five case studies were 
piloted over the summer of 2015, and it was determined that three of the five case 
studies would be used in the main project: 

(1) Child Tobacco (Young, 2014). This case discusses       
children of farmworkers being exposed to nicotine    
and pesticides while working in tobacco fields to            
help support their families.  

(2) Kidnapped Nigerian Girls (Berman, 2014). This case     
examines the 300 Nigerian school girls who were               
kidnapped by the Boko Haram while attending school. 

(3) Who Gets to Graduate? (Tough, 2014). This case               
chronicles the experiences of a female minority                     
undergraduate student, as well as the overall needs of 
minority students who enter higher education less             
prepared than majority students, but are still expected 
to be successful.  
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Data collection occurred for two academic years, with both  
undergraduate and graduate students participating in the project. Two 
Pepperdine faculty members selected the case studies based on their 
expertise on social justice and diversity. The faculty members also  
developed the rubric used for scoring the written assignment, which 
was based on the Association of American Colleges & Universities 
(AAC&U) Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education 
(VALUE) rubrics. The Pepperdine rubric included the following six  
dimensions: cultural self-awareness, cultural diversity, empathy and  
perspective taking, social responsibility/civic engagement,  
understanding systems, and faith. The rubric was scored on a four-point 
scale, with 1 = benchmark, 2 and 3 = milestones, and 4 = capstone. 
These dimensions were chosen from a variety of value rubrics including 
Civic Engagement, Global Learning, and Intercultural Knowledge. Basic  
understanding in the benchmark area required students to mostly  
identify and understand one perspective. As the rubric moved up 
through milestones 2 and 3 and then to capstone, students had to  
understand concepts from more than one perspective, and give  
examples of history, systems, and activities they engaged in. Levels 3  
and 4 asked for an understanding of others’ perspectives. 
 
A group of faculty and staff members were trained to score the  
students’ work according to the rubric. Each dimension was scored by 
two or three separate evaluators; thus, each student’s essay could have 
up to 15 scores (i.e., 15 assessments) used for data analysis. Given that 
benchmark expectations have not been established, and based on  
information provided by AAC&U, it was hypothesized that  
undergraduate participants would score between 2 and 3 points on 
most of the dimensions, and that graduate students would be more 
likely than undergraduates to score at the capstone level. 

Indirect data (i.e., survey data) was also collected to help with the  
analysis, and three focus groups from the general population of  
Seaver College undergraduate students were convened to obtain an 
additional perspective regarding how curriculum and co-curricular  
activities contributed to students’ understanding of diversity.  
Participants were compensated for their time. 
 
 

RESULTS 
 
Table 1 describes the demographics of participants in the  
assessment project. Seventy-three students participated over the 
2015-2016 time period. Most participants were either seniors or 
graduate students.  

Table 1 
Participant Demographics for the Diversity Assessment Project  

  2015 
(N = 39) 

2016 
(N = 34) 

Gender     

Male 13 15 

Female 26 19 

Class level     

First-year 0 1 

Sophomore 0 2 

Junior 4 3 

Senior 31 16 

Graduate 4 12 

Ethnicity     

Nonresident alien 0 3 

Black or African American 7 4 

Race/ethnicity unknown 1 3 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 1 0 

Asian 4 7 

Hispanic or Latino 7 8 

White 14 9 

Two or more races 5 0 

RUBRIC DIMENSIONS 

Cultural Self-awareness 

Cultural Diversity 

Empathy and Perspective Taking 

Social Responsibility/Civic engagement 

Understanding Systems 

Faith 
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Figure 1 summarizes the average rubric scores for each dimension by participation year. Participants scored the highest on the cultural  
diversity and empathy dimensions and the lowest on the faith and social responsibility dimensions. Figure 2 provides a breakdown of  
average rubric scores by academic level (undergraduate versus graduate). The largest disparity between undergraduate and graduate  
students was observed in the understanding systems and faith dimensions.  

2015 n = 39. 
2016 n = 34. 

Figure 1. Average rubric scores by dimension, 2015 and 2016.  

Figure 2. Average rubric scores by academic level.  

Undergraduate n = 57. 
Graduate n = 16. 
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Figure 3 summarizes average rubric scores by case study. Average scores for dimensions differed between the three case studies for the 
cultural diversity, empathy and perspective taking, and faith dimensions, in which the scores from the Kidnapped Nigerian Girls case  
(for empathy and faith) and Child Tobacco (for cultural diversity) differed. The average scores were similar in the remaining dimensions. 

Figure 3. Average rubric scores by case study.  

Who Gets to Graduate n = 28. 
Kidnapped Nigerian Girls n = 22. 
Child Tobacco n = 23. 

In 2016, the University adopted an assessment management system, LiveText, which was used to record scores of the students’ essay  
responses. LiveText provided more detailed distributions of the evaluators’ scores across the various dimensions for the responses received 
in 2016 (as seen in Figure 4); however, similar distribution data for the 2015 responses are not available. Figure 4 displays the score  
distribution (benchmark, milestone, milestone, and capstone) for each rubric dimension for the 2016 participants. As previously stated, 
each dimension per student’s essay had either two or three evaluators; thus, the corresponding n for each dimension varies  
according to the total number of scored responses (assessments) received per student.  

Figure 4. Distribution of undergraduate student essay scores by dimension, 2016.  

Cultural self-awareness  n = 48; Cultural diversity n = 54; Empathy and perspective taking n = 60; Social responsibility n = 43;  
Understanding systems n = 64; Faith n = 39. 
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All students interviewed in the focus groups believed they possessed 
more knowledge about diversity issues than the “average person on 
the street.” When asked where they gained this knowledge,  
participants spoke about living with others from different  
backgrounds, traveling and studying abroad, and participating in 
clubs and organizations with people of different races and cultures. 
One student said, “being abroad for a year was the most outside 
cultural experience that I’ve gotten.” 
 
Although several students mentioned their experiences studying 
abroad as being helpful in teaching them to value diversity, others 
criticized their study-abroad programs for not providing enough  
diversity-rich experiences:  
 

I want to say the times I have been abroad, but that almost 
seems false because I think this pertains to a lot of Pepperdine 
students. Yes, we went abroad, but half of our programs are in 
Western European countries. Even if we are travelling, most of 
the time people are staying within hostels which have other 
Westerners typically within the hostel. I was in India for 3 weeks 
and that was a very different experience, but I was staying  
mostly in hostels with other Westerners. I want to say I was  
really involved and impacted by the culture, but then I look back 
and I did just stay in places where I was very comfortable 
throughout the duration of my trip. 

 
From an academic perspective, students spoke about specific  
programs such as first-year seminars and courses. One student  
reported about two programs that were valuable in teaching  
appreciation for diversity:  
 

Those two would be the Great Books program and the  
Certificate of Conflict Management program at Straus, where 
we got to take a cultural conflict class. That was beneficial in 
terms of encouraging students to examine their own biases and 
their own assumptions that they make without even realizing 
that they’re making it, because we all do. And I think Great 
Books was also another great place to do that because it  
encourages conversation and dialogue between people who 
have very different viewpoints and ideas about issues. So I think 
even more so than abroad, those two programs have helped 
me in that area. 

 

 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Findings from the diversity assessment project help with viewing 
Pepperdine students through a scholastic lens. Additional  
assessments can provide more depth and perspective to the results 
obtained in this project. Results from this project revealed that  
Pepperdine students scored, on average, at the milestone level, 
which is the appropriate level for undergraduate students. The  
capstone level (4) is usually achieved by participants with  
considerable knowledge in an area; thus, it was anticipated that 
more graduate students would achieve that level. However,  

Pepperdine’s graduate student participants had similar scores as did 
its undergraduate students. To score a 3 or 4, participants had to 
provide an analysis and insight that demonstrated they understood 
issues from more than one perspective. 
 
An unexpected result was that a significant number of students 
scored in the benchmark (1) range of every dimension in the study. 
These findings may suggest that the Pepperdine GE curriculum does 
not adequately address issues pertaining to diversity. One focus 
group participant pointed out that students could easily go through 
four years of college without taking a class that raised issues  
pertaining to diversity. Other participants explained that they had 
learned about diversity primarily through living and interacting with 
people of diverse backgrounds in the residence halls, but they noted 
that it would be easy to avoid such interactions. Quality interaction 
with—rather than merely being in the presence of—people of  
diverse backgrounds is necessary to help students develop deeper 
understandings of diversity. 
 
Another unexpected result from the study was the low scores  
recorded in the dimension of faith. However, the results do not  
necessarily demonstrate that students at Pepperdine view their 
faith as peripheral when addressing factors such as social  
interactions and academic learning. The low scores could have been 
affected by the unique rubric, the case-study prompts, or the fact 
that neither the project nor the essays focused on faith. 
 
Valuing diversity is one of the nine Institutional Learning Outcomes 
for Pepperdine, which were derived from the University’s mission, 
values, and core commitments. Hurtado (2007) argues that  
institutions with educational goals that include developing a respect 
for diversity will foster students who are better adept at advancing 
social progress. Over the past two years, Pepperdine has developed 
programs to enhance a more inclusive environment, including hiring 
faculty from under-represented populations and examining the  
general education curriculum for offerings that educate students 
about diversity and global awareness. All five of Pepperdine's 
schools can all report on diversity-related activities and  
programming. Although more progress needs to be made,  
Pepperdine is intentionally working on diversity.  
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