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A summary of me

2

• PhD student in chemistry 
education at the University of 
Ottawa

• Research focused on how chemistry 
assessments impact students from 
diverse language backgrounds

• First-generation Chinese 
Canadian

• COVID-19 xenophobia
• Involved in various EDI initiatives 

at the University of Ottawa (it’s 
been a busy few weeks!)
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Some disclaimers before we start

1. I am not an expert. I live with privileges that exempt me from a lot of the 
challenges described in this presentation. The content of this 
presentation is based on things I’ve read and learned on my own time, 
and I am still learning.

2. Though this presentation focuses primarily on how systemic racism 
oppresses Black and Indigenous scientists, many of these issues are also 
relevant to other People of Colour (Black, Indigenous, and People of 
Colour = BIPOC).

3. Some of us in the room are more racially privileged than others. Though 
we are focusing on race today, this in no way discounts other challenges 
you may face based on your sex, gender, sexual orientation, mental 
health, etc. 
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Our two main goals for today

Learn about why/how 
systemic racism manifests 

and perpetuates in 
STEM, and how it 

impacts BIPOC scientists

Identify ways to embed 
anti-racist practices into 
our teaching, research, 

and communities

I will be speaking from experiences as a graduate student. 
I hope the initiatives I discuss might also be useful for others (faculty, staff, etc.)
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Systemic Racism
The systemic subordination of 

members of targeted racial groups 
who have relatively little social power 

(Blacks, Indigenous, People of 
Colour), by the members of a racial 
group(s) who have relatively more 

social power (Whites). 

Race
A social construct that artificially 

divides people into distinct groups 
based on certain characteristics such 
as physical appearance (particularly 

skin color), ancestral heritage, cultural 
affiliation, cultural history, ethnic 

classification

Wijeysinghe, C. L., Griffin, P, and Love, B. (1997). Racism Curriculum Design. In M. Adams, L. A. Bell, & P. Griffin (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social 
justice: A sourcebook (pp. 82-109). New York: Routledge.

Defining race and systemic racism
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Today
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discrimination
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brutality
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Why now? If not now, when?

Colonization Residential
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brutality
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History, policies and 
practices

Inequitable outcomes and 
racial disparities

Stereotypes, associations, 
and assumptions

We each live and actively participate in the system

Osta, K.; Vasquez, H. Implicit Bias and Structural Inequity; 2018.
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Here at uOttawa

1. Feen, K. Students call for systemic change in wake of N-word controversy at University of Ottawa. CBC Ottawa. 2020.
2. Glowacki, L. Students decry letter defending N-word use at the University of Ottawa. CBC Ottawa. 2020.
Background image from Wikimedia Commons: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:UOttawa-Tabaret_Hall-2008-05-05.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:UOttawa-Tabaret_Hall-2008-05-05.jpg
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Evidence that chemistry programs filter off Black and Indigenous students

1. National Science Foundation’s National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics and Open Chemistry Collaborative in Diversity Equity (OXIDE). 2020.
2. Statistics Canada (2016). Census of Population, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-400-X2016263. Ottawa: Statistics Canada.

In Canada, these trends are even worse for Indigenous peoples2



11National Science Foundation. Women, Black, and Hispanic populations are underrepresented in science and engineering jobs. 2017.

Filtration has downstream consequences for STEM diversity



12

U15 leadership remains largely white and male despite decades of equity work

Smith, M. S.; Bray, N. https://uofaawa.wordpress.com/2019/06/20/u15-leadership-remains-largely-white-and-male-despite-33-years-of-equity-initiatives/
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For those who make it, impostor syndrome and discrimination is prevalent

Funk, C.; Parker, K. Women and Men in STEM Often at Odds Over Workplace Equity. Pew Res. Cent. 2018, 1–19.
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So, what now?

1. STEM programs present systemic barriers for certain groups of 
people (namely BIPOC students)

2. BIPOC students who continue on in STEM careers frequently 
experience imposter syndrome and discrimination

What are some ways of tackling these issues?

menti.com
15 21 16 0 
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Cultural change can happen in different ways

Individual behaviours

Values and attitudes

Institutional cultureChange and 
enforce 

policies to 
influence 
behaviour

Change 
behavior to 
influence 

institutional 
culture

Shook J. How to Change a Culture: Lessons From NUMMI. MIT Sloan Manag. Rev. 2010, 51 (2), 63–68.
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How can we embed anti-racism into our…

Communities?Teaching?Research?
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Doing the work required to learn more

• Familiarizing yourself with issues like systemic racism, 
including how these systems are created and perpetuated 
to oppress certain groups

• Seek or create spaces to ask questions and to invite others 
into conversations to learn more together
• Book clubs
• Group meetings
• Student-led seminars and workshops

1. Sanford, M. Equity and Inclusion in the Chemical Sciences Requires Actions Not Just Words. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2020, 4–5
2. ShutDownSTEM. You can act to eradicate structural and systemic oppression at all levels https://www.shutdownstem.com/for-researchers.
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Virtual book club on EDI topics

@EthanHermer

• Virtual book club on EDI topics with Biology and 
Chemistry graduate students

• Discussions about how EDI issues in society shape and 
mirror issues in STEM
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Creating inclusive research environments

• Speaking up when you see or hear 
discriminatory words / actions or 
when you hear implicit biases 
coming into a discussion

• Continually reflecting on your 
language and behavior, and 
challenging yourself to change
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Supporting your peers and colleagues

• As graduate students, we have little say in the make-up 
of our research groups 

• But we can still enact change at an individual level:
• Attending talks and posters from BIPOC at scientific 

meetings and actively engage with their science
• Notifying BIPOC colleagues of awards and 

recognitions they may not be aware of

Sanford, M. Equity and Inclusion in the Chemical Sciences Requires Actions Not Just Words. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2020, 4–5.

Diversity is a fact. Inclusion is a choice.
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How can we embed anti-racism into our…

Communities?Teaching?Research?
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Showing, inviting, and expecting EDI

Show
how course topics 

have been 
influenced and 

shaped by BIPOC 
scientists

Invite
BIPOC students 

and/or researchers 
to teach lectures 

or share their work

Expect
students to 

demonstrate EDI-
related learning 

outcomes

Flynn, A.B. Personal communication.

The chemical sciences have traditionally been taught with a 
Eurocentric lens that highlights White and male scientists
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An example of highlighting BIPOC science in courses

Flynn, A.B. CHM 2120: Organic Chemistry II, 2020.

@alisonbflynn
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How can we embed anti-racism into our…

Communities?Teaching?Research?



• Getting involved with student organizations
• Leveraging the collective voice of an organization to push for 

sustainable changes (policy, courses, etc.)
• Finding administrative allies and leveraging these connections to 

have your voice heard at higher levels
• Departmental EDI coordinators

• Amplifying the voices of those who may be systemically excluded 
from decision-making spaces

26

Advocating for policy changes at our institutions
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Join and/or create networks focused on EDI advocacy

Canadians Working for Inclusivity in the Chemical 
Sciences, Engineering, and Technology (CWIC)
promotes inclusivity, equity, and diversity in the 
chemical sciences by connecting Working for 
Inclusivity in Chemistry (WIC) groups across Canada 
through a Canadian Wide Network

University of Alberta
University of Toronto
University of Saskatchewan
McMaster University

University of Windsor
University of Manitoba
University of British Columbia
University of Ottawa 

University of Calgary
York University
Ontario Tech-Trent
Queen’s University

https://cwicnetwork.com/
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Working with the uOttawa CWIC chapter to 
catalyze change 

@julia_e_meyer@leah_mcmunn

• Creating weekly journal/book clubs
focused on EDI topics (e.g., racism, 
sexism, ableism, etc.)

• Working closely with other 
departmental leaders to engage in EDI 
advocacy at an institutional level

• Facilitating workshops on anti-racism
• Writing letters to faculty and 

administration to advocate for 
actionable EDI plans
• Recent incidents at uOttawa

@oak_ottawa @PeterSoroye
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Our two main goals for today
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Don’t underestimate your ability to contribute to change

”I’m just a graduate student.”
We are the next generation of educators, scientists, leaders. We may not have control 

over policy, but we can engage in grassroots advocacy and education.

”I wasn’t trained for this. I’m going to make a mistake.”
None of us were! We’ll all make mistakes, but that’s learning.

It is a privilege to learn about oppression instead of experiencing it. 

”Why should I care if I’m not a BIPOC scientists?”
The fight for equality requires all of us to stand up for change. Allies play an important 

role as amplifiers for the voices of the marginalized.
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Background images on slides 6-9, 20, 26, 32 in this 
presentation are from Pexels.com. All photos and videos on 

Pexels are free to use. Attribution is not required and 
modification is allowed. A screenshot of Pexels licensing rules:


