
Holistic Approaches to Cultivating 
Graduate Student Diversity and 
Success at the University of Minnesota
Dr. Maija Brown & Dr. Aimzhan Iztayeva
Gardner Institute Graduate Student Experience Conference
March 26th, 2024



Asheville is built within the original homelands of the Eastern Cherokee 
tribes. We honor and respect the Indigenous peoples who were forcibly 
removed from, and who are still connected to, this territory. We also 
acknowledge that words are not enough. We must ensure that our 
institutions provide support, resources, and programs that increase 
access to all aspects of higher education for our American Indian, 
Native American and Indigenous students, staff, faculty and community 
members. We invite you to:

Land Acknowledgement



- Take a moment to honor and acknowledge the Native 
Indigenous peoples from the land you are joining us 
from today.

- Give some thought to your own ancestry and the 
generations that came before you.

- Think about your role in decolonizing yourself and the 
work in which you engage.

Land Acknowledgement



What to expect?

■ Overview of support 
available to all graduate 
students 

■ First-generation graduate 
students

■ International graduate 
students 

■ In-depth review of 
Community of Scholars 
Program (COSP) that 
focuses on domestic 
diversity

■ COSP Writing Initiative
■ COSP SPARK magazine 



Different perspectives on holistic 
approaches

DATA-DRIVEN

FACULTY 
ENGAGEMENT

TARGETED 
SUPPORT

GENERAL 
SUPPORT



Mission: Reveal hidden curriculum
Knowledge and skills that matter for student success 
but are not explicitly talked about and explained. 



What informs our 
work
▪ Targeted surveys
▪ gradSERU
▪ Working with faculty



gradSERU 
■ Professional 

development 
support

■ Well-being
■ Mental health
■ Specific student 

populations



Advising resources

Faculty Advising 
Resources

Advising and Mentoring 
International Graduate 

Students



Student populations served

12,373 20% 25%

All University of 
Minnesota 
Graduate 

Enrollment

First-generation 
college students in 
graduate programs 

International 
graduate students



Online modules that help 
students navigate their 
first year of graduate 

education

Focuses on every phase of 
graduate school beyond 

the first year. 

Graduate Education Resources (GEAR) 



▪ Data Visualization

▪ Project Management 101

▪ Generative AI for 
Research 

▪ Introduction to 
Entrepreneurship 

▪ & much more!

Academic & Professional Development 
Workshops

1927 
registered

94 
badges

761 
attended





▪ Communicate 
with advisors and 
mentors
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Individual Development Plan

▪ Define a plan to 
develop skills

▪ Identify goals and 
assess strengths 
and weaknesses
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2tanaKetQp0
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8dQyAjHKCD8


▪ Gear1 and Gear+
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Quick recap

▪ Individual 
Development Plan

▪ Workshops and 
badges



First-Gen 
Connect
■ Association of 

First-Generation 
Graduate Students

■ Panels
■ After workshop 

sessions
■ Networking events
■ Social events



Online resources with a focus on job search 

Social events

Workshops

Friday Grad Commons

Research Express 



Goals

Foster sense  of belonging
by helping students feel connected, accepted, and valued.

Empower students 
to take ownership of their graduate experience. 

Cultivate equity and inclusivity
by creating a welcoming environment for everyone. 



Replicability

BUILD 
CONNEC-

TIONS
FUNDINGPILOT

IDENTIFY 
CONCERNS



What to expect?

■ Overview of support 
available to all graduate 
students 

■ First-generation graduate 
students

■ International graduate 
students 

■ In-depth review of 
Community of Scholars 
Program (COSP) that 
focuses on domestic 
diversity

■ COSP Writing Initiative
■ COSP SPARK E-zine 



Different perspectives on holistic 
approaches

Embodied 
histories

Communities of 
practice

Collaborative 
process

Wellness



To support & enhance graduate education 
by serving in an advisory capacity, 

leading initiatives, & 
collaborating across the U of M system. 



Graduate School Diversity Office Pillars



C.O.S.P. Scholars 
are:
■ DOVE Fellows

■ Graduate Students of 
Color and

■ Native American Graduate 
Students who are

■ U.S. Citizens & Permanent 
Residents



Student populations served

Total University of 
Minnesota 
Graduate 
Enrollment: 12,373
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GSDO VALUES



COSP Programming & Resources
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■ Peer Support Groups 1st & 2nd Year
■ COSP Writing Initiative
■ Faculty Panels & Workshops 
■ Annual Winter Ice Skating Gathering
■ Identity-Based Community events
■ Individual Consultations
■ Community Engagement 
■ Student Organization Support
■ COSP Travel Grant
■ Diversity Predoctoral Teaching Fellowship
■ Achieve & Uplift: Graduation Celebration



COSP Writing Initiative:
Building Writing & Scholarly Communities of Practice

■ Small Writing Groups
■ Annual Writing Retreat
■ SPARK E-zine
■ SPARK Editorial Board



Mindfulness 
exercise 



Bringing a 
holistic 
approach 
to writing







GRAD SERU 2023

“When considering 
future participation, 
please identify the 
types of 
programming you 
are most likely to 
participate in from 
diversity units at 
UMN.”

19% Events dedicated to writing
n=626 of 3247 respondents

25% Peer mentoring 
n=771 of 3247 respondents

45% Small gatherings 
n=1476 of 3247 respondents



COSP Small Writing Groups
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COSP WRITING LOGS



  COSP Annual Writing Retreat (in person/virtual)



● Amplify 
● Transform 
● Develop Writers 

SPARK Mission



SPARK Editorial Board:

Sean Golden, 
CEHD

John Dieck, CLA

Antavia Paredes-Beaulieu,
CSE

Maija Brown, Graduate School 
Diversity Office

Hannah Jo King, 
CFANS



Writing consultancy-based approach

Collaborative

Nonviolent



SPARK Contributors:

Monique Davis

Mao LeeShania Kuo

Nou-chee ChangVanessa Anyanso

Angelina Momanyi 

Ahlam Hassan

Peng Nelson Duha Vang



SPARK Values 
Reflected in 
the Research 
Stories: In

nova
tio

n

Social Justice
Public 

Scholarship

Community 
Building

Creativity



Key Takeaways

Foster sense  of belonging
by helping students feel connected, accepted, and valued.

Empower students 
to take ownership of their graduate experience. 

Cultivate equity and inclusivity
by creating a welcoming environment for everyone. 


