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Felipe Garcia remembers the fi rst 
time he heard about California 
Polytechnic State University San 

Luis Obispo. A former high school teacher 
recommended Cal Poly if Garcia wanted 
to pursue a career in engineering. 
 “He told me Cal Poly has a great 
reputation for engineering, and the words 
he used were ‘more bang for your buck,’” 
Garcia said. “He was a great teacher so I 
took his word for it.”
 At the time, he was bouncing the idea 
of several universities off of his teacher 
who taught an engineering course, a 
class that Garcia was interested in at the 
time. Garcia was raised in Modesto and 
was the fi rst in his family to think about 
applying to a university. 
 “I’m a fi rst-generation student,” Garcia 
said. “I didn’t know what questions to 
ask. I didn’t know why I would want to go 
to a certain college or university.” 
 That was fi ve years ago. Garcia is now 
a fourth-year student at Cal Poly with an 
opinion of his own about the university 
and a different major. He recently 
switched his major from architectural 
engineering to psychology.
  “I think it’s more important, for me, 
to understand people than to understand 
the makeup of a building,” he said.
 The switch came after experiencing 
a disconnect with other students on 
campus, and recent racially charged 
incidents at the university only solidifi ed 
his choice. Throughout his four years, 
Garcia said he found it diffi cult to connect 
with other students. He said it’s because 
of the constant micro aggressions—
the everyday verbal, nonverbal, and 
environmental slights or insults—against 
him and his peers as well as the racist 
incidents that happen on campus.
  “If you’re trying to carry your culture 
with you, it’s not going to be accepted—in 

my opinion,” he said.
 In order to fi nd a place where Garcia 
felt he belonged, he joined the Latino 
fraternity Gamma Zeta Alpha when he 
was a freshman. The fraternity focuses 
on Latino interests but it’s not Latino 
exclusive, Garcia said, so the members 
of the fraternity are all of different races 
and ethnicities.
  “That fraternity was able to get me 
through a whole bunch of this mess,” he 
said referring to recent racially charged 
incidents on campus.
 Garcia said he and many other 
students, especially minorities or 
students of color, haven’t felt unity or 
support from their peers or members 
of the administration. In the past few 
years, a number of acts of racism have 
taken place on and off campus, drawing 
criticism of the university and its culture. 
The breaking point for some students, 
though, was in April, when a Lambda Chi 
Alpha fraternity member wore blackface 
at a brotherhood event. The incident 
gained national media coverage and 
criticism, leading the university to review 
its policies on diversity and inclusion, 
student protests, and a conversation 
about what free speech means on a public 
university campus. 

Attempting change
 In 2008, a crop science house on Cal 
Poly’s campus put a noose, Confederate 
fl ag, and a sign with racial and gay slurs 
in front of the building. 
 In 2013, an off-campus fraternity and 
sorority party had the theme “Colonial 
Bros and Nava-Hos.” 
 In 2015, the Cal Poly College 
Republicans posted a free speech wall, 
on which students wrote Islamophobic, 
transphobic, racist, and sexist messages. 
 In 2016, the Cal Poly College 

Republicans put up another free speech 
wall with similar results. That year in 
Poly Canyon Village a racial, homophobic 
slur was written on a student’s door. 
 In 2017, a photo of Alpha Gamma Rho 
members wearing culturally appropriating 
outfi ts circulated on Twitter. 
 In January 2018, fl yers with racial 
statements about African-Americans 
regarding domestic violence, homicides, 
and assault were posted on campus.
 On April 7 of this year, Lambda Chi 
Alpha held a gangster-themed party where 
member Kyler Watkins painted his face 
black and wore a black beanie and shirt. It 
was the same weekend as the university’s 
Poly Cultural Weekend—an event for 
prospective students to explore academic, 
cultural, and social resources at the 
university. A photo of Watkins circulated 
on social media, receiving local and 
national media coverage. In the weeks that 
followed, the university placed all of Greek 
life on interim suspension, but it wasn’t 
solely because of the blackface incident. 
 According to university spokesperson 
Matt Lazier, other incidents involving 
fraternities—including racially charged 
and insensitive events as well as sexual 
assaults, hazings, an alcohol-related 

death, and violations of the university’s 
code of conduct regarding hosting social 
events—led to the university’s decision.
 Since April 7, Cal Poly President Jeffrey 
Armstrong has addressed the university 
community via email, social media, 
discussion forums, and a video address.  
  “I was disgusted that this sort of image 
was coming from someone in our campus 
community. I was angry and frustrated 
to see such a display of insensitivity, 
and I was pained by the thoughts of the 
members of our community who would be 
affected by the image,” Armstrong told 
New Times in an email.
 The blackface incident and the fallout,  
Armstrong said, only make him feel 
resolved to continue working toward 
improving the campus climate.
 “I want us to be cognizant of the 
fact that we have already made great 
strides in improving our diversity and 
inclusion—and that even in the face of 
these positive steps, we always must keep 
inclusion at the top of our minds and 
constantly ask ourselves: How can I be a 
model of openness and understanding for 
those around me? How can I help make 
every campus community member and 
visitor feel welcome here? And how can we 
as a university continue to address this 
issue and improve the campus climate,” 
he said. “I am committed to the work of 
diversifying our campus community and 
providing an open and welcoming climate 
for anyone who studies, works, lives, or 
visits our campus.”
 The university has been working on 
diversity and inclusion for several years 
now. In 2010, before Armstrong became 
president, the university established an 
Offi ce of Diversity and Inclusion to help 
shift its campus culture and create an 
environment that supports all students. In 
2017, Jozi Deleon joined the offi ce as the 
new vice president and chief offi cer. She 
reports directly to Armstrong and serves 
as a member of his cabinet. In June of 2017, 
the Student Affairs offi ce hired its fi rst-ever 
assistant vice president for diversity and 
inclusion. In 2017, the university’s Week 
of Welcome (WOW) orientation program 
offered a Cross-Cultural Experience (CCE), 
which is devoted specifi cally to welcoming 
underrepresented minorities to campus. 
In 2017, Student Affairs opened a DREAM 
Center and Offi ce of Diversity and Inclusion 
in support of undocumented students on 
campus.
 “When I joined this campus in 2011, 
63 percent of our student body was 
Caucasian. Today, Cal Poly is more 
diverse than it ever has been, with a 
student body that is under 55 percent 
Caucasian,” Armstrong said. 
 Lizabeth Schlemer, the interim associate 
dean of the college of engineering, said 
there’s still more to learn from students 

A campus divided
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SAY IT LOUD Students gathered on April 13 in protest of the Lambda 
Chi Alpha member that donned blackface at a brotherhood event. 

UNWANTED GUEST Milo Yiannopoulos’ second visit to Cal Poly on 
April 26 added to the divided conversation of free speech and hate speech.


