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who have been affected by racist acts 
at the school over the years. She’s been 
working for the university as a professor of 
industrial and manufacturing engineering 
and was a student years ago—Schlemer 
has spent about 25 years within the Cal 
Poly community. She made it clear to New 
Times that she was speaking as a person 
who’s been in the university community for 
a long time and not on behalf of Cal Poly or 
the university administration. 
  “Everything that’s happened recently, it 
makes me feel awful because I’ve been here 
for so long. Have I freaking contributed 
to this?” Schlemer said. “I’ve been in this 
position of privilege. I’ve been benefi ting 
from this place that I’m in, and so I’m 
asking myself, ‘OK, so what do I do?’”
 She said she asked a colleague of color 
what she can do to show support for her 
students. 
  “He said, ‘Just show up.’ In your 
position of power, just show up, and if 
you’re humbly trying to learn, then that 
shows support,” Schlemer said.
 Showing up is the fi rst step for 
Schlemer, but she said that’s not enough. 
There needs to be action.
  “I think about this when I’ve listened to 
Armstrong talk, because I do think he feels 
terrible about it. I also think that feeling bad 
about it is a human response, but as a leader 
and a person in a position of power, it’s kind 
of not enough to just feel bad,” she said. “Like 
I’ve said, I feel like I have so much to learn.” 
 The blackface incident and the chaos 
that followed not only gained national 
coverage but also shed light on long-
standing concerns about racial incidents 
and a lack of diversity on campus.  

Strong voices 
 Students voiced their demand for change 
during the university’s Open House 
on April 12 through 14, a weekend for 
prospective students and their families 
to tour the campus and learn about 
extracurricular activities the institution 
has to offer. The Open House began on 
Thursday during Farmers’ Market in 
downtown San Luis Obispo. Booths and 
signs along Higuera Street protested the 
blackface incident and race issues at the 
university.
 The next day, students and clubs 
protested the administration and race 
issues at the university. As prospective 
students and their families toured the 
campus, activists called for Armstrong’s 
resignation, an increase of the funding 
allocated to multicultural clubs, and the 
end of Greek life at the university.
 An online petition on change.org also 
called for Armstrong’s resignation. 
 Garcia, who protested during the Open 
House Weekend “Day of Action,” said he 
spoke with several minority students in the 

days leading up to and during the action. 
He and other students feel that Armstrong 
and the administration haven’t done 
enough to deal with the school’s recent race 
issues. Garcia doesn’t think administrators 
understand how students of color feel on a 
daily basis and how these racially charged 
incidents have affected students.
  “He’s a great president when nothing is 
going wrong, but when something hits the 
fan he doesn’t know how to react, and I 
think it’s because he’s not knowledgeable 
in that area,” Garcia said.
 Students decided to come together 
and protest, he said, as a way to get 
administrators to understand how minority 
students feel—not only about the blackface 
incident, but also about the ongoing micro 
aggressions and explicit acts of racism 
at the university. Garcia participated in 
protests on two out of the three days during 
that weekend. Saturday’s silent protest 
stood out to him because of how peaceful 
and collected the group was.
 “Everyone knew we’re doing something 
that matters. It was really beautiful in the 
sense that we were all together,” he said.
 While there were many acts of support 
throughout the weekend, Garcia said 
there were still times when people 
taunted protesters.
 After the silent protest, the group split up 
into pairs to talk to prospective students and 
their families one-on-one about the current 
campus climate. Garcia said the intimate 
discussions weren’t to warn off students but 
rather to educate students about the campus 
community and how students are calling 
for change. He said while many people were 
interested, there were a few parents who 
weren’t receptive to the dialogue.
  “There was a friend of mine that came 
back crying after interacting with a 
parent. My friend is African-American 
and when she approached the parent to 
talk, the parent called her stereotypical 
names and raised her voice at my friend 
instead of listening at least or trying to 
understand what’s going on,” he said. 
“If those are the parents, I can’t even 
imagine what the kids are like.”
 At one point, the group took a break 
from protesting to have lunch and headed 
to Santa Rosa Park. A white truck with 
the Cal Poly university logo on the driver’s 
side door came to a stop at the light on 
California and Foothill boulevards. The 
driver singled out an African-American 
female, said, “Hey that booty girl,” and 
then spat on her. Instead of confronting 
the driver, a protester took a video of him 
in the car and sent it to the university.
  “We had to collect ourselves and continue 
on with the silent protest as we headed to 
the park because we were representing 
minorities so we couldn’t do something 
stupid or else it would make us look bad,” he 
said. “But I remember a few minutes after 

we all crossed the street and the driver left, 
the girl just broke down crying.”
 For Garcia, the “Call for Action” 
was a way to put pressure on the 
administration, but it was also a way to 
seek support from other students.
  “If admin doesn’t have it down on paper 
that racial acts are not OK, then students 
will think it’s OK,” he said. “From my 
personal perspective, it feels better when 
our students are with us. Right now, we’re 
putting pressure on admin, because not all 
students are with us.”

Freedom of speech
 A week after the blackface incident, 
Lambda Chi Alpha member Watkins 
apologized through a letter to the editor 
in Mustang News, the school newspaper. 
 Student activists called for Watkins’ 
expulsion in protests and several forums 
after the incident, but Armstrong and 
philosophy professor Patrick Lin—who 
spoke during the biannual Baker Forum 
May 4—said that Watkins was protected 
by the First Amendment. Watkins is 
also protected by Education Code 66301, 
which states that a university cannot 
discipline a student on the basis of speech 
or other communication. 
 But students countered that what 
Watkins did is hate speech, and that 
it made some on campus feel unsafe, 
therefore, it should not be protected. The 
split over what free speech should and 
shouldn’t allow for has divided students.
  “I think we’re reaching a culmination 
point, a climax in our divisiveness, and 
people on both sides are getting pushed 
farther and farther in either direction, 
which is creating a hostile attitude,” second 
year English major Jackson Ratkovich said.
 Ratkovich is the vice president of 
Turning Point USA at Cal Poly and 
Cuesta, a new club on both campuses. 
Turning Point is a national conservative, 
right-wing nonprofi t organization whose 
mission is to identify, educate, train, 
and organize students to promote the 
principles of freedom, free markets, and 
limited government. The organization has 
more than 1,000 college campus chapters. 
Ratkovich and chapter President Isaac 
Schick said their chapter is nonpartisan—
if you believe in free speech, you’re in.
 Schick said that he believes in 
conservative political commentator 
and writer Ben Shapiro’s three fi elds of 
speech. There’s your opinion, the opposing 
opinion, and acceptable discourse. 
Acceptable discourse may not align with 
your opinion but are the things that are 
OK to talk about.
  “A lot of what’s happened, especially 
on campuses, is the left has taken 
acceptable discourse and has made it 
so small that it’s deemed a lot of speech 
that is otherwise innocuous, like, not OK 

to talk about,” Schick said.
 It’s gotten to the point, he said, that unless 
you agree with them, you’re somehow a 
bigot. Turning Point was established on 
campus last November because Schick and 
Ratkovich said they believe there is a wave 
of anti-free speech sentiment taking over 
young people on campuses.
 During his freshman year Schick was 
part of the Cal Poly Democrats club but 
quickly left after an invitation to a pizza 
mixer turned sour. He said the Cal Poly 
College Republicans invited the Cal Poly 
Democrats out to pizza so the clubs could 
get to know one another. The Dems refused 
the invitation, Schick said, because they 
felt meeting with members of the other 
side meant that they were endorsing their 
viewpoints. That refusal was enough for 
Schick to decide to leave the club. Schick 
said he couldn’t understand why the Dems 
wouldn’t want to have a discussion with 
people who had other viewpoints.
 Current Cal Poly Democrats club 
President Erin Chazer said she 
remembers when that happened. At 
the time, President Donald Trump had 
just announced the travel ban on seven 
predominantly Muslim countries. Chazer 
said it affected one of the club offi cers 
because he was Middle Eastern, and the 
ban personally affected some of his family 
members. She said the Cal Poly College 
Republicans weren’t inviting the Dems to 
a debate or professional discussion.
  “They had not said anything about 
it [Muslim ban]. They continued, to my 
knowledge, to support Donald Trump 
and his agenda,” she said. “With Donald 
Trump being president and him enacting 
racist laws that personally affected people 
in our club, we did not want to engage 
socially with a group that was OK with 
that and continued to support him.” 
 Schick said one of his classes had a 
discussion about the blackface incident, and 
a student responded by saying he didn’t 
think it was right for a fraternity member to 
wear blackface but that Watkins shouldn’t 
be suspended because he had a right to do 
what he did. The student, Schick said, also 
said he believed Watkins should get kicked 
out of the fraternity and have other social 
repercussions, but that the school shouldn’t 
get involved. A female student responded 
by saying the student didn’t understand 
because he was a “white man.”
  “In her mind, she can’t make the 
connection with defending someone’s 
right to do something and defending their 
actions. You can defend someone’s rights 
to do blackface, but you don’t have to say 
‘Oh, now, I’m condoning blackface.’ But 
she has this political perception that if 
you allow something to happen, you are 
condoning it,” he said. Δ
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VIEWPOINTS Many students differ on the definitions of hate speech and 
free speech when it comes to the recent blackface incidents at the university. 

ARE WORDS ENOUGH? The April blackface 
incident caused a string of racially charged 
outbursts on campus and many students believe 
Cal Poly President Jeffrey Armstrong’s speeches 
are not enough to change campus culture. 


