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What’s a women’s or gender equity center?

Are centers still necessary? What do they do?
Where’s the men’s center?
How can I get involved?

Questions such as these are common when students first learn about a women’s or gender equity center. Perhaps a professor or academic advisor tells a student about the campus’s center, or a student discovers the center’s physical space while navigating campus or attends a center-sponsored program. Faculty, staff, administrators, alumni, and community members may also ask these questions, particularly if they previously worked or studied at a campus without a center. While each women’s or gender equity center is slightly different in name, mission, and activities, this chapter explains some of the common questions about centers and also explores how students interested in feminism, inter-sectionality, and social justice can get involved in their campus’s center, identify campus services related to women’s and gender equity centers, or even work to build a center on their campus, if their college or university does not yet have one.

WHAT’S A WOMEN’S OR GENDER EQUITY CENTER?

Women’s and gender equity centers have been a part of US higher education since the first campus-based women’s center opened at the University of Minnesota in 1960 (Bonebright et al. 80). Prior to the 1960s, institutional structures to serve women would have consisted of a Dean of Women (Brooks 17–18; Schwartz 504–5) or a continuing education for women program (Rice with Meyer 553–54). In the late 1960s and early 1970s, centers were founded in large numbers as a “direct response to the growth of the women’s movement and an acknowledgement of the need for a new kind of support for women” (Chamberlain 83). Centers started during this period were often closely tied with the women’s movement (Clevenger 3), the establishment of women’s studies programs (Chamberlain 90–91), and activism for the rights and status of women that was concurrently happening on campuses and in the community (Chamberlain 85). As a result of these close relationships, early centers shared commitments to changing their institutions as well as society.

Today, approximately five hundred women’s and gender equity centers serve their institutions (National Women’s Studies Association, qtd. in Vlasnik 1), and they have differing missions, names, and activities based on the needs and cultures of their institutions (Davie, “A Journey” 5; Marine 16). While there is no standard definition of a women’s center, their initial missions and activities often focused on equality between women and men, as well as safety, support, community, and resources for women (Kunkel, “Women’s Needs on Campus” 16–20; Kunkel, “Starting a Women’s Center” 67). In the twenty-first century, women’s centers have expanded their missions in critical ways, now including a focus on leadership development, technology, and international issues (Davie, “Drawing New Maps” 448–49). In addition to the original focus on women, centers now strive to serve men, trans* and gender nonconforming individuals, and other groups that may not have been an explicit part of the original missions or activities of women’s centers (e.g., Nicolazzo and Harris 6–7; Goettsch et al., “Contextual Statement” 489–90). Importantly, centers today often utilize intersectionality as a framework for analysis and action on their campuses and in their local communities (Goettsch et al., “Structural Issues” 8). For example, centers may examine interlocking identities such as race and gender in order to better serve women of color, as well as explore how racism and sexism simultaneously shape opportunities for students in the classroom or in campus leadership positions. As a symbol of these evolving commitments, some centers have changed their names to include the term “gender” (Goettsch et al., “Contextual Statement” 489) and have formalized programs, partnerships, and coalition with campus counterparts such as multicultural, LGBT+, international, disability services, and other campus and community partners dedicated to serving minoritized or marginalized populations (Goettsch et al., “Contextual Statement” 490; Marine 23–24). The staff, volunteers, and supporters of women’s/ gender centers work collaboratively to initiate change on their campuses and in their communities to advance gender equity, dismantle gender-based oppression and discrimination, create opportunities for individuals and groups across their differences, and educate and empower allies.

ARE CENTERS STILL NECESSARY? WHAT DO THEY DO?

Where do conversations and programs about gender, gender equity, feminism, and social justice happen on your campus? What staff person or office advocates for women or to eliminate gender-based barriers? While women compose the numerical majority of students in US higher education (National Center for Education Statistics), sexism, gender-based harassment and violence, and misogyny have not been eradicated in the academy or in society. In recent years, women’s and gender equity centers have played a pivotal role in providing survivor-centered advocacy and expertise about gender-based violence prevention and education (particularly as related to new regulatory requirements for Title IX), as well as preparing “members of the university community to engage successfully with an increasingly complex world” (Vlasnik 5). Through creating safe space for dialogue across difference, providing educational programming and leadership opportunities, and advocating for the elimination of gender-based barriers, centers are often the only place on campus where discussions and action related to gender equity, feminism, and social change occur.

During the past half century, women’s and gender equity centers have worked collaboratively with campus partners—multicultural centers, LGBT+ centers, academic programs, student activities and organizations, and many other allied offices and organizations—to make campuses more inclusive, with a special focus on and expertise in gender-related issues. Centers have been responsible for a variety of tangible changes on their campuses, among them the creation of childcare centers; survivor-centered sexual assault prevention education for women, men, genderqueer, and trans* individuals; annual gender-related programming that enhances the curriculum and the cocurriculum; and the broadening, reshaping, and creation of policies to better protect and serve the needs of an increasingly diverse student population and workforce. They are also responsible for the education—and often transformation—of students as they learn and practice vital skills and thinking through center programming, employment, internships, and volunteering (Murray and Vlasnik 124). Centers are often close collaborators with academic programs, particularly women’s/ gender studies programs (Chamberlain 90; Zaytoun Byrne 50). Through center internships, volunteering, and programming, students can apply the feminist and gender-related theories learned in their coursework (e.g., creating a tabling event in the student center about consent or the wage gap) and then return to the classroom with firsthand experiences and knowledge to share with their professors and classmates (e.g., the process of creating materials, how people responded to the topic). This model of theory to practice is one of the foundations of women’s/ gender equity centers in the academy (Zaytoun Byrne 48).

WHERE’S THE MEN’S CENTER?

Sometimes it is asked in earnest, sometimes to deflect discomfort or as a joke, and other times to suggest that women’s centers are not needed, but the question “Where’s the men’s center?” is common for women’s center staff and volunteers. Women’s and gender equity centers were founded because of the disparate educational opportunities and experiences between women and men in US higher education, and centers continue to exist because members of college communities—in all their diversity— continue to face significant gender-based barriers. In reality, almost all centers are open to men, and many do specialized programming and educational discussions that explore the social construction of gender, gender roles, and masculinities. While some men’s centers/programs exist in higher education, they are few in number since the missions and expertise of women’s and gender equity centers are almost always broad enough to encompass programs and services related to men and masculinities. In recent years, women’s centers have formally expanded their missions, activities, and—in some cases—their names, to demonstrate their commitment to inclusion and their exploration of gender and masculinities. In 2015, the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) voted to change the name of its twelve-prong standards (493–501) for these programs from “Women Student Programs and Services” to “Women’s and Gender Programs and Services” (Goettsch et al., “Contextual Statement” 489–90). While not all centers utilize the CAS standards, the change served as an important landmark for the field of women’s and gender equity centers.

Men are critical allies in the work for gender justice and feminist community. In particular, men who are willing to examine their male privilege and to talk with other men about how to challenge sexism and misogyny can find community in a campus-based women’s or gender equity center. Centers have long served as safe spaces in which difficult dialogues can occur, and center employees are almost always trained diversity educators and facilitators of formal and informal discussions that explore privilege and oppression. Campus-based centers seek to engage all interested members in discussions about gender, feminism, and sexism and about how sexism intersects with oppressions such as racism, heterosexism, ableism, classism, and cisgenderism, among others. The goal of these discussions is to increase understanding and enact social change. Men are necessary for this work, both on the college campus and in the community.

HOW CAN I GET INVOLVED?

Since women’s and gender equity centers are not membership-based clubs or organizations, many people are unsure of how to utilize or support the center. The following three lists of critical questions will help you get started.

If your campus has a women’s or gender equity center:

• What are the mission, vision, and goals of your campus’s center?

• What are its unique services or programs?

• What is the center’s upcoming programming schedule? Can you attend?

• Do the center’s employees supervise internships or volunteer experiences? Can you get involved?

• Does the center have physical space for you and your friends to study or gather?

• What, if any, student organizations do the center staff advise?

If your campus does not have a women’s or gender equity center and you are looking for center-like services and programs:

• Where does diversity programming happen on your campus? Do they include gender-related and/or feminist topics?

• Are there feminist student organizations or organizations focused on gender issues?

• Where do students go for campus services or referrals to address gender-based concerns in their academic, career, or personal lives?

• Who makes policy recommendations on your campus?

• Who is the chief diversity officer of your institution?

• Do any academic programs—such as women’s and gender studies—plan lectures and events related to women, gender, feminism, and social justice? Can you attend?

If you want to start discussions about a women’s or gender equity center on your campus:

• Have there been any women- or gender-related initiatives, offices, or organizations on your campus in the past? What did they do, and why don’t they exist anymore?

• What gender-related issues are currently happening on your campus, and who is working to address them?

• Are there other students who share your concerns and would be willing to work with you? How can you identify and engage them?

• What campus offices or organizations might be allies in the creation of a center? What about community-based allies or organizations (e.g., alumni, local women’s groups, or a small group of donors)?

• Is there a campus administrator (employee) who would be supportive of a women’s or gender equity center, and can you meet to discuss your interest?

• To what institutions does your campus compare itself? How many of these peer institutions have women’s centers, and what services do they offer?

• Will your student government support your efforts? In what tangible ways?

ENVISIONING AND WORKING FOR A DIFFERENT TOMORROW

Women’s and gender equity centers can be a disruptive presence in the academy. They ask difficult questions about what gender means on campus and in society, discover and address injustices on behalf of individuals and groups, and challenge their institutions to become more inclusive and diverse. Like many administrative units in higher education, student involvement is critical to maximize the center’s impact and grow its scope and resources. Additionally, the thoughtful participation of students pushes centers to expand their work and imagine new possibilities for the future. Together, women’s and gender equity centers and students can reshape their institutions and the world around them. Your ideas and contributions are welcome, so get involved and engaged!
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