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Introduction 

The Africana Studies Institute, formerly the Institute for African American Studies is an 

interdisciplinary institute that focuses on the African American and the African Diaspora 

experience. Its mission is to “educate the University of Connecticut community, the State of 

Connecticut and beyond on the history, culture, music, experiences and influences of the people 

of African descent” (Africana Studies Institute, 2014, p. 1). Through teaching, research, 

literature, and nationally renowned scholars, the Africana Studies Institute seeks to “broaden the 

scope of learning and project the University of Connecticut as a center of excellence” (Institute 

for African American Studies, 2009, p. 1). The Institute primarily serves the University of 

Connecticut community which mainly consists of traditional age college students but the faculty 

serves on a local and national level to all demographics through many mediums such radio, 

television and lecturing at various venues.  Currently, the Institute consists of 13 faculty 

members specializing in various disciplines including, history, philosophy, English, geography 

and political science. 

Past and Present 

The Africana Studies Institute was founded in 1989 by history professor Donald Spivey. 

Professor Spivey sought for the Institute to replace the Center for Black Studies which was 

founded in 1969 due to student demonstrations in 1968 by the Organization of Afro-American 

Students (OAAS). In their memorandum of necessary changes they state; 

In the interest of academic objectivity and relevancy, and in order to promote a balanced 

view of the races and discourage prejudices based on ignorance, it is paramount that an 

Institution of Black Studies be established forthwith, and that the number of Black faculty 

members be increased in all areas of English, social psychology, sociology, political 
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science...education, history...business. (Organization of Afro-American Students, 1968, p. 

1). 

 The Africana Studies Institute has had five directors and three interim directors since 

Professor Spivey left the directorship in 1993. From the early years, the Institute constituted a 

public lecture series, “Critical Issues” which dealt with issues of race, politics, public policy, 

gender studies, music, and history. In addition to the lecture series, ASI offered a plethora of 

courses in the humanities and held bi-annual conferences. To major in African American studies, 

students would have to do so by creating their own major through the Individualized Major 

department as the minor was only officially available.  In 2008, the Africana Studies Institute 

through the work of one of the former Institute director, the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences 

and the director of the African American Cultural Center, African American Studies became a 

major. The Institute’s first graduate was in 2009 (Omega, 2009).  

 In recent years, the Africana Studies Institute expanded its area of specialties and added 

geography and philosophy faculty members and courses to its curriculum. In 2012, the faculty 

began to discuss broadening the institute’s focus from the African American experience to the 

African Diaspora, or the disbursement of the people of African descent throughout the world. 

ASI faculty now had faculty that specialized in African, Caribbean and African American studies 

within their fields. After many meetings, planning, and submitting proposals before the Courses 

and Curricula Committee, the Dean of College of Liberal Arts of Sciences, and support from the 

Provost of the University of Connecticut, the Institute for African American Studies became the 

Africana Studies Institute in February 2014. Along with this name change, Africana Studies 

Institute’s latest director is committed to implementing educational technology to the institute. 
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Technology 

 As the Africana Studies Institute begins to move into developing a larger presence, the 

most appropriate technologies for Institute are Social Media and Online Learning. ASI already 

has a social media presence like other departments and institutes at UConn and peer institutions. 

However, the Institute should consider using it in a way to cultivate formal and informal 

engagement with students, educators, the community and prospective students (Johnson, L., 

Brown, M., Becker, S., Alexander, B., Kumiko, A., Barass, A., . . . Zhang, T., 2014). 

 According to the Pew Research Center’s report on the demographics of Social Media 

Users for the year 2012, in the category of education attainment, internet users who had attended 

college, 69 percent of the group used social networking sites. For people who have a four-year 

degree or more, 65 percent said they have used social networking. Delving deeper into this 

report, overall usage of Twitter was 16 percent. However, 26 percent of its users identify as 

Black in contrast to only 14 percent of White users and 19 percent of Hispanic users (Duggan & 

Brenner, 2013; Jones F. , 2013). Reasoning behind the high percentage of Black users may be the 

phenomenon of “Black Twitter”.  Black Twitter is the online collective of primarily black 

Twitter users that discuss culture and sociopolitical issues of today (Jones F. , 2013). Online 

collectives like Black Twitter discuss topics that the faculty of ASI research and teach regularly. 

Using social media sites like Twitter can bring more educational interests to the Africana Studies 

Institute and therefore reinforce collaborate learning and discussion not only students but 

members of the community. 

 If Twitter is used to engage dialog and collaborate learning, online learning is appropriate 

addition to using social media for education. As technology is constantly changing and more 

people are “…digitally-native and expect to have every experience made available on their 
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smartphones” (Biemiller, 2014), online learning would beneficial to ASI in terms of expanding 

its reach to teach others about the African Diaspora experience but it would also lead to the 

faculty to use different technologies or methods for education. Flipped Classroom, Personal 

Learning Environments and Learning Analytics could be used in the realm of Online learning for 

the Institute (Johnson, et al., 2014).  

Scenarios 

Scenarios are a long used futuring tool to develop a strategy for a trend, event or change 

in an industry (World Future Society, n.d.;Mietzner & Reger, 2005, p. 221). Its origin began in 

the military after World War II through the United States Air Force (Mietzner & Reger, 2005, p. 

221). The Air Force was conducting military planning to anticipate what their opponents would 

do and what they can do to counter the opponent’s plan of action (Mietzner & Reger, 2005, p. 

221). Throughout the 20th century planning has evolved from military planning to organizational, 

industrial and educational planning.  

Although scenarios can be detailed, it is important limit the range of sceenarios. The 

range must be narrowed so focus is not diverted and quality can be preseved. In Mietzner and 

Reger’s paper, the writers overview Ian Wilson’s criteria for scencarios. Scenarios cannot be 

fewer than two and no more than four and includes five criteria items of Plausibility, 

Differentitation, Consistency, Decision making utility and Challenge (Mietzner & Reger, 2005, 

p. 233).  

Scenarios serve a great range of purposes. They can help planners develop a large 

spectrum  of possibilites and alternatives to those possibilities. Scenarios can determine 

outcomes, consequences and the effects on the people of the scenario (Mietzner & Reger, 2005, 

p. 223). They can create foresight, pinpoint weakness within a plan and determine if flexibility is 
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possible for the plan. The strengths can broaden the imagination for educators (Mietzner & 

Reger, 2005, p. 235). For instance, if an educator decided he or she wanted to teach a smartphone 

friendly class where all assignments, reading material can be completed on a smartphone, the 

educator could assess a number of possibilites including pros and cons. Ease of use, accessibilty, 

relevancy and keeping up with technology of today’s mobile learner could be a benefit but 

determining if this method made the material easier to learn or if the learners actually grasped the 

material by just using their smartphone may be cumbersome for effective outcomes the educators 

seeks. Using scenarios in the situation above can assist the educator in deciding if a particular 

strategy is plausible and if it is benefitial to the students. 

As great of a tool as scenarios are, it does have its shortcomings. Scenario planning can 

take a lot of time as there is a great deal of thinking, brainstorming, visioning and restarting and 

collobaration for those involved. Opening up your imagaination through scenarios, plausibilty 

and relevancy can become sidetracked. It is important for educators to remember these 

weaknesses as they develop new and innovative ideas to better serve future students. 

Scanning 

According to the World Future Society, scanning is  

“… an ongoing effort to identify significant changes in the world beyond the organization 

or group doing the scanning. Typically, scanning is based on a systematic survey of current 

newspapers, magazines, Web sites, and other media for indications of changes likely to 

have future importance. Scanning focuses mainly on trends—changes that occur through 

time— rather than events, changes that occur very quickly and generally are less 

significant for understanding the future.” (n.d., p. 1). 

Often refered to as environmental scanning, this futuring tool helps educators and 
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administrators understand and assess the current trends in education and aids in decision making. 

(Morrison, 1992). Scanning notifies adminstrators to trend and external changes which gives 

them enough time to react and make plans for changes (Morrison, 1992). In terms of higher 

education, there are many resources for college adminstrators to use scanning for strategic 

planning for the university, department, or center. There are endless websites, magazines, 

periodicals and newspapers that can be used for scanning. The Chronicle of Higher Education, 

for example, serves a resource in the key trends, internal and external issues, technology and 

society in the context of higher education. Scanning can also be used on a communicative level. 

Simply talking to students, faculty and professionals can help a institution assess what is relevant 

and changes among it constituites.  

Scanning also has its challenges. Some universities do not have the  resources or finances 

to plan for a trend. Subsequently, the university could be viewed as antiquated and potential 

students may lose intrest in the institution. Many organizations of higher education have their 

own culture. For example, older and more zx traditional institutions may have initially rebuffed 

the notion of online learning and online institutions. Now, according the NMC 2014 Horizon 

Report, 6.7 million or 32% of students took an online course in the fall of 2011. This is a 

significant increase from the previous year (Johnson, et al., 2014). Online learning is a trend that 

growing and is not phasing out.  

Scenarios and scanning are essential for strategic planning at any university level. All 

facets of higher learning have goals and plans they want to implement for today’s learners. These 

tools assist institutions to be on the cutting edge of changes, trends and proactive measures to 

serve learners in the most effective and effiecient ways. Although they can create challenges for 

higher education, the benefits of these tools are certainly useful as the methods of learning are 
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constantly evolving. 

Educational Technology 

The emergence in social media is undeniable and permeates many aspects of the public. 

It was only inevitable that this communication tool would make its way into the realm of 

education.  Social Media provides a swift and innovative way for educators and students to 

engage, collaborate and learn with each other. Jacquemin, Smelser and Bernot (2014) discuss the 

pros and cons of Twitter’s use for students.  In their study they found that students become more 

active participants of their education as opposed to passively learning material when using social 

media Twitter, in particular, allows students to follow organizations, scholars and discussions 

relating to their class and subsequently expand their knowledge and learning (p. 22). They 

further discussed the methodology of how to incorporate Twitter into a graduate course by 

having students interact in discussions with the class Twitter profile. Jacequemin and her 

colleagues had undergraduate students, graduate students and faculty of the biology department 

at Ball State University take a survey on usage, familiarity, frequency and their views on social 

media. 

Jacquemin, Smelser and Bernot expounded on the results from the survey and assessed 

the class that formally incorporated Twitter into their ecology course. In terms of including 

Twitter formally in the classroom, and the majority (84%) of graduate students were in favor of 

notion. 55% of Undergraduates felt that Twitter should not be included in courses involving 

twitter in courses. Ultimately, the researchers felt that more vetting and research should be 

completed before incorporating social media in more classrooms (Jacquemin, Smelser, & Bernot, 

2014, p. 26)  

 Although, Africana Studies is not a science discipline, the benefits of social media still 
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would resonate with students and develop course enjoyment, concept retention and active 

engagement (Jacquemin, Smelser, & Bernot, 2014, p. 23).  

Economics and Public Policy 

As America is continuing its slow recovery from the Great Recession of 2008, students 

and their families are reevaluating higher education and if the time, hard work and money you 

give as a college student has an equitable rate of return. Fifty seven percent of Americans believe 

that colleges do not provide an adequate return on investment (2011, p. 12). However, according 

to Sandy Baum’s report on Higher Education Premiums, the view that it does not provide an 

adequate ROI is shortsighted. Most literature discussing higher education investment returns do 

not look into the long term payoff of earning a degree (Baum, 2014, p. 5). Although, Americans 

are wary of the ROI as tuition, fees and other costs continue to rise, 86 percent of college 

graduates felt they made good investments attending college. It appears that regardless of the 

degree or ROI, students generally were pleased with their investment decision. 

Although there is a great deal of debate and politics involved in the public policy trend 

known as the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).  At first glance, CCSS may appear to be 

only meant to make strides in K-12, however, Common Core’s commitment to college and 

career readiness includes higher education into the controversial education reform’s 

conversation.   Researchers, Jones and King, discuss the importance of connecting the K-12 to 

Higher Education through CCSS. Many educators view secondary and postsecondary education 

as two completely separate entities, but in the student’s perspective, these two areas of education 

have continuity between them (Jones & King, 2012, p. 41). The authors’ also emphasize the 

point of university faculty and secondary educators to work together in the effort that teachers 

become more proficient in their subject matter, mainly English and Math. With secondary and 
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post-secondary educators collaborating together to develop curriculum alignment, support for 

underprepared students, and teacher preparation, the goal of competency and college readiness 

may come to fruition on an institutional scale. 

Demographics 

As the United States population is growing larger, major demographic shifts are changing 

the way colleges and universities handle diversity, including ethnicity, socioeconomics, and race. 

By 2050, the minority population will be 54 percent. When discussing the demographic factor of 

diversity, Betts, Hartman & Oxholm (2009) emphasize that higher education leaders needed to 

work together to face gaps in educational attainment based on race and ethnicity.  According to 

Clauss-Elhers and Parham (2012) if inclusiveness is pervasive in campus life, it will stimulate 

positive outcomes while in college and after graduation,( p. 70). The authors discuss the 

challenges due to the demographic shifts colleges and universities face including but not limited 

to: discovering methods to address the increase of non-documented college students; supporting 

the growing ratios of female versus male students; addressing the cultural, racial, ethnic and 

geographical educational gaps that students experience during college (Betts, Hartman, & 

Oxholm, 2009, p. 70).  

The aforementioned trends will take some critical thinking and abstract thought to apply 

these trends to broadening the presence of Africana Studies; the subject of the FVE case study. 

Using social media as a learning tool will have to be researched in other disciplines that are 

similar to assess their success or failures of use in the classroom. Based on the literature 

reviewed in this paper, the FVE study will have to assure students they can receive an equitable 

rate of return. Higher education and secondary education will have to collaborate together to 

ensure the main purpose of CCSS can work. As an interdisciplinary Institute, Africana Studies 
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faculty can share their literary expertise with teachers and therefore become a part of the 

student’s pathway to college readiness. As minority populations increase, colleges and 

universities will need to adjust to the demographic shifts. Africana Studies as well as other 

cultural studies may garner more interest as more education about race, ethnicity and cultural 

will be needed. 

Vision  

As the Africana Studies Institute continues to produce scholarly research, producing 

thought provoking programs and work on expanding as an a academic institute, a vision and plan 

for ASI  for the next five years is imperative in order for the Institute to grow. Africana Studies 

needs be more engaging and maintain a pace with current educational trends. In the literature 

reviewed previously in this paper, social media has the potential to engage learners to actively 

participate in class gain the ability to retain content (Jacquemin, Smelser, & Bernot, 2014, p. 22). 

Africana Studies can use this tool as learning component to their classes. As social media creates 

an engaging learning environment outside the classroom, the Institute’s student discussions can 

be visible for all the internet and possibly garner interest into the program. Since the majority of 

young African Americans use Twitter more than other demographics (Duggan & Brenner, 2013), 

issues concerning Africana Studies would most likely discussed more frequently than other 

social media outlets. Twitter would provide instantaneous, thoughtful dialog among students and 

prospective students. Due to Twitter’s pulse on what is trending and what is changing in society 

today, it would benefit ASI to use this tool not only as a promotional and learning tool but as a 

scanning tool as well.  

Currently, the Africana Studies Institute provides courses for undergraduate students 

only. Expanding the Institute’s curriculum to include graduate courses that lead to a graduate 
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certificate or a graduate degree can significantly broaden the presence of the Institute.  

Developing a graduate program would express the University’s continued commitment to 

scholarship and diversity. As demographics are predicted to significantly change within the next 

3 decades, it is important to show that the University is involved in supporting diversity to its 

students and prospective students (Betts, Hartman, & Oxholm, 2009, p. 70). 

In addition to graduate courses, online learning is another element for the Africana 

Studies Institute in 2019.  The University of Connecticut has taken a more active approach to 

online learning in the last two years (Jones S. D., 2012). With UConn’s eCampus system already 

in place, Africana Studies can create online versions of the Institute’s courses. This action can 

create better access and visibility for the Africana Studies as well as place the discipline into a 

rapidly growing method of teaching and learning.  As the Institute grows, online graduate 

courses can be added to the program and which in creases ASI’s competitiveness with other 

Africana Studies programs at other universities.  As evidence has shown in Jacquemin, Smelser 

and Bernot’s research, adding social media to learning in graduate studies will put Africana 

Studies in the forefront of innovative ways of learning in Higher Education in the next five years 

(Jacquemin, Smelser, & Bernot, 2014, p. 26).  

Opportunities and Challenges 

 As with any vision, challenges and opportunities must be assessed. For ASI to grow, it 

has a number of opportunities that can be of advantage to it: 

1. Demographics – Minority populations are expected to greatly increase. With a higher 

population of minority people, interest in the study of their history, culture and literature 

can grow as well. ASI can be in the forefront of this shift by providing courses about 

these cultures as the demographic shift continues to grow. 
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2. Interdisciplinary Courses – The Institute is already known as interdisciplinary hub and 

can use this feature to reach a greater range of students. For example, if a student is 

interested in Philosophy, ASI can introduce the student into the sub category of Africana 

Philosophy, and therefore broaden the student’s thought about a discipline they already 

have an interest.  

3. Room for Growth- Currently, the Institute has a small faculty and a smaller numbers of 

students in their courses. Although this may seem like a challenge, ASI has more 

potential than an established department. An Institute can grow, try new methods of 

learning much objection and are not completely held by traditions the way other 

departments may be. 

4. Relationship to the Students – Again, as the Institute is small in numbers, it can provide 

more attention to students in person and online. This relationship will be meaningful to 

the student, who can give a good word about the Institute and potential help gain more 

interested students. 

5. Leading Opportunities for Other Ethnic Institutes to Develop – If ASI’s presence grows 

to prominence, other ethnic studies departments or small may follow suit and garner 

successful results. 

The Institute will also have challenges has they seek to grow in presence and scholarship.  There 

are five challenges that ASI may face: 

1. A Constant Interest in STEM – As Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 

continue to gain interested students and University dollars; Humanities and Social 

Sciences have lost some its relevance with students of today. Due to increasing tuition 

costs, students are looking for a good return of investment when they choose their 



Future Vision of Education 14 

academic path (2011, p. 12). 

2. Africana Studies Perceived as Niche Discipline – Again, as students contemplate their 

return on their investment, many students do not see what career possibilities they have 

with Africana Studies. 

3. Budget Cuts - With the economy in slow recovery and tuition continuing to rise, 

universities are under constant pressure to keep expenses within the budget. If the 

University decides to cut ASI’s budget, it will additionally cut its room to grow. 

4. Lack of Faculty to Cover Research Areas – For ASI to broaden its presence, scholars 

need to be hired to specialize in areas where ASI is lacking. For instance, having a faculty 

member specialize in health disparities that could assist in bridging Africana Studies and 

STEM. 

5. Race is a Sensitive Subject – Discussions of race have always and unfortunately will 

continue to sensitive subject for many people. So much so, that it can be hard to talk 

about or some refuse to deal with race issues at all.  Avoidance of the subject creates 

difficulty in learning about the ethnic studies.  

It is imperative that Africana Studies has a Future Vision for the next five years. If ASI 

does not transform, it has the potential to be left behind by the current and upcoming 

trends of education today. It will be regarded as an old department with no ideas, no 

innovation and most importantly no future. 

Plan for Change 

In order for ASI to become a futurist educational institute, several preparations must take 

place: 

1. Assess Peer African American/Africana Studies Programs - ASI can research 
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Africana Studies Programs at Peer Institutions to assess their graduate and undergraduate 

programs. 

2. Survey Current and Prospective Students  - The Institute can conduct a survey to 

see what today’s students want to gain from studying Africana Studies, what courses they 

would like to see more of and what learning methods they would like to see utilized. 

3. Research- ASI should research if there is any scholarly research on Africana 

Studies and the future of its discipline.  

4. Connecting other disciplines to Africana Studies – Bridging the gap between 

Africana Studies and other disciplines such as STEM and Economics may gain more 

interest from a more diverse group of students.  

5. Formatting Existing Courses for Online Learning – If ASI formats their courses 

for online learning, we can reach more students that are interested in Africana Studies 

that may not be able to be a traditional student on campus but would still like to learn 

about this interdisciplinary field. 

Call to Action 

The Africana Studies Institute can immediately begin implementing this future vision of 

education by formatting their classroom courses to online courses. UConn already has a 

online learning system for students and the courses can easily be added to class schedule 

for students to enroll. Since these courses already exist, there will not be any budgetary 

concerns to for this to happen. In addition to this, ASI can use social media with these 

courses to further connect with students and enrich their learning. Social Media often a 

free service and if used effectively can create a greater presence for the African Studies 

Institute in 2019. 
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