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Finding a Way Forward:  
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion at Indiana Dunes National Park 

 
 

We come with the best intentions. 
We deserve credit for our ideas.  

—From the list of group agreements 
 

 
Being from Chicago it’s different. [I’m struck by] The beauty of this park.  

It’s different from what we experience at our beaches.  
 

I always thought all rangers were there to police and reinforce the law.  
That made me hesitant to  engage. I saw them as an authoritative figure. I thought I 

shouldn’t engage and if I did it was because [I was doing something wrong].  
Now I can tell people: all rangers aren’t police.  

You don’t have to be shy about approaching and asking questions about the park. 
—From conversations after the event 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Hosting People of Color (POC) Leaders at the Dunes 
In late August 2019, staff at Indiana Dunes National Park and colleagues from iSWOOP (an NSF-funded 
four-year project to promote STEM learning in national parks, DRL-1514776), took important steps 
toward inclusion. Indiana Dunes National Park superintendent acknowledged:  

We have been talking about diversity and staffing is no better now than it has been. 
The parks are founded on the idea that they are for “public use and enjoyment for all 
Americans.” For a century we haven’t commuicated with all Americans in a conscious way. …  

 
Several educators and organizers in the Latinx community had made it clear, however, that organizing 
one-time field trips would not be a successful strategy for launching partnerships between organizations 
serving the Latinx community and the national park. To lay the groundwork for equitable partnerships, 
they suggested a gathering for organizers and educators to meet key staff and find points for 
collaboration. 
 
In response, iSWOOP staff coordinated the first event of its kind: iSWOOP & POC (People of Color) 
Leaders at the Dunes. Rangers from Indiana Dunes National Park and 16 environmentalists and 
educators of color from NW Indiana and Chicago convened to:  

Inspire new partnerships that will shift attendance patterns and increase STEM learning at 
national parks and 
Establish equitable partnerships for our communities to engage in STEM learning. 
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During the three day event, POC leaders met park staff, hiked, paddled, swam, talked with each other, 
and met with scientists. During and after the event, it became clear how important certain choices were 
for building trust and credibility with participants. The concerns and questions POC leaders raised are 
indicative of the way cultural capital can expand the conversations about the relevance of science and 
the ways communities of color engage with the science underway at national parks. As we are excited 
about continuing this work and using the event as a model, below we share our experiences and 
reflections. 
 
Launching an event 
The event grew out of several conversations that started from a far different premise—an invitation for 
Spanish-speaking families to visit the Dunes. Feedback from several educators and organizers in the 
Latinx community made it clear that organizing one or even many one-time field trips would not be a 
successful strategy for launching ongoing partnerships between organizations serving the Latinx 
community and the national park. To lay the groundwork for equitable partnerships, they suggested a 
gathering for organizers and educators to meet key staff, learn about the the Indiana Dunes National 
Park, and find points for collaboration 
   
In response, iSWOOP staff (coordinated by Selene González and Martha Merson) in conversation with 
participants and Dunes staff from leadership, Education and Interpretation, Law Enforcement, and the 
Great Lakes Education and Research Center housed at Indiana Dunes National Park, planned a three-day 
experience, which offered a chance for participants to get to know the Dunes through a hike of Mt. Baldy, 
a hands-on science experience with local professor Laurie Eberhardt, Valparaiso University, on 
microplastics, a self-guided hike of Miller Woods and the route to Lake Street Beach, an introduction to 
research led by USGS on threatened species, a morning of paddling around Marquette Lagoon, and several 
opportunities to talk with staff about their roles and resources. Discussions and reflections made it clear 
that learning during the event was happening personally, professionally, and institutionally. This article 
can’t fully convey the moments of joy and disappointment. However, we can offer descriptions of rich 
conversations about signals of respect, science, and safety that reflect the diverse perspectives in the 
room. To some degree, the event became a space where participants could offer a counter-narrative, re-
imagining the frameworks for experiences and history that the Park Service has evolved during its history 
(Ong, Smith & Ko, 2018).  
 
Structuring the event  
During the event it became clear how important certain choices were for building trust and credibility 
with participants. The facilitator, Selene González had previously worked as an open-space organizer in 
Chicago. A Latinx  professional with roots in the community and in Zacatecas, Mexico, she made many of 
the decisions about the agenda. She advocated for all attending to receive a stipend for their 
contributions to focus group-type discussions, which set a tone that was respectful of the expertise in 
the room.  
 
Selene planned the event, keeping in contact with park staff and POC leaders before the event. She and 
the park superintendent met four times to discuss the goals and his role. He participated in multiple 
sessions throughout the weekend (not just as a figure head making a welcome statement). His presence 
was interpreted as a sign of his support. He also was quick to take responsibility for following up with 
local police in response to an unnerving incident of bullying that affected a contingent of the group. One 
participant stated, “I’m impressed with superintendent Paul L and how involved he is. [He] Came and 
participated. Things are changing.” 
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Under this park administration, the park has taken impressive steps to facilitate visitation, e.g., 
eliminating fees, extending hours, installing adaptive technologies to make boating possible for those 
with mobility challenges. Such policies are important as signs of commitment to inclusion.  
 
Recognizing that NPS rangers can be intimidating, the agenda included time with a law enforcement 
ranger who came prepared to answer questions. He also came with a list of five things he wanted 
prospective visitors to know about his role and training. The conversation was intense, honest, and yet 
respectful. One participant later said, “I work with police and fire departments all the time. It is very, 
very difficult to engage in a way that is respectful on both ends of the spectrum. I haven’t really seen 
[that] before when administrators and people of color were open and respectful and genuine …”.  
 
Visible signs of the park’s commitment to including all were appreciated. Participants commented on 
the impressive steps the park has taken to make visits immersive for people with mobility challenges, an 
all-terrain wheelchair and adaptive technologies to make boating possible spoke louder than any words 
about including people with disabilities.  
 
 
STEM Content 
Discussions about science and STEM learning were interspersed throughout the three days.  
Focus group sessions asked participants, what are you curious about? Participants wondered how park-
based scientific research and monitoring (water and soundscape) can benefit affected communities 
designated as environmental justice. This was a thread throughout discussions about planning and 
inclusivity.  
 
To spark discussion about science process that iSWOOP is dedicated to highlighting for park visitors, 
workshop participants picked one of four statements posted in one of the four corners of the room to 
complete the phrase: Science is … The conversation is usually a rich one, with examples of why 
questions, revision, relevance, and insight into research methods are critical to an understanding of 
science process. In this group, the conversations were especially rich as participants made historical 
references. A participant interpreted revision literally, as the act of looking back at who contributed and 
under what conditions, and the importance of making sure that research design puts one on the right 
side of history. She mentioned that the biography of Henrietta Lachs and the story of the Tuskegee 
experiments show how people of color have been used by scientists. In another corner, the statement, 
“Science is for ‘we the people’ to use” triggered a discussion of who benefits from science. “We the 
people,” as written by the authors of the Constitution originally left out so many. Can this phrase now 
be taken to mean all of us or is it a reference to those who typically benefit: the land-owning, 
corporation-leading white men who occupy most of the political offices at the state and federal level?  
 
Safety and Law Enforcement 
To some, national park rangers are a threat (cite). Depending on their park use, visitors may encounter 
staff from various divisions, including fees, maintenance, interpretation and law enforcement. Event 
organizers invited a law enforcement ranger to participate. Park staff were asked questions about 
collaboration with ICE. Organizers working with Latinx communities educate and plan for encounters 
with enforcement agents. They need to be aware of the stance of NPS rangers who are federal 
employees. A park law enforcement officer clarified the procedure for intervening when park rules or 
regulations are violated. Park rangers in the interpretation and education division noted that they plan 
for safety: first aid, water safety, protecting children from poison ivy, but have never even thought of 
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planning for an ICE raid. The need to shift perspectives to address Latinx community members’ concerns 
is an example of the importance of building relationships before delivering programming.  
 
Further Reflections  
Exit interviews were conducted by four people: event coordinators Selene Gonzalez and Martha 
Merson, Ranger Kim Swift, and Claudia Ayala, a participant. The exit interviews were a chance to check 
in on the success of the event in terms of: building familiarity with the park and the science underway, 
and providing a jumping off point to explore new partnerships.  
 

Describe a place you would like to show others.  
Do you have any pictures from this weekend on your phone that are connected to STEM learning? Or 
the potential for STEM learning? Tell me about one, why you took it. Whom you might share it with? 
 
Revisit ideas for next steps. What are the first steps you plan to take towards a (new) partnership? Any 
request for help or support? 

I wish this park would … 
 
Has this weekend influenced any of your ideas about the park/people/scientists who work in 
parks? How so? Before … Now …  

 
Responses to exit interview prompts and questions underscored the points about inclusion and 
authentic partnerships that had been made during earlier discussions. Three of Yosso’s five lenses for 
cultural capital are especially helpful in interpreting the responses: linguistic capital, family capital, and 
social capital. Yosso’s synthesis of critical race theory (CRT) reinforces the idea that communities of color 
come to parks not with a deficit in knowledge, but rather with cultural capital that enables them to 
frame, define, and refine an agenda of science communication (2005). 
 
All participants could describe a place they would like to show others. Although the event was designed 
to spark partnerships among professionals and their organizations, family members were also on 
participants’ minds. One hundred percent said they would recommend such an event to others in their 
network if another was planned. Ideas for partnerships included camping exchanges for Chicago and 
Indiana families, cross-listing events, working with NPS to host teen musicians, pairing music, food, and 
science. All interviewed mentioned returning with friends, family, and others. A number expressed their 
intention to learn more about the science happening behind the scenes. One said, the event, 
“Awakened a desire to be a bridge between science and people. Will pursue research on our parks in 
Gary, IN.” 
 
In explaining linguistic capital, Yosso notes that bilingual youth have often developed metalinguistic 
awareness. If they have had the experience of translating for elders, they may have understandings of 
municipal offices, of civic and family responsibilities. Yosso notes that linguistic capital also refers to the 
ability to communicate via visual art, music, or poetry (p. 78). A participant demonstrated linguistic 
capital when he wondered: “How can we make science more accessible? We are already interested. 
How do we interpret it? I’m an artist. I use visuals in my program. … [I’m asking] How do we turn that 
research into art (visual or audio)?” 
 
Family capital refers to commitment to community well-being, to a broader understanding of kinship. 
The rejection of an event characterized as adults only makes sense in light of the awareness and 
commitment to family and community. Rather than favoring a program that segregates participants by 
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age, many in the group favored a multigenerational approach. In explaining social capital, Yosso says this 
can be understood as networks of people and community resources. The impulse to extend the 
scientific research to sites in nearby communities is one example. A participant made the following 
recommendation for future events: “We are relationship-based. We have to talk to each other and 
process … I would also see more opportunities for co-creation … where we are sharing how we’re 
experts. Build together or create together.” 
 
The impulse to continue this work with a multi-generational, multi-ethnic/racial, and gender inclusive 
group was strong. Participants suggested wider representation at future meetings, with including 
members from Asian, Muslim, and LGBTQ communities. While some expressed an interest in 
designating time for conversations among people of color only, that didn’t translate to making an event 
representative of only one racial or ethnic background. The calls for intergenerational participation were 
persuasive:  

We need [this kind of science] for knowledge and it’s important to have engagement with 
parents. Primarily it is a parent who encouraged us to explore the natural world, but we don’t 
have a lot of families here.  
Youth, [yes], but I think the older generations are left out. Make content for them and not just 
kids.  
I can think of two or three youth who would have loved to be here. I would love to come here 
with the youth for something like this [with their families].  

Yosso’s take on community cultural wealth can help partners prioritize communication through arts, 
intergenerational engagement, and extensions to community well-being. Taken together, these aspects 
of cultural capital act as reminders for organizers who might otherwise default to planning that 
compensates for perceived gaps in knowledge or deficits among participants.   
 
Committing to partnerships 
Though they may be out of sight or at times out of 
touch, park staff now have more than a dozen new 
contacts for outreach. POC leaders made it clear that 
they would like to meet again after the park has taken 
steps toward acting on their recommendations, e.g., 
for running training on racial equity, diversity, and 
inclusion for park staff or hiring indigenous people, 
reaching out to elders to be educators. The 
participants acknowledged that making change would 
take time. They articulated timely questions that are 
will require long-term planning to address.  

How do we communicate science with the 
story? It made me question [are] the universities are talking about the EJ hazards here?  
 
We are immersed in pollution. Came back to that urgency. We have to do small things and big 
things. As people of color [we need to talk about what it means when we are] trying to bring 
other people to green spaces that aren’t so green. … Where are the stories about advocating?  

 
Discussions elicited characteristics of successful partnerships. Described as similar to good friendships 
which have mutual benefits, partnerships require being present and in contact. Clear expectations, 
authenticity, and a commitment to advancing mutual goals were hallmarks of successful partnerships. 
We heard sound advice: Be clear: What do you have to offer and what are your limits? Be authentic. 
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Show you’re invested in what’s being said. Advance mutual goals. Listen before developing the 
experience [you want to offer a community].  
 
Larger Implications  
With such feedback in mind, cognizant of the need to build familiarity and trust, iSWOOP and INDU staff 
expect to continue working with POC Leaders and Dunes staff, fully recognizing that there will be fits 
and starts, mistakes, and moments of joy ahead. There will be many opportunities to counter in words 
and actions the perception that their communities are not consulted for input into park programming 
and outreach efforts, their voices not being taken into account.  
 
As Carolyn Finney (author of Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining the Relationship of African 
Americans to the Great Outdoors) said:  
 

We’ve got to sit down and rethink the entire infrastructure of environmental 
organizations. They need more people of color in leadership positions, but they also 
need some dismantling, some rethinking without losing the history of who these 
organizations are. 
You don’t hire a few people of color and solve things; you have to consider that maybe 
we need to do things differently. … It’s important to be bold and make mistakes in this 
field. Because we’re human. And we’re not alone. We can figure this out so long as we 
make better relationships—within and outside our community—to help us get there 
(Funes, 2017).  

 
Educators and science communicators have heard it, said it, repeated it, and still a common impulse is to 
approach public audiences with the intent of spreading knowledge, as if they are empty vessels. 

 Unfortunately, most intervention efforts implemented to increase persistence in STEM among 
students from racially/ethnically underrepresented groups and women have been rooted in a 
deficit model and only aimed to “fix” students—such as tutoring them, teaching them self-
confidence, or socializing them into S&E [science and education] (Ong, Smith &Ko, 2018).  

When asked what they were curious about, the list was long, a clear testament to the sophisticated 
questions and rich background knowledge participants were bringing to STEM conversations in parks.  

New guidelines for interacting with nature and wildlife; find principles in nature to guide us.  
Curious about policy and advocacy.  
How to make the science more accessible at an earlier age.  

 
We are nature. What are our cultural practices? 
I’m curious about the relationship of people around here and their relationship [to the natural 
resources].  
I didn’t know about the ecological heritage of this area. How is indigenous science being used to 
guide management practices? 

 
I grew up in cities. How to engage in your community, in your yard.  

 
The professionals who participated welcome more than nature experiences with plant identification or 
the threats to pollinators. Discussions of science that stop at the park boundary line are unsatisfying. So 
much more is possible and urgent.   
 
Conclusion 
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For park staff wondering how to rationalize the staff time and effort needed for such an event 
(especially one that eliminates obstacles of participation, ex: food, lodging, transportation), consider 
that the structures for science, funding for it, the outdoor spaces for pursuing it have long favored white 
male scientists. Park staff as a workforce welcome youth of all backgrounds to wonder and experience 
nature. To continue to advance diversity, equity and inclusion, we need trusting, mutually beneficial 
partnerships that offer adults and youth from traditionally marginalized communities a chance to 
influence the prevailing culture and structural manifestations in park-based science. Counterspaces that 
welcome individuals and groups of all ages and backgrounds usually at the margins in most academic 
spaces are highly valuable as “safe spaces” from which generative, STEM-rich, highly relevant learning 
and teaching can emerge.  
 
NPS staff were clear about the value of participating. We give them the last words.  

[I am] Getting re-committed to having the public hear about [the research]. Thinking of the 
different ways we can make the research more accessible. … Wild rice research has a personal 
[meaning for] the Potawatomi nation.  

 
I thought it was something that needs to be done every year or every other year. Listening to 
people’s concerns was eye-opening.  
 
I think it’s a model for us to continue here and to take to other places. I felt enriched by it 
personally. I felt energized professionally…  

 
Acknowledgements and authorship 
Authors and Contributors 
Martha Merson, TERC, Cambridge, MA, photo credit, p. 1 
Dejah Powell, Environmental Organizer, Chicago, IL 
Kimberly Swift, Indiana Dunes National Park 
Claudia Ayala, City Manager, Berwyn IL, photo credit, p. 5 
 
Event organizers, Selene González and Martha Merson are indebted to: 
Amaris Alanis Ribeiro 
Claudia Ayala 
Matthew Bell 
Eduardo Cumacho 
Mara Irais Flores Gallegos 
Karen Guadarrama 
Jennifer Johnson 
Lori Latham  
Carolina Macias 
Jocelyn Munguia Chavez 
Dejah Powell 
María Jazmín Rios 
Joel Rosales 
Carina Ruiz 
Ian Viteri 
Billie Warren 
 
As well as:  



2019 • swoopparks.com    8 

Kelly Caddell, Paul Labovitz, Zach Moreno, Desi Robertson-Thompson, Bruce Rowe, Wendy Smith, Kim 
Swift, and Kip Walton.  
 
iSWOOP is an NSF-funded initiative that increases contact between scientists and park rangers who then 
make it possible for park visitors to hear about cutting-edge park-based science in interactive ways. 
iSWOOP leaders sought to expand the audience for iSWOOP-influenced programs beyond the white 
visitors who typically attend ranger-led programs featuring park-based science content. iSWOOP and 
staff from Indiana Dunes National Park have worked together since 2016 to increase the park-based 
research content in ranger-visitor interactions.  
 
iSWOOP is made possible with support from the National Science Foundation DRL-1514776. Any 
opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation. 
 
References and suggested reading 
Funes, Y. (2017). 5 Questions with the Woman Keynoting a POC-Only Environmental Gathering: Carolyn 
Finney speaks on the land, privilege, and the environmental sector’s White dominance. Colorlines. 
https://www.colorlines.com/articles/5-questions-woman-keynoting-poc-only-environmental-gathering 
 
Golash-Boza, T., Noble, S. Treitler, V.B., Valdez, Z. 2015. Why American’s national parks are so white.  
america.aljazeera.com/opinions/2017/7/heres-why-americas-national-parks-are-so-white.html 
 
Ong, M., Smith, J., Ko, L.T. 2018. Counterspaces forWomen of Color inSTEMHigher Education: Marginal 
and Central Spaces for Persistence and Success. Journal of Research in Science Teaching 55(2). 206-245.  
 
Scott, D., and Lee, KF. 2018. People of Color and their constraints to national park visitation. George 
Wright Forum 35(1). 73-82. http://www.georgewright.org/351scott.pdf 
 
Weber, J. & Sultana, S. (2013). Why do so few minority people visit national parks? Visitation and the 
accessibility of “America's Best Idea”. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 103(3), 437-
464. 
 
Yosso, T.J., 2005. Whose Culture Has Capital? A critical race theory discussion of community wealth. 
Race Ethnicity and Education 8(1). 69-91.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


