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Traditional attempts to explain the attrition and dissatisfaction minority graduate students 
encounter in the academy focus on pipeline initiatives, well-used recruiting and retention 
interventions based on affirmative action philosophies and policies.  Robert A. Ibarra1 
recently published a book in which he explains the perils Latino doctoral students 
encounter in the graduate study as a consequence of cultural conflict.  He proposes a 
model of multicontextuality an organizational change as a way to improve how minorities 
get socialized into the academy.   
 
In the idea of multicontextuality, context is the “information that surrounds a [cultural 
process] and is inextricably bound up with the meaning of that event.  Individuals get 
sorted into populations based on how they perceive and communicate with one another.  
The relationship is between the information surrounding a particular cultural process.  
Those from high context cultures make meaning and learn using “multiple streams of 
information which surround an event, situation, or interaction.”  Those from low context 
cultures “filter out conditions surrounding an event and focus on words and objective 
facts” (p. 53).   
 
Latinos in Ibarra’s study describe graduate study as “entry into the professoriate as a 
metamorphosis into a dominant ethnic group rather than a transition into a profession,” 
(p. 18) underscoring the friction between competing cultural paradigms.  The dominant 
low-context and field-independent culture of department faculty goes unaltered and 
accommodates minority students sparingly.  Students of color, on the other hand, must 
develop “scripts” (p. 100) which have repertoires of high context cultural behaviors and 
field-sensitive cognitive styles.  Students use the scripts to learn to adapt to graduate 
school culture while enduring the difficult process of becoming low context, field-
independent learners.  These scripts reflect the idea of bicognition, or “coping behaviors 
and adaptive strategies [used] to resolve life’s problems” (p. 58).  The graduate 
experience, Ibarra agues, is an identify transforming experience wherein minority 
students “subordinate, rather than culturally blend, one set of identities for another in 
order to succeed in academia,” (p. 82) only to find future dismay in a profession that 
defers to linear, sequential, low-context thinking. 
 
Ibarra maintains a cultural imbalance exists, the low context pedagogical culture works to 
the exclusion of other legitimate learning modes and styles (p. 17).  Ibarra proposes that 
departments and institutions reframe their contexts and cultures to ensure the success of 
minority students.  The intent is to create a more balanced institutional environment 
wherein individuals with different learning orientations can work and learn together 
successfully.   
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