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Engineering Equity in 
Health Professions 
Education
§ Catherine Lucey MD MACP

§ Executive Vice Chancellor and Provost

§ UCSF

§ February 13, 2023



Disclosures
Internist

Oldest of 5 siblings and mother of 2 sons

Lived experience of sexism

Privileged by virtue of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic upbringing

Privileged to work with incredible faculty, students and staff who have taught me much of 
what I know about the imperative and challenge of advancing equity in our institutions.



HP Education’ Social Contract

Educate the health 
professions and life 

sciences workforce that our 
patients, communities, 

states and nation needs; 

Prepare informed citizens 
to advocate for a society 
designed to advance the 
health, wellbeing, and 

contributions of all, 
regardless of power or 

privilege.



Fulfilling 
this 
commitment 
requires us 
to answer 
three 
questions

What problems in healthcare and 
life science will this generation be 
called upon to solve? 

What new roles will they need to 
prepare for to address these 
problems

Who do we need them to be as 
human beings?





To eliminate health care 
injustice, we must first 
rethink HP Education
§ To benefit all, design for the most 

vulnerable
§ Teamwork, coupled with new 

translational roles will be 
necessary for success

§ Diversity, equity, belonging and 
antiracism are essential for 
education and healthcare 

§ Education can drive change in all 
aspects of our care delivery and 
professions





Bending our social path towards justice 
is an engineering problem

Right Goal Problem 
Definition

Strategic Plan Correct Tools



Embrace the Right Goal
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Engineering 
Equity is a Wicked 
Problem

Marked by Controversy

Shape Shifting- Context Dependent

Multi-Factorial Elements

No One Solution

No Permanent Solution

Understand the Nature of the Problem



Devise a Sustainable Strategic Plan

Increased 
Numbers

Better 
Programs

Change 
Systems

Change 
Culture

Change 
Society

v

Sustainable 
Change

v

Plan Often Ends Here



Leave no System 
Unturned

Learner 
Selection 

and Support

Curriculum

Learning 
Activities

Faculty 
Selection/ 

Development

Assessment
& Progress

Program 
Evaluation

Monitor 
Context and 
Continuously 

Iterate



Use the Right Leadership Tools

Agitation Investigation Innovation Orchestration

All Require Cultivating and Disseminating a 
Mindset Change



Mindset Change 
Tools

§ Facts that Challenge Existing 
Assumptions

§ Key Questions: “What if” and ”How 
Might” 

§ Models/Tools from other Industries
§ Sensemaking with historical and 

contemporary narratives
§ Divergent rather than convergent 

thinking



Use a Case Study To 
Understand the Complex 
Work of Engineering Equity



In 2005, UCSF SoM Began to 
Use Holistic Review with an 
intention of Diversifying Its 
Medical Graduates

While Medical Student Diversity 
Increased Dramatically, Resident 
Diversity was slower to change, and 
Faculty Diversity remained low

From 2000-2018, % UIM 10%-24%

Case Study Part 1



Historical Mindset in 
Medical School 
Residency 
Admissions: 
Tolerating Diversity

Meritocracy, performance-based 
admissions are ‘color blind’

Exceptionalism mindset: only 
academically most gifted are suitable; 
soft skills can be learned 

MCAT and USMLE are aptitude tests that 
predicts who will be good doctors

Achieving diversity may be morally right 
but requires us to lower standards

We should be prepared for increasing 
failures from students with lower MCAT 
scores.



Using Facts to 
Lead a Mindset 
Change to 
Embrace 
Diversity 

Diversity in students is critical to achieving our 
goal of educating the workforce our nation needs

MCAT is intrinsically equitable but contextually 
and instrumentally inequitable

MCAT is better viewed as a point in time 
achievement test rather than an aptitude tests.

Even those with mid-range MCATs are 
overwhelmingly likely to succeed and some with 
the highest range MCATs will fail

Using a comprehensive data set, including 
qualitative and quantitative measures supports 
better decision making.

Lucey, Saguill, Teregino, Hanson, 
Clinchot and others:

Academic Medicine Mar 2020 
supplement



What Other Opinions are Often Stated as Fact 
regarding Minoritized Students and 
Residency/Faculty Careers? 

Short answers in the chat!



UCSF Case Study Part 2: The Die In



The Importance of a 
Critical Mass of 
Agitators 

§ Draw attention to an alternate 
reality 

§ Add emotions to facts to 
capture “hearts and minds

§ Instill confidence to overcome 
gaslighting or imposter 
syndrome

§ Courage in Numbers



25% of a Population Can Tip the 
Majority into Social Change
Recent empiric studies show that 
> 25% in favor of a new approach 
can sway the majority of people in 
populations up to 100,000.

§ This, in itself, is a mindset change!



Agitation Alone Does Not Change 
Systems; Innovation and Orchestration 
are Necessary

Institutional 
Response: 
Innovating and 
Orchestrating 
System Change in 
All Mission Areas



Leaders’ Response to Agitators:
Investigation that leads to Innovation

• Insignificant differences in clinical performance, 
exacerbated by

• UCSF Normative Criteria for Honors grades (top 25%)
exacerbated by

• National Normative Criteria for  AOA selection (top 16%)
leads to 

• Not-URIM students 7X as likely to be AOA recipients.



Historical Mindset in Student 
Assessment
Color Blind, Performance Based, 
Exceptionalism-Focused



Mindset Change Questions in Assessment 
Investigation: Is our system fair? 

What if the students are 
right or wrong? 

How might 
racism/oppression/bias 

be operating here? 

Is the context of 
assessment for all 
students the same? 

What is known about 
historical advancement 

of women and other 
minoritized groups  in 

medicine? 

Is the data ”clinically” 
significant or just 

statistically significant? 

Are observed 
differences in 

assessment important 
clinically or 

educationally? 



Continued Investigation: Use of Tools 
from QI to continue Mindset Change



Innovating to Change our Local 
Strategies with Convergent Thinking

§ Standardized grading committees
§ Regulated the contribution of shelf exams
§ Increased the normative % of class that received 
honors

§ Differences Remained
Numbers

Strategies
Systems

Prof 
Culture

Society



Wicked 
Problems 
Often 
Require 
Divergent 
Thinking:  
Innovating 
with a New 
Model



Orchestration:
Crafting a 
Narrative that 
Justifies 
System 
Change
and Socializing 
Internally and 
Externally

Our grades are being used contextually for 
career impacting decisions with more 
precision than they deserved

Since we could not change the use of Honors 
grades for these decisions and we could not 
prove that honors students were clearly 
better than non-honors students, we should 
stop awarding Honors in the Clerkship year.

Change of Clerkship year to Formative to 
allow for all to reach a level playing field

Retained Honors in Senior Year to support 
residency application



Orchestration 
requires 
principled 
decision making, 
dissemination, 
and agitation

And more….



A Quick 
Recap of 
Learning 
Points

§ Engineering Equity in HP education meets 
all criteria of a ‘Wicked’ 
Problem

§ Like other wicked problems, solutions are 
likely to develop in phases, from numbers 
to strategy, systems and culture change. 

§ Stopping with numbers guarantees failure

§ All phases require MINDSET changes in 
all stakeholders; use of tools from other 
industries and divergent thinking can help

§ Leaders who can agitate, innovate, and 
orchestrate will be needed

Numbers
Strategies

Systems
Prof 
Culture



Case Study Part 3: Agitation Returns
§ In 2021, six years after the launch of organizational system 

change, grading and assessment changes UCSF recruited a 
class that was 54% students from HEG and 58% women. 

§ In Nov 2021, Black/AA students protested a course on structural 
racism, specifically raising concerns about:
§ Focus of class: non-URIM or URIM studets
§ Selection of instructional methodology
§ Selection and preparation of faculty small group facilitators
§ Complaints that same concerns had been previously provided and had 

been ignored.



The design of the course, including instructional 
methodologies, was  felt to be similar to other courses.

§ Goals and objectives: understand the role that racism plays in mental and 
physical illness.

§ Content covered: examples of interpersonal racism using a series of 
literature-based stories involving discrimination of people HEG.

§ Small group assignment: all groups were constructed to be diverse with 
regard to multiple identities.

§ Assessment : all students received participation grades for their 
contributions to the small groups. 

§ Small group facilitator training: facilitators were volunteers from clinical 
faculty; the majority identified as non-URIM; like other courses, they 
received a facilitator guide, and participated in a short preparation 
conversation pre-small group



Mindset 
Change 
Questions 
Again Are 
Valid

What if they are right? 

Was this course really taught the way other 
courses were taught?

How could group participation cause trauma?

How did we miss signals that students in 
previous years felt they were harmed by a class 
designed to teach about structural racism? 

Was there something different about the context 
of this class? 



Innovation: 
Reevaluation of All Strategies and Systems.

Program evaluation 
redesign: shifting 

away from 
positivist approach

Faculty facilitator 
recruitment redesign 
to favor URIM faculty 

and racism experts

Faculty development 
redesign: content, 
methods, target 

audiences

Curricular content: 
anti-oppressive 

charter work

Faculty leaders: 
accelerated increase 

in URIM in course 
director roles

Promotion criteria 
redesign:  holistic 
review of teaching



Critical Parts 
of 
Orchestration: 
Addressing 
Discomfort, 
Normalizing 
Non-linear 
Progress, 
Sensemaking

Agitation.    Innovation      Agitation  Orchestration

DismantlingRacism.Org



Case Study Part 3 
Illustrates Important 
Points

§ Agitation is a gift, although a painful one at times
§ Continuous vigilance, adaptation, and improvement are 

essential
§ Wicked problems are never solved– just optimally 

managed for the environment at the time.

§ All Evidence is Contextual
§ “Evidence-Based” tools, theories, and strategies that 

worked for homogeneous and majority populations may 
not be evidenced base for heterogenous populations 
inclusive of minoritized groups

§ Leaders and Scholars must be willing to unlearn and 
relearn for the contemporary ecosystem

§ Emotional support and sensemaking support for all is an 
essential part of orchestration



Comprehensive Change for our Countries Requires 
Work Across Schools, Institutions, Communities

Lucey 20200 
Acad Med



Futurist Alvin Toffler



Thank you!  
Best wishes for….

§ A day of learning and unlearning
§ The courage to pursue big dreams for 

our patients, our learners, and 
ourselves; 

§ The wisdom to surround ourselves 
with colleagues who can support, 
debate, create, and collaborate with 
us; 

§ The gift of constructive conflict;
§ Wellbeing that allows you to thrive as 

you do this important work


