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How do the liberal arts facilitate the relationship between a college professor and a

student? As a first-generation and low-income college student, I never imagined myself

flourishing in higher education. I still remember my first day at Sonoma State University (SSU).

The financial and social prospects of university life terrified me, and I wondered whether I had

the academic skills to succeed in the classroom. However, through the personalized mentorship

of faculty, I learned to think critically, which allowed me to evolve personally, and find my place

in academia. As I reflect on my education, with only a few months before my graduation, I have

come to conclude that the education and mentorship I received from SSU, a public liberal arts

college, has transformed me into a well-rounded individual. It has given me the foundation to do

interdisciplinary research and has prepared me to pursue a doctoral degree in health psychology,

my chosen field. Upon completion of my doctoral program, I hope to teach psychology courses

at the college level and engage undergraduate students through mentorship, a career that will

allow me to utilize my liberal arts education.

I was born in South Lake Tahoe to parents who immigrated to the United States from

India in the early 1990s. Though I grew up in northern California, I faced discrimination due to

my heritage and financial hardships. Throughout my secondary education, I heard racial slurs

and stereotypes from classmates on a regular basis. Antagonized by white peers, I felt powerless

to create any change that would make a difference in my life. In the middle of my high-school



experience, my parents and I were forced to relocate to the Tenderloin district in San Francisco,

where I encountered additional systemic barriers such as restricted access to transportation,

healthy foods, and healthcare. This made me think I would never succeed in college, let alone

become an emerging scholar in my field. In addition to these limitations, I took one-size-fits-all

high school courses that were not student-centered. Because I attended a large urban high school,

the discussions felt superficial; I found it difficult to establish meaningful relationships with my

peers and lacked guidance from my instructors. Fortunately, this changed when I arrived at SSU.

Two courses that helped me realize the value of a public liberal arts education were

taught by Dr. Michael Ezra through the American Multicultural Studies department called How

Racism Works and Ethnic Films and Media. These seminars explored why American society

faces systemic racism and elaborated on important events in African American history not

traditionally taught in the K-12 curriculum. Learning about racism clarified my own experiences

with prejudice and compelled me to explore social injustices and health disparities within our

nation. Because these societal questions captivated me, I sought additional time with Dr. Ezra

every week during his office hours, and we had in-depth dialogues on topics relating to implicit

bias, racial inequities, and untold events in African American history. Through these interactions,

Dr. Ezra became more than just my professor; I came to see him as a colleague and a mentor in

my discipline. It was because I attended a public liberal arts college that I was able to cultivate

this meaningful relationship with him. These interactions empowered me to delve more deeply

into the topic of health disparities and made me realize that I had the potential to make important

contributions in academia.

Another instructor that has been instrumental to my growth at SSU is Dr. Andy Wallace,

former chair of the philosophy department. Dr. Wallace’s research specializes in mindfulness



meditation; because of this, I was interested in attending the free mindfulness drop-in sessions

Dr. Wallace was hosting in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to attending these

courses, I suffered from anxiety and self-critical thoughts, a result of the racial discrimination

and various systemic barriers I have faced. When I began practicing mindfulness, my mental

health gradually improved, allowing me to focus better during my online classes. These practices

inspired me to look into the current research on the physical and psychological effects that

mindfulness has on the psyche. Through the McNair Scholars Program, I had the opportunity to

partner with Dr. Wallace who mentored me on the methodologies used to research mindfulness.

Specifically, I investigated the scientific literature that explored how mindfulness can mitigate

prejudicial associations. The independent project I developed with Dr. Wallace includes asking if

mindfulness should be implemented in diversity training programs in order to promote racial

equity in the workplace. This interdisciplinary project both inspired me to pursue a Ph.D. in

health psychology, and it awarded me entrance into the Sally Casanova Pre-Doctoral Program

from the California State University Chancellor’s Office. This prestigious honor provides

support and resources to individuals like me, who have overcome economic and educational

disadvantages. Additionally, this award furthers my aspirations to become a college professor in

the hopes of empowering marginalized students.

Because of my mentorship experiences, I have been inspired to provide the same support

to underserved students. Currently, I work as a peer coach through TRIO Student Support

Services (SSS), a program that serves students who are first-generation, low-income, and/or have

disabilities. In this role, I mentor students one-on-one and show them how to integrate time

management techniques and positive study habits into their academic routine. I also teach

students how to reach out to faculty and establish meaningful communication with them so that



they feel valued.  One of my proudest moments was helping a student who had a tendency to

procrastinate. I gave her a time management plan that I had tailored to meet her specific needs.

As a result, her stress levels decreased, and she was able to meet academic deadlines. The most

fulfilling aspect of being a student leader and a role model is knowing that I am able to influence

these students toward a path of success. Moreover, I have also had the opportunity to provide

mentorship in a group setting by facilitating discussions on self-compassion, mindfulness

meditation, and the importance of sleep in order to provide students with the tools they need to

optimize their health and well-being. TRIO SSS has allowed me to intersect the liberal arts with

the real world through my interactions with students who have faced challenges similar to my

own.

In essence, SSU has afforded me a transformative educational experience because it has

given me opportunities I never knew were possible, such as mentoring students who come from

disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. It is through a public liberal arts education that I

have been able to cultivate meaningful relationships with my professors, relationships

instrumental in my development not only as a scholar, but also as a person. The interdisciplinary,

multi-dimensional, and individualized aspects of my public liberal arts education have set a

foundation for me to not only be an activist for social justice causes, but also be a part of the

solution that addresses issues relating to diversity, equity, and inclusion. The holistic knowledge

base I have received at SSU will prepare me to pursue a doctorate in health psychology and give

me the tools I will need to educate the next generation.


