
AMÖI: Describe your role as the Assistant Vice-President/Vice-Pro-
vost Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (AVP/VP EDI) at Ryerson Uni-
versity. 
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: I am essentially Ryerson’s first chief 
diversity officer. In this role, I provide leadership, advocacy, expertise 
and coordination of initiatives to identify and address systemic barri-
ers at Ryerson University.  Coupled with this, I play a central role in 
developing new educational initiatives and engage the Ryerson com-
munity in fostering an inclusive environment for all to learn and work.
AMÖI: Please tell us a little about your background. How has your 
previous work and life experience prepared you for your role as Assis-
tant Vice-President/Vice-Provost Equity, Diversity and Inclusion offi-
cer?
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: I was born and raised in Chicago, Illi-
nois and have lived in the U.S. Midwest most of my life.  I’ve attended 
both public and private elite universities where I experienced being 
excluded because of my race and truly included because of my back-
ground, talents, skills and unique perspectives.  I was the first in my 
family to attain a doctoral degree. I’ve worked in Mississippi, Illinois, 
Nebraska, and Michigan, ranging from a substitute teacher in the 
South, Lead Researcher on a Ford Foundation diversity project in 
Illinois, coordinator for student success programs, Assistant Professor 
of educational psychology in Nebraska, to a senior Associate Vice-
President of Institutional Diversity in Michigan.  All of these experi-
ences have prepared me for the multi-faced responsibilities that come 
with the AVP/VP EDI role at Ryerson.   

AMÖI: In your opinion, what does the appointment of an Assistant 
Vice-President/Vice-Provost Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (AVP/
VP EDI) at Ryerson University say about Ryerson’s commitment to 
becoming a more diverse and welcoming place? 
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: This newly created position is one of the 
university’s commitments following the report and recommendations 
of the Taskforce on Anti-Racism.  While my position is common in the 
United States, a senior level position of this nature is not common in 
Canada.  That said, it speaks to Ryerson’s leadership and their courage 
to set EDI as a core value and priority throughout the organization, 
and not simply when fires need to be put out.  With Ryerson being one 
of the most diverse campuses in Ontario, it’s a perfect environment for 
someone like myself who embraces diversity to work towards a more 
inclusive university community.
AMÖI: As the university’s Assistant Vice-President/Vice-Provost 
Equity, Diversity and Inclusion Officer, what are your top priorities 
and main responsibilities?
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: As the first person hired into this posi-
tion, I have five top priorities. First, I need to develop the administra-
tive structure for the AVP/VP EDI position and office, allowing EDI 
to function in two organizational spaces, administrative and academic. 
Second, I need to establish a university wide steering and implementa-
tion committee that will provide constructive guidance and support 
EDI’s efforts. Third, it is essential for me to advance an EDI educa-
tion and awareness agenda such that EDI is a shared responsibility 
at all levels of the organization. Fourth, I aim to create a very vis-
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ible presence for the EDI office, communicating our mission, vision, 
function and services.  And fifth, in consultation with the Ryerson 
community, it is critical that I lead the development of a strategic 
diversity plan that addresses how we aim to infuse EDI throughout 
the University.

In light of my priorities, my main responsibilities include bring-
ing an EDI lens to Ryerson’s policies and practices; serving on senior 
management committees; leading EDI initiatives to address systemic 
barriers; and establishing relationships with Ryerson colleagues and 
diversity professionals in the GTA.
AMÖI: What’s the largest obstacle that organizations currently face 
when it comes to hiring and retaining qualified, diverse candidates: 
Aboriginals, women, minorities, LGBT individuals, and individuals 
with disabilities?  
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: While discrimination certainly exists 
and continues in the workplace, what I believe is more prevalent are 
unconscious biases, stereotypes and erroneous assumptions of well 
meaning people who make decisions based on their assumptions and 
biases.  It’s baked into how we think and interact.  So, when it comes 
down to who is hired, mentored, afforded opportunities to develop and 
promote, if we see that particular groups are consistently excluded, we 
need to check our biases.
AMÖI: How can organizational leadership take a more active role in 
diversity within their organization?  
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: There are so many recommendations I 
could make but I guess there are three that are essential.  Accountabil-
ity and shared responsibility are often lacking when it comes to EDI.  
Ensuring that all senior leadership and managers have a responsibil-
ity to advance diversity by building it into performance reviews and 
performance incentives.  Assigning the chief diversity officer to the 
C-suite or at least senior management is vital.  Finally, the top execu-
tive should communicate EDI values and priorities frequently and 
consistently.  At Ryerson our top executives actively communicate the 
importance of EDI as institutional values and organizational priori-
ties.  The wonderful support that I’ve received from our executives has 
been essential for our early wins and successes.
AMÖI: What is the most common mistake in our thinking about 
diversity?
DR. DENISE O’NEIL GREEN: A common mistake is that many 
assume having a diverse workforce means an inclusive workplace. It 
does not. Inclusion requires intentionality, hard work, and striving 
towards excellence.  It’s equity and diversity in action.
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From left  to r ight 1)  Darrel l  Bowden, Equity,  Diversi ty and 
Inclusion Educat ion and Awareness Coordinator.  2)  Monica 
Mckay, Director,  Abor iginal  In i t iat ives.  3)  Heather Wi l l is , 
Accessibi l i ty Coordinator and Access Ryerson. 4)  Denise 
O’Nei l  Green, Assistant Vice-President/Vice-Provost Equity, 
Diversi ty and Inclusion. 5)  Janine Wi l l ie,  Administrat ive 
Coordinator.  6)  Tamar Myers,  Director,  Special  Projects. 
7)  Ann Whiteside, Director,  Discr iminat ion and Harassment 
Prevent ion Services.

The team photo was taken in Sears Atr ium in the George Var i 
Engineer ing and Computing Centre.  The photo took place dur ing 
the Alan Shepard Equity,  Diversi ty and Inclusion Awards Recept ion.
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