Advancing Racial Equity in the Minneapolis Park System:
How Could Organizations with Divergent Goals Work
Together?
Teaching Note
“Advancing Racial Equity in the Minneapolis Park System” is a role-play simulation
designed to help students understand the challenges in creating a collaborative governance
regime when actors involved have different understandings of the core issue. It also helps
students understand how complex structural elements underpin systemic inequalities, and then
learn strategies to advance racial equity in public service provisions. This simulation is relevant
for classes dealing with collaborative governance, public engagement processes, stakeholder
involvement, collaborative problem solving, and increasing diversity and inclusion in public
policy making.
This case was written by Yuan Daniel Cheng and Brooke Dirtzu, of the Humphrey School of
Public Affairs at the University of Minnesota. It was a winning case in E-PARCC’s 2018-2019
Competition for Collaborative Public Management, Governance, and Problem-Solving Teaching
Materials. The case is intended for classroom discussion and not to suggest either effective or
ineffective responses to the situation depicted. It may be copied as many times as needed,
provided that the authors and E-PARCC are given full credit. E-PARCC is a project of the
Collaborative Governance Initiative, Program for the Advancement of Research on Conflict and
Collaboration- a research, teaching and practice center within Syracuse University’s Maxwell
School of Citizenship and Public Affairs.
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The simulation includes four different roles from the government and nonprofit sectors,
which have very different understandings of what racial equity means for the parks system. The
goal of the simulation is to ask students to work collaboratively with other roles to figure out
key initiatives to increase and advance racial equity in the Minneapolis Parks System. By going
through this simulation practice, students are expected to take a critical approach to view racial
equity from the lens of different stakeholders and grasp basic design principles for developing
collaborative governance regimes.

Setting up the role play
The instructor should provide a short lecture and presentation about the Minneapolis
Parks System, which is included in the background of the teaching simulation. This process
should take 10 to 15 minutes. From this historical overview, students will learn the unique
features and inherent racial equity problems in the Minneapolis Parks System. The links below
provide additional context to the teaching simulation, which can be assigned to students in
preparation for this simulation:
•

Here is a 10 minute YouTube video about the Minneapolis Parks System’s history:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1nSjZQHNz8w

•

The Park Board published their documentation of racial equity issues
documentation on their webpage:
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/about_us/racial_equity/

•

Parks and Power’s host organization, Hope Community, produced this one-minute
YouTube to highlight the mission of Parks and Power:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyogC2_XsnM

Being one of the nation’s best park systems (Trust for Public Land, 2019) is a unique
advantage of using Minneapolis as the setting of this simulation. The objective is that students
understand that even for a high-performing parks system, racial equity problems still prevail.
Additionally, systemic issues need effective public engagement processes to bring together
different types of stakeholders and jointly design multifaceted racial equity goals. In addition,
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the students will experience the complexity of reaching an agreement on how to advance racial
equity, a broad and permeating issue, in a group of stakeholders who have important stakes
but are committed to different goals and priorities.

Facilitating the In-class Role Play
The instructor should divide the students into collaborative work teams so that each
group has at least one representative from each of the four organizations listed below. Each
student will have a detailed two-page description of the organization they represent, including
their mission, position on racial equity, and documented involvement related to racial equity
and the Minneapolis Parks & Recreation Board.
The following are the groups included in the role descriptions:
1) Twin Cities Metropolitan Council
2) Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board
3) National Association for the Advancement of Colored People of Minneapolis
4) Parks and Power
After the role descriptions are handed out and students have read them, the instructor
should ask the students with the same role to gather and briefly clarify their group’s mission
and position on racial equity. After this brief discussion, the instructor should ask the students
to form groups with the four distinct roles to perform the key task.
This simulation’s key task is to ask students to discuss in their group the following four
questions:
1. Define the core problem of racial equity in the Minneapolis Parks System. What are
some of the structural elements underneath this issue?
2. What are the areas of consensus between your organization and other organizations?
How can you build a consensus and common goal for this collaboration?

3

3. Should your organization collaborate with other organizations to address the racial
equity problem in the Minneapolis Park System? If no, why not? What are your
strategies to engage in addressing racial equity problems in the Minneapolis Park
System without collaborating?
4. If you decide to collaborate, what should be the roles of each organization? What
processes and rules should you follow for collaborative problem solving and decisionmaking?
Based on the focus of the class, the instructor should highlight different questions for
the students to discuss. The instructor should leave sufficient in-class time for students to
address these questions. If there is not enough time to present their discussion results, the
class can be extended to two class periods. Students can also work in-between two class
periods to develop a formal presentation about their solutions. Students are expected to
operate on their own to design their decision-making processes and discussion rules in their
small groups.
After the simulation, the instructors should ask each group to report out their shared
definition, designed collaborative processes, and how they reached the consensus (or not).
Then the class can be engaged in a large meta-discussion about what happened in the
simulation process and what students learned.
The following questions can be used to help lead the large group discussion.
1) What were some of the major challenges in your group when designing a collaborative
governance process to advance racial equity in the park system?
2) Where did these conflicts come from?
3) What are some of the implicit biases when discussing racial equity?
4) Was it possible to design a collaborative governance process when different
stakeholders hold such different views of racial equity?
5) If so, what decision-making or team working rules had your group used?
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6) What are your experiences of working with stakeholders in different sectors or different
levels of government?
7) What is YOUR understanding of racial equity?
8) What seem to be the most crucial factors in designing effective collaborative
governance processes to advance racial equity?
9) Who else should also be at the table?
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