
As interim chair of the English Department’s diversity committee, I’m pleased to introduce the

second issue of our newsletter to chart our progress in our diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)

efforts.The committee is comprised of faculty, students, and staff of diverse backgrounds, to

mirror the DEI model itself. The department has empowered this committee to work toward our

society’s worthy dream of justice and opportunity. Like any social movement, the struggle for

change sometimes can be frustrating and disheartening, but at other times empowering and

brimming with pride.

The diversity committee might share that experience as all of us continue to learn and grow,

each new piece of knowledge on DEI perhaps only possible on absorbing the previous. For

instance, our committee is renamed the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Committee, for we as a

department learned that diversity alone is insufficient. Moreover, the committee, composed of

humanists, has had to learn a bit of quantitative analysis in order to design and interpret a

department-wide climate survey. We encouraged all but saw most departmental workers

complete the Ouch! training on the painful use of stereotypes in the workplace. Last, at least I

have discovered that the struggle for equality in the workplace and the world is the work not

only of one or a few groups, but of all. In providing a language for all to talk about race, for

instance, we find allies and advocacy.

In its early efforts to infuse DEI into every aspect of our unit, the English Department has

become a model unit for the College of Arts and Sciences and even the university as a whole.

Perhaps for that reason, some members of our committee have been working with the college

and the university to catalyze DEI in all spaces. Again, it is only through these efforts that we

discover what we don’t know—and should know—about our place in the world and the lives of

others. In the past year and a half, America awakened to this reality perhaps as it never had. At

the University of Arkansas, DEI leaders began to meet regularly to plan and assess, but also to

“share the love.” (I say this in all its romance and centrality to the civil rights movement). As a

diversity leader myself, I attended dozens of such meetings to share and learn, to “get it right”

about others. As a citizen of the Cherokee Nation, I was invited to present on the history of

Native Americans, in the United States, in Arkansas, at the U of A. I informed but, most of all,

I hoped to offer a language to speak about and with Indigenous people. Indeed, I believe the

ultimate goal of the university’s DEI leaders, at least at present, is to provide all with a safe

space and a vocabulary to serve all forms of justice.
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2. Lawrence Panther started teaching the

Cherokee language at the U of A this fall,

through the Department of World

Languages, Literatures & Cultures. The

course was eligible to fulfill a requirement

for the Indigenous Studies minor. Panther,

who also teaches the Cherokee language at

Stilwell High School in Oklahoma, taught

our students how to read, write and speak

Cherokee. Further, Cherokee II will be

offered in spring of 2022. Reading fluency

will be one of the goals for those students

completing the course's second semester. The

program’s hope is that Panther will also be

able to offer Cherokee III on campus by fall

of 2022, continuing to grow the offerings

and visibility of our Indigenous Studies

minor. 

3. Our first department-wide Climate Diversity Survey was deployed this summer, as

referred to by Interim Chair Sean Teuton in his opening remarks. At first glance, it appears

that we received some 60-80 responses. The committee hopes to assemble a report from these

before long. Our hope is that the climate survey will give a snapshot of department members’

experiences with DEI matters, a snapshot both individual and generalizable.
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News, Events, and Achievements in 2021

1. The English Department's Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion web page is now up! Check it

out at https://fulbright.uark.edu/departments/english/diversity.php.

4. English Ph.D. candidate

Leah Beth Lewis gave a

presentation, this fall, on

wellbeing for historically

marginalized instructors.

 Lawrence Panther 

 Leah Beth Lewis 

https://fulbright.uark.edu/departments/english/diversity.php


being trained to be more aware of aspects of our campus environment/NWA community

that may be impacting our students of color (and also our LGBTQ students and our first-

generation students) outside of the classroom/department--i.e., as advisors, we tend to

focus on supporting our students' progress through their degree program requirements

without noting how issues outside of academic ones (cultural, financial, etc.) may be

posing other problems for them.

how to avoid putting excessive responsibilities on a small group of (often junior) faculty to

advise/mentor all of our students of color--i.e., for those of us who are not faculty of color

(or not LGBTQ faculty), we would like to be trained to better respond to our students'

diverse needs and try to understand their diverse experiences of undergraduate and

graduate study.

being trained on how to direct LGBTQ students to specific social and health resources on

campus and in the community

how to encourage more open dialogue between students and faculty regarding students'

needs within the particular department (e.g., by having our graduate student organization

in the English Department set up a DEI officer position and/or set up its own sub-

committee to respond to students' DEI questions and be able to put students in contact with

other on-campus graduate student organizations like the BGSA). Note: Members of the

Graduate Students in English Organization (GSE) and department faculty met in

November to discuss this issue. Conversation on various options is ongoing.

how to network our students with faculty/scholars/professionals who come from similar

cultural backgrounds and who can give students additional guidance (again, without

overburdening these individuals) on the process of going on the tenure-track job market,

applying for tenure, etc. 

5. In October, Angela Mosley-Monts (Associate Vice Chancellor for the university's

Division of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion) and Romona West (Director of the Office of

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion for the College of Arts and Sciences) offered a DEI

training session for our department, aligned with a module that their DEI offices already had

in place: 

We asked Angela and Romona to modify the above module slightly in order for it to fit the

particular needs of our department with regard to advising and so that it addresses our

concerns about the following issues that have come up for our department in the past:
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Module 4: Diversity in the Workplace Graduate/Professional Student focused -> Involves

an examination of individual differences and group affiliations that create a diverse

workforce. It also considers paradigms that limit and promote inclusion and what each

individual student, employers, employees, and society can do to promote inclusive

workplaces.



7. The Program in Rhetoric and Composition reports that it is concluding its first program-

wide usage of a grading contract in Freshman Composition. Grading contracts are seen as one

of the key ways to create space for and sustain diverse voices in the college writing classroom

and are currently championed across Rhetoric and Writing Studies by scholars such as Dr.

Asao B. Inoue as forming a cornerstone of anti-racist pedagogy.

6. The English Department presented or was represented in a number of events, such as

“Mental Health, Queer Identities and Radical Self Love: A Live Conversation & Songs,” with

Dr. Wyatt Hermansen, English alum, and Mary Lambert; and “Archival Reckonings: Asserting

Queer and Trans Power in Information Environments,” a lecture by Dr. K.J. Rawson, presented

by the Gender Studies Program and co-sponsored by the Brown Chair in English Literacy

Initiative. 
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Aspire to assist with the ARSC DEI Office’s student initiatives.

Are committed to learning more about DEI and cultural competence.

Are eager to attend meetings, participate in workshops and campus events to increase their

knowledge and awareness.

Are ready to hone their communication and event-planning skills.

Care.

Student Ambassadors contribute about one to two hours weekly to working for the ARSC DEI

Office and receive participation incentives, as well as an ARSC DEI Student Ambassador

Certificate of Achievement. ARSC DEI Student Ambassadors are undergraduate College of Arts

and Sciences students who:

“I remember first meeting Nastajae at an Honors College event before the pandemic. Her

kindness and empathy were evident then in her interactions with her peers, and now,

several months later, her conscientiousness and drive to effect positive change have led

her to become a great addition to the ARSC DEI Student Ambassador team. Nastajae has

already participated in one of our monthly Table Talks, a student-focused series of DEI-based

discussions that will also continue this spring. As a bright and insightful student who

is involved in several other impactful organizations on campus, Nastajae will undoubtedly

make positive contributions as an ARSC DEI Student Ambassador as well. We are pleased

she is involved in this new program and welcome her as a valued member of the ARSC DEI

Student Ambassador team.” 

                        – Dr. Meera Kumar, Assistant Director, Office of Diversity, Equity & Inclusion

                           College of Arts and Sciences at the University of Arkansas

                      

(We would like to thank Dr. Kumar for contributing to this article.)
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English Major Nastajae Alderson Chosen as DEI Ambassador

to College of Arts and Sciences 

We are very happy to congratulate

undergraduate English student Nastajae

Alderson on being selected as the

English Department's DEI Ambassador

to the College of Arts and Sciences. 

Alderson is a caring University of

Arkansas student in the Department of

English. Selected as an ARSC DEI

Student Ambassador, Nastajae has

joined the team to help increase

inclusivity and cultivate a greater sense

of belonging throughout the college and

campus community.

 Nastajae Alderson 

https://deiartssciences.uark.edu/arsc-dei-ambassadors/

