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Student Voices from a Student- and Faculty-Led Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
Committee

Abstract

Speech-language pathologists and audiologists have recognized an increased need for discussions
surrounding diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in the profession. The purpose of this work is to describe
one evidence-informed approach to forming a departmental student- and faculty-led committee at a
university and to highlight participant student voices from the committee. The committee’s formation,
organization, and activities are discussed from the perspectives of its members.
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Our society grows increasingly diverse, but the composition of the field of communication
sciences and disorders (CSD) does not match the same pace of change (American Speech-
Language-Hearing Association [ASHA], 2021a, 2021b). In response to persistent health inequities
among minoritized groups and a call to confront systemic racism and lack of representation in
CSD (Ellis & Kendall, 2021), many departments are responding with an increased emphasis on
teaching culturally responsive practices in undergraduate and graduate training (Guiberson &
Vigil, 2021; Stockman et al., 2008). While increasing efforts indicate progress, many students and
faculty express there is a continuing need to discuss topics related to Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion (DEI) in high accountability, low judgment spaces. The purpose of this work is to: (a)
describe one evidence-informed approach to forming a departmental student- and faculty-led
committee at a university and (b) highlight student voices from the committee.

To provide recommendations about DEI committees, we must first recognize workforce and
preparation trends in the field of CSD. Data from the last decade demonstrate a largely monolithic
(e.g., female, White, non-Hispanic/Latino, English-monolingual) workforce among speech-
language pathologists (SLPs) and audiologists (ASHA, 2021a, 2021b). Students in CSD
increasingly participate in specialized coursework (Preis, 2008), seek additional opportunities to
work with underrepresented clinical populations (Quach & Tsai, 2017), form “counterspaces”
where students of color can network and engage with one another (Mayes et al., 2020), and seek
increased mentorship from a variety of backgrounds among faculty (Mayes et al., 2020; Mohapatra
& Mohan, 2021). However, perspectives from faculty of color are underrepresented in the training
of SLP students (Horton et al., 2021). Evidence also indicates that efforts toward cultivating and
embracing authentic identities can influence the careers of SLPs from culturally and linguistically
diverse (CLD) backgrounds (Lowell et al., 2018). The role that institutions historically have held
includes dedicated DEI committees that address a variety of issues, including workforce
preparation, departmental policies, or development of awareness around DEI concepts. A primary
motivation of the DEI committee detailed in this manuscript was to discuss these workforce issues
in CSD that may influence service delivery and to encourage and support students with
underrepresented identities to enter the field.

What are the common roles of DEI committees in departments?

Given the longstanding inequities across America and the recent advent of DEI initiatives to
address these inequities, the discipline of CSD has been actively discussing how to move the field
forward on several fronts, including the revision of standards that guide higher education programs
in speech-language pathology and audiology (ASHA, n.d.; Mahendra & Visconti, 2021). The
Council on Academic Accreditation (CAA) for Audiology and Speech-Language Pathology has
revised its standards on diversity effective January 1, 2023, with an emphasis on CSD programs
providing evidence that “diversity, equity, and inclusion are incorporated throughout the academic
and clinical program, in theory and practice” (CAA, 2022, p.14). Acknowledging and addressing
the disparities in CSD academic and clinical programs is critical to the creation of a more positive
and inclusive culture in higher education. Salmi and D'Addio (2021) in their article on policies
for achieving inclusion in higher education note the importance of inclusive access and that policy
changes and non-monetary interventions can make a difference in the removal of barriers for
students from under-represented groups. CSD students involved in National Student Speech
Language Hearing Association (NSSLHA) have also heeded the call to action for DEI initiatives
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with “plans-of-action” added to their 2020-2022 strategic plan; goals include (a) building a strong
and diverse membership community, (b) enhancing member understanding and engagement, and
(c) facilitating collaboration and growth (NSSLHA, n. d.).

The formation of DEI committees in higher education settings, including CSD programs, can
provide a step forward in achieving the goals outlined above by ASHA, CAA, and NSSLHA
(Division of Diversity, Inclusion, And Community Engagement at Rutgers University-New
Brunswick, n.d.; Lingras et al., 2021). Rutgers Division of Diversity, Inclusion, and Community
Engagement has shared a DEI Committee Good Start Guide which suggests four components that
DEI committees should include. First, committees need to be clear about the purpose and charge
of the committee. Second, they should consider the skills and knowledge committee members have
that support the committee in fulfilling its purpose. Next, the committee needs to establish a shared
language for keywords and concepts related to the topic. Last, the committee should anticipate that
there will be competing ideas and healthy conflict. Similar components are reflected in Lingras et
al.’s (2021) six-step process for creating DEI committees at the departmental level:
e Leadership support (i.e., buy-in, financial support and commitment from department
leadership)
e Recruitment and membership (i.e., open invitation, representation across roles, meeting
format and logistics)
e Purpose and guidelines (i.e., assess current climate and needs, develop mission)
e Long and short-term goals (i.e., cluster activities based on committee charges)
e Communication and collaboration (i.e., visibility, advertise activities and initiatives,
collaborate with other groups)
e Ongoing evaluation (i.e., reassessment and future planning)
Subsequently, we briefly discuss the literature that supports the involvement of both students and
faculty members in DEI efforts.

What are the advantages of student- and faculty-led initiatives?

The deliberate design of the committee described in this manuscript as a student- and faculty-led
approach allowed for all members to be actively engaged in the process of learning. Faculty and
students have equal opportunities to contribute to discussions and decision making. The benefits
to this joint approach include increases in students’ engagement (Cook-Sather, 2011), enthusiasm
about the learning process (Bovill et al., 2011), and greater ownership of one’s education (Cook-
Sather & Alter, 2011). Benefits to faculty include an increase in educational collaboration between
student and faculty (Cook-Sather, 2015), increase in engagement with students (Cook-Sather &
Luz, 2015), and expansion of perspectives that lead to improvements in teaching (Cook-Sather,
2014).

The evidence presented to this point informed the formation of the committee discussed in this
manuscript. Subsequently, we present student committee members’ voices that converge with the
recommendations and the perceived benefits of committee membership and participation. Student
quotes came from four committee members’ written responses to a set of questions about the
committee’s activities. The students represented a variety of roles within the committee (e.g.,
undergraduate and graduate, cohort representative and meeting participant). All students were
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participants in the committee from its inception. We begin by describing the composition of the
committee and the components of a typical meeting.

Who is involved in the DEI in CSD committee?

The following sections capture the voices of Western Carolina University (WCU) CSD students
in both undergraduate and graduate programs who were both student members and cohort
representatives. Meetings occurred once monthly via Zoom. Three faculty members and between
four and six cohort representatives led the meetings along with an external member who was an
alumna of the program. Faculty members volunteered to be part of the committee as they would
for other service opportunities at the beginning of the academic year. The committee was
comprised of faculty members, the external member, and undergraduate or graduate students in
the program, and a variety of racial, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds were represented among
committee members. Meetings were promoted by a faculty member and the cohort representatives.
A second-year graduate student cohort representative described the composition of the DEI
committee.

The Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Committee within the Department of
Communication Sciences and Disorders (CSD) at Western Carolina University provides
an opportunity to foster a sense of community connectedness both within the department
and across the discipline. The members of the committee range from undergraduate
students to graduate students, practicing clinicians to faculty members (many of whom are
both). We are made up of students who have been deeply involved in DEI efforts and
initiatives at numerous institutions, students who hold a deep passion and curiosity for
these important topics, and members who intend to learn with hopes of furthering the
mission of the committee in their academic work and clinical practice. Attending meetings
and holding a position with the committee as a graduate student representative has been
rewarding in many ways. We 've been able to network with students and faculty, present on
topics that are meaningful to us, share experiences, and learn from others in the most
important way we can think of: by actively listening.

Cohort Representatives

The position of cohort representative is designated to one or two students per cohort of students
(e.g., junior, senior, first year graduate, second year graduate). Cohort representatives submit their
name to the faculty at the beginning of the year to be considered as a spokesperson for their cohort
and a representative of the committee to their classes. Students should have a commitment to DEI
and be enrolled as a CSD major or graduate student. Two cohort representatives (one graduate,
one undergraduate) shared their descriptions of the role of a cohort representative.

The role of the cohort representative is a nominated role that undergraduate or graduate
students hold within the committee. These committee members hold the responsibility to
facilitate bi-directional communication between the constituent student body and the
committee at large, present on topics, create digital signage, and develop plans for future
meetings. Fulfilling our communicative responsibility as cohort representatives, we have
shared information related to the topics discussed in the meetings, promoted upcoming
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events that the committee has identified as occurring at both the university and community
level, and advocated for inclusive considerations both in academic and clinical settings.

The role of a cohort representative is also to be a collaborative co-leader among the group.
This role requires leadership skills, the ability to communicate and collaborate with other
leaders and members of the group, and a strong desire and willingness to learn with and
from others. As a cohort representative, it is important to set aside time to conduct research
about various topics relating to DEI in the field of CSD, lead committee meetings, and
reach out to members of the community to potentially participate in and contribute to
committee meetings.

External Member

The DEI in CSD committee also benefits from the perspective of an external member who is an
alumna of the graduate program and an SLP of color. She described her perspective on her role in
the committee in the subsequent paragraph.

As an external member, my role, I believe, is to represent the "real world". The world
wherein we will sit with clients and start forming our own biased thoughts and if left
unchecked can have life-altering and damaging effects on them. The world wherein we may
sit in meetings and will have to advocate with passion and competence. The world wherein
it's sometimes easier to not have these conversations. In these times, if we don’t have the
tough conversations, sit in our own biases, and work through them (and we all have them),
then we will be doing a disservice to ourselves and our clients. We can’t keep viewing the
world through our myopic lens. We must see the humanity in us all, the bold, complex, and
evolving capabilities. When this is done, we fail to do one of the first things we were taught
to do, collect baseline data. I often share articles and new information with my mentees.
It's quite easy to become complacent with a therapy technique that we have "perfected”
and can be adapted for each client. But if we are honest and truly want each client to
flourish, then our growth and constant disruption of our comfort zones is a daily challenge
that we must meet without any protective armor but with a truly open mind and the
willingness to learn things beyond the amount of CEUs we need each Certification
Maintenance interval. We have to do the hard work, the good work, the necessary work.

What is discussed in DEI in CSD meetings?

Mission Statement & Meeting Topics. The mission statement of the WCU DEI committee was
crafted by the faculty, students, and external member. In each meeting, the committee reviews the
mission statement and engages in dialogue about a topic related to DEI. An undergraduate cohort
representative contributed the following description of committee meeting formation and topics.

In early committee meetings we discussed how we envisioned the committee would
function. We collectively decided on our mission statement and brainstormed topics of
interest and possible activities of the committee. First, we discussed the definitions of
diversity, equity, and inclusion. Then, once the committee had a working understanding of
DEI cohort representatives began presenting on topics.
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Topics included:

o The homogenous demographics of SLPs and how this trend impacts patient care.

o The difference between communication difference and communication disability.

o The relationship between identity and language and how certain languages and
dialects are stigmatized.

o What is lacking in CSD curricula?

o  Should it be a requirement for SLPs to study a second language?

o How is disability represented in the media?

o What is the experience of a person of color in the field of Speech-Language Pathology?

e What is the importance of using appropriate language when working with and
advocating for individuals who have disabilities?

o What are the consequences of using stigmatic language against individuals with speech
and language differences during intervention?

Another undergraduate committee member voiced her experience about the committee.

Committee activities that were most engaging for me included creating and contributing
to presentations, researching topics I was not very familiar with such as African-American
English (AAE), as well as planning for the future of the committee. I also enjoyed
connecting with the professors who participated in the committee and learning from them
outside of a traditional classroom setting.

Guest Speakers. The WCU DEI committee invites speakers from a variety of backgrounds to
speak at monthly meetings. Exploring and reflecting on different perspectives and identities were
recommended to increase student engagement and active learning (Cook-Sather, 2015). An
undergraduate member of the committee described one such guest speaker.

At times the DEI in CSD committee has hosted guest speakers. In one committee meeting,
Botswanan activist and author of Wildflower Season (Ferguson, 2020), Lepang Ferguson
presented to the DEI committee as a guest speaker. Her presentation informed us how
generational, geographical, and gender influences might contribute to how Black
individuals interpreted and experienced the killing of George Floyd and the worldwide
response to his death.

Media. The committee members often discuss a piece of media at meetings to gain perspective
about particular topics. A graduate member of the committee described her experiences with two
pieces of media that most influenced her thinking.

The committee has completed several readings and watched several films related to the
topic of inclusion, including the documentary “Code of the Freaks” by Salome Chasnoff
(Chasnoff et al., 2020) and the reading “Black Rockette: Perspectives of a Black Female
Speech-Language Pathologist in Academia” by Dr. lanessa Humbert (Humbert, 2020).
The DEI committee has helped us immensely by providing us with a safe space to explore
issues related to racism, cultural and linguistic bias, lack of diversity, and stigma against
disability within our field, as well as allowed me to generate solutions for these issues with
our colleagues...Even more importantly, the DEI committee has given us countless
opportunities to listen to and read about the experiences of these diverse individuals in our
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field, both as speech-language pathology professionals and as clients. In particular,
reading about Dr. lanessa Humbert’s perspective on being a Black SLP in academia was
impactful. We recall her numerous experiences of within-field racism and her quote about
how ““diversity is not just about ‘getting more,’ it’s about keeping more and allowing them
to contribute in ways that the majority may never have considered” (Humbert, 2020).

Events. A graduate member shared that the committee “encourages its members to participate in
a variety of local activities that aim to support and educate the Western North Carolina community
on inclusion.” Events that the DEI committee has encouraged attendance to include safe zone
trainings for increasing awareness to issues of gender and sexuality, on-campus Black Lives Matter
demonstrations, and visits to the WCU Cherokee Center. Lectures pertaining to DEI concepts, film
screenings, conferences, among other events are researched by committee members and
recommended to the group.

Advocacy. The committee activity included advocacy efforts to better prepare students to act in
accordance with the role of SLPs according to ASHA’s Scope of Practice (2016). In the 2020-
2021 academic year, the committee created digital media flyers that circulated in shared spaces
across campus to promote the mission of the committee. One graduate student and cohort
representative member shared his viewpoint on advocacy within the WCU community.

Creating these flyers was a responsibility held by the cohort representatives. It was
important that digital media was specific and explicit, with the intention of inspiring other
departments across the university to consider creating a similar committee and expanding
our impact. Beyond including information about the committee, digital signage
summarized and graphically organized a topic or two discussed in the most recent
committee meeting.

Committee Impact on Students

Curiosity. Student reflections contained several themes when discussing how the committee work
has influenced students’ motivations to learn more. Within the committee’s activities and in the
production of this manuscript, students expressed how dialogue promoted exploration of their own
interests (Cook-Sather, 2011). Two students (one graduate, one undergraduate) shared how
committee involvement stimulated their individual interests.

Having the opportunity to present to the committee both independently and as a team has
been a really engaging and meaningful experience for us. Not only has this afforded us the
opportunity to discuss topics that are of interest, it has also opened up the committee to
discussions related to recruitment, retention, and service provision within an inclusive and
considerate framework. With the committee’s support, we have presented on topics
including the portrayal of disabilities in media, the importance of inclusive language from
a trauma informed perspective, and the realities of minority speech-language pathologists
in a predominately white and heteronormative culture.

Not only are we more informed on topics of CSD and DEI, but we are also more confident,
motivated, and skilled in finding information to supplement our degrees. The DEI
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committee has grown our interests in DEI into a sustainable curiosity that we expect to
stay with us far into our future careers. By serving on the committee, we have met people
in the CSD program that we may not have met otherwise and have become better
acquainted with people we recognized from our classes. In addition, we have been exposed
to podcasts, books, research, and movies that we may not have discovered on our own.
Meeting more people in the CSD department and finding new CSD resources has
significantly impacted our education.

Leadership. Students mentioned that through their participation in the committee they gained
several leadership opportunities. Building strategic and coordinated leadership was one key
component of creating diversity committees in higher education (Leon & Williams, 2016). Three
students shared their experiences on leadership.

1. Before joining the DEI committee, we did not often hear our student peers discussing
topics of DEI in candid conversations, which concerned us because we worried that
the lack of interest would reinforce a culture of exclusion and lead to cultural blindness.
However, the DEI committee has demonstrated that we are not alone in our concerns,
and our professors and peers are driven to impact our field positively. Knowing that
we are not alone in our values and concerns is a powerful thing. As a result, we have
more positive feelings towards our chosen career path, and we better understand how
we can be assets to the field.

2. Being cohort representatives and student members has been a rewarding leadership
opportunity. This has allowed us to work alongside passionate, considerate, and
curious students, clinicians, faculty, and advocates. Furthermore, this has allowed us
the opportunity to engage in conversations and presentations within our discipline,
with consideration of a focus area we intend to promote in _future clinical practice. The
information and skills that we have learned from participating in the DEI in CSD
committee will help us immensely as we start to gain clinical experience working with
diverse populations in speech-language pathology.

3. We have learned the basics of how a committee functions. In addition, the committee
format allows undergraduate students to collaborate with graduate students and
professors. Working with people who are more advanced in the CSD profession has
supported our collaboration and leadership skills and has increased a sense of
personal responsibility as aspiring CSD professionals. Topics related to DEI are
challenging to discuss. However, SLPs need to talk about DEI topics in professional
settings for the DEI committee to fulfill its mission. After serving on the DEI committee,
we are better equipped to discuss DEI topics with others in the CSD field and those
receiving communication services.

Vision. Members of the committee have developed a vision for what they believe the role of the
committee is in the department and profession. Two students expressed their ideas for how they

viewed future efforts of the DEI committee.

1. Looking to the future, we see the DEI committee being helpful to the CSD department
at WCU and to the field of CSD as a whole in numerous ways. Presently, the profession
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of SLP is among the most white and female dominant professions in the United States
(92% white, 96% female) (ASHA, 2021b), and the experiences of those who do not meet
these demographics are underrepresented in research and discussion. The DEI
committee can continue to highlight these unheard and needed perspectives — both
firsthand through students and faculty who are a part of the committee, and
secondhand through research and articles. In a field where the diversity of the
professionals does not at all reflect the diversity of the patients and clients, it is
paramount that students are given an opportunity to explore how we can increase
diversity in the field, ethically serve our diverse patient population, and increase our
cultural responsiveness.

2. Ourvision for the DEI committee is to promote personal responsibility, educate on DEI
topics, and increase curiosity and motivation in aspiring SLPs. As the committee
evolves, we can see the DEI committee becoming involved in community outreach
events. For example, committee members could organize services or educational events
for underserved communities in the area. Also, we could see the DEI committee
becoming involved in advocacy initiatives, such as contacting or visiting our
representatives regarding legislation that impacts DEI in CSD. Finally, we hope to
share with other departments in our college about our committee and learn what other

programs have similar committees so that we can learn from and collaborate with other
committees.

Overall, student comments across the topic areas align with teaching and learning scholarship that
promotes creation of spaces for engagement, advocacy, and responsiveness (Alicea & Johnson,
2021). Further, student comments indicated an active exploration of systemic power imbalances
in CSD that is vital to developing student’s critical lenses on our field (Ellis & Kendall, 2021).

Concluding Remarks

This work presents one collective effort of students and faculty to increase discussions of diversity,
equity, and inclusion in a university CSD department over a two-year period. Evidence from the
literature base supported student- and faculty-led initiatives and guided expectations about the role
of DEI committees. A variety of students as well as an external member of the committee shared
their perspectives about the formation of the committee and its mission statement, its composition,
and the efforts of the committee in service of facilitating dialogue on topics important to its
members. We hope this model may inspire other student- and faculty-led groups to continue the
difficult work of promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion in CSD programs.
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