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A Call to Our USM Community to Mobilize Against Racism 

Dear USM Community, 

We, the Faculty and Staff of Color Association (FSOCA) of USM write to introduce ourselves as an 

organization working collaboratively to provide support and advocate for people of color at USM.  In 

addition, we write this letter to call on the USM community to imbue our platitudes with action. Though 

appreciative of recent statements of support and commitments to training, we urge our community to 

take prompt and concrete action to address the challenges embedded in USM’s own institution and 

culture. We are heartened that USM has adopted a tenth goal of “upholding equity and justice”, but a 

goal is insufficient. Without mobilizing necessary support and action to achieve this goal, it remains an 

unfulfilled promise to our community.  

The recent pandemic has heightened awareness of the inequalities and disparate access in our society 

as COVID- 19 disproportionately ravages communities of color in Maine and the U.S.; and embedded 

racism plays out in our social institutions, including USM.  It is crucial that in the midst of these crises, 

we do not perpetuate these injustices and disparities. While we appreciate the assertions of University 

leadership that we will take a stand against racism, we are concerned that, by highlighting acts of racism 

in other cities (Minneapolis, Atlanta) and other social institutions (police, public safety, federal 

legislation), we neglect  the necessity of addressing the injustices practiced right here at home. As a 

public university committed to justice and diversity, it is vital for us to recognize our own complicity in 

these injustices and take prompt assertive action to address them.  Microaggressions, unequal 

opportunities, tokenism, and disparate access are part of the daily life of many faculty, staff, and 

students of color at USM.  
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Beyond the proximate bounds of our university, the injustices in our society are inadequately addressed 

and integrated into our curricula, culture, and conversations at USM.  Right here in Maine, the “whitest” 

state in the nation, the disparities in access to health care, education, social opportunities, and 

leadership positions, are brought into stark relief by the Covid-19 pandemic.  In Maine, the pandemic is 

threatening people of color at nearly ten times the rate of the “general” population. The Maine CDC 

now reports that Black and African American people make up almost 28% of people who have tested 

positive for Covid-19, even though they make up only 1.6% of Maine’s population. No other state has a 

bigger disparity.  

Disparities pervade Maine’s social institutions.  Though less than 1% of Maine’s population, Black 

Mainers make up 7% percent of the incarcerated population. Students of Color graduate from high 

school at a rate of under 70% in Maine, compared with an overall graduation rate of 87%. College 

students of color make up approximately 20% of USM’s student body, but college completion rates for 

these students is generally reported to be less than 40% (specific data for college completion by 

race/ethnicity at USM could not be located -- which is itself indicative of a problem).   These disparities 

are only exacerbated by the minimal representation in leadership positions of people of color in Maine: 

The Maine legislature includes only two representatives of color. The Governor’s administration includes 

only two people of color, and there are no people of color in Governor Mills’ cabinet. At USM, there are 

no people of color in senior administrative leadership positions; people of color are only 3.1% of USM’s 

faculty, 2.7 % of USM’s salaried staff, and 2.2% of hourly staff. 

These inequities are all related and they need to be confronted head on. The injustices impact all of us, 

even right here at USM -- and they do disparately evince trauma, suffering, and stress in our students, 

faculty, and staff of color.  As we prepare for a fall of continued crisis response, we must also confront 

how our “adaptations” to distance learning and working only exacerbate these severe inequities. 
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In his Letter from a Birmingham Jail (required reading for USM’s CORE Ethical Inquiry classes), Martin 

Luther King Jr. noted that the “. . .  great stumbling block in [the] stride toward freedom is  . . . the white 

moderate, who is more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the 

absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice. . . . Shallow understanding from 

people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.”  As 

representatives of one of Maine’s most racially and ethnically diverse public institutions, it is incumbent 

on us to maintain a standard beyond hypocrisy. In addition to assigning a book like Kendi’s How to be an 

Anti-Racist (2019), we must model equity and perspective in our own interactions. 

We, the USM Faculty and Staff of Color Association, believe that now, especially during this crisis, is the 

time to re-dedicate ourselves to the mission of USM – not just in word, but in action.  It is in this spirit of 

justice and equity that we raise these concerns.   

In this light, we call on USM’s leadership to meet with representatives from the FSOCA at the soonest 

possible date to address the following actions: 

●        Support and endorse an USM faculty-and-staff-of-color advocacy group, such as FSOCA, and 

recognize the expertise and recommendations of this group as more than merely advisory. 

●        Compensate and encourage time in regular working hours for staff to participate in anti-racist 

activism, advocacy, and engagement; as well as support and reward this work in annual reviews, 

remuneration, and promotion. 

●        Develop and fund student fellowships dedicated to affirmatively combatting racism. These 

fellowships would include both financial and mentor/scholarly support to integrate their academic work 

to the application of fighting racism in our institution and community. 

●        Recognize, support, and reward in faculty promotion, tenure, and remuneration anti-racist activism, 

community engagement, applied practica, and action research. 

●        Take active steps to not only recruit, but retain faculty, staff, and students of color. 

●        Systematically measure recruitment, retention, and support of faculty, staff, administration, and 

students of color; and make this data available to the community. 
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●        Support an independent and accessible USM committee/collaborative body (not just singular 

positions beholden to the Office of the President and disconnected from institutional systems) to 

accompany the newly created AVP of Equity and Inclusion position.  This committee may be the IDAC 

group, but empowered to effectively advocate for faculty, staff, and students of color; as well as 

measure the impact of policy changes to promote equity; and hold USM leadership accountable for 

proposed changes. 

●        As we organize for remote learning in fall 2020, concertedly address the barriers that may be 

disproportionately borne in this medium by students of color and particularly by immigrant students, 

first-gen, and low-income students; and take constructive proactive steps to ameliorate these barriers. 

We call on our USM community to consider our respective roles in the perpetuation of injustices at our 

own institution and our responsibilities to constructively confront them. We offer ourselves to the USM 

community as a resource and as a touchstone of solidarity and collegiality.  We look forward to a timely 

response from USM’s Leadership to address our call. 

With regard and aspiration, 

Joyce Taylor Gibson, Suheir Alaskari, Nadine Pembele, Reza Jalali, and Michelle Vazquez Jacobus  
on behalf of 26 members of the USM Faculty and Staff of Color Association  


