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Statement of Broad Need 

The library profession suffers from a persistent lack of racial and ethnic diversity. For 
decades, the American Library Association (ALA) and the library community at large 
have recognized the need to address the lack of diversity in Library and Information 
Science (LIS), mostly through the recruitment of individuals for the Masters in Library 
and Information Science. However, in spite of the acknowledgement of the issue and 
recruitment efforts, progress in this area has not been significant. In 2019, over 83% of 
librarians were White, non-Hispanic, while just 5.3% of librarians identified as 
Black/African American, 7.1% as Hispanic/Latino, and 3.5% as Asian American/Pacific 
Islander (Department for Professional Employees, AFL-CIO, 2020). While there is 
promise - across the United States, enrollment of students of color in graduate 
programs is on the rise (Okahana & Zhou, 2017) - U.S. LIS programs still maintain a 
70% attrition rate for minority students (Brunsma, Embrick, & Shin, 2017). There is 
clearly a root cause, something deeper than recruitment, something to do with the 
foundational scholarship, research, curriculum development, and instruction of the 
profession. 

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, scholarship has been regularly published 
attempting to address the overwhelming whiteness of the profession and encouraging 
the recruitment of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) faculty and doctoral 
students (Pawley, 2006). BIPOC faculty and doctoral students are critically important. 
Within graduate programs, systematic oppression hinders the socialization process of 
students of color, resulting in an often exhausting and unpleasant graduate school 
experience (Twale, Weidman, & Bethea, 2016).  

Multiple variables differentiate the graduate experience for students of color, including 
the persistence of racism and microaggressions, increased isolation, and unsupportive 
faculty and environments (Brunsma, Embrick, & Shin, 2017; Granados & Lopez, 1999). 
Students have reported at once feeling overlooked and hypervisible, regularly being 
ignored by their peers and professors, yet always being expected to speak on issues of 
race (Cooke, 2014). Made to feel unwelcome in academia, Black students especially 
must also endure suspicion and criminalization by campus authorities (Alabi, 2015). 
These factors, compounded by ongoing marginalization in the wider world, can lead to 
stress and fatigue, contributing to poor mental health and attrition (Gohr & Nova, 2020). 

While diversity, equity, and inclusion are purported values of the profession, this often 
manifests in a focus on multiculturalism and neutrality rather than based on an 
understanding of the systemic effects of racism on students of color. When the 
significance of structural racism goes unacknowledged by the majority-white profession, 
minority librarians and library students face persistent pressure to assimilate into white 
supremacist institutions (Harper, 2020). 

Many diversity initiatives have targeted graduate students in LIS. Doctoral students are 
a critical target population due to their position as the next generation of LIS faculty 
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(Subramaniam & Jaeger, 2010). Studies have shown that having a diverse faculty is 
attractive to diverse students who are more likely to attend and graduate from programs 
with faculty that are a part of their underrepresented community. Faculty of color also 
act as mentors and advocates for their non-white students, leading to increased student 
success and satisfaction (Subramaniam & Jaeger, 2010). Having a diverse and 
representative faculty benefits all students and enhances the overall teaching and 
learning environment (Jaeger & Franklin, 2007; Jaeger et al., 2015). And while a diverse 
and equitable curriculum is important, if it is not accompanied by an inclusive faculty, 
student success and retention are negatively impacted (Harper, 2020).  

LIS remains a predominantly white and female profession; and with the exception of 
one program, LIS education occurs at predominantly white institutions. This imbalance 
maintains the status quo of white supremacy and curricular violence of the 
profession,  and will ultimately erase the strides the field has worked so hard to achieve 
to date (e.g., standing up against the segregation within LIS education (Du Mont, 
1986)). Without purposeful and proactive planning to recruit and retain faculty of color, 
the entire profession will continue to lack the necessary diversity to achieve substantive 
and long term equity. Having an active and stable cadre of faculty of color will allow the 
field’s existing efforts to survive and thrive, and will expand the potential for the field to 
become more representative of the communities served by information professionals. 

Project Design  

This four-year project - co-directed by Dr. Nicole A. Cooke, Augusta Baker Endowed 
Chair and Associate Professor at the University of South Carolina’s School of 
Information Science, and Gwendolyn Prellwitz, Assistant Director for Recruitment and 
Retention of the American Library Association’s Office for Diversity, Literacy, and 
Outreach Services - will recruit a cohort of 8-10 racially and ethnically diverse doctoral 
students focused on advancing racial equity and social justice in LIS curricula. The 
project will develop future LIS faculty committed to fostering racial equity through 
teaching and research while also building capacity and cooperation amongst partnering 
LIS degree programs to expand social justice curricula and increase support for BIPOC 
doctoral students and faculty in LIS.  

Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship Program: Catalysts for Change has been designed 
around strengths and opportunities identified through two previous doctoral recruitment 
initiatives funded by IMLS: Project Athena and the Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship 
Program. Notable aspects of Project Athena included in this project are a shared cohort 
curriculum, consideration of the individual development and socialization of future LIS 
faculty, and the establishment of cooperative relationships between LIS doctoral 
institutions to support fellows’ future employment as teaching faculty. This iteration of 
the Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship Program continues its emphasis on building BIPOC 
community spaces focused on peer-mentoring, networking, and collective anti-racist 
education and action. An unprecedented 89% of previous Spectrum Doctoral fellows 
have completed or are currently completing their degrees; 33% have already achieved 
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the rank of assistant professor or higher; and three are serving on this project’s advisory 
group with two also serving as teaching faculty.  

This project acknowledges that what is missing in most “diversity” efforts in LIS 
programs, and in academia in general, is making the “diverse” faculty members the 
priority of the initiative, not the prop in it (Cooke & Sánchez, 2019). Guided by a 100% 
BIPOC advisory group, teaching faculty with research backgrounds in racial equity and 
social justice, and a racial healing practitioner, Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship Program: 
Catalysts for Change aims to design curricula and support systems that authentically 
center the needs of racially and ethnically diverse graduate students and faculty.  

An advisory group of BIPOC tenure-track assistant/associate professors, many from 
previous IMLS-funded doctoral diversity initiatives, will oversee the recruitment and 
selection of fellows, provide feedback on curricular development, and serve as a 
mentoring network for fellows. The advisory group has already been engaged and will 
act as advisors for the entirety of the project timeline and likely through the completion 
of fellows’ degrees. In addition to Co-Project Director Dr. Cooke and participating faculty 
members Dr. LaVerne Gray and Dr. Renee F. Hill, the advisory group includes Dr. 
Mónica Colón-Aguirre, Assistant Professor at East Carolina University; Dr. Sarah Park 
Dahlen, Associate Professor at St. Catherine University’s Master of Library and 
Information Science Program; and Dr. Joe Sánchez, Associate Professor at Queens 
College Graduate School of Library and Information Studies.  

Despite considerable personal risk and discomfort, the advisors guiding this project 
have published extensively on the ways LIS faculty face oppressions because of their 
gender, race, sexual orientation, religion, and for simply existing in predominantly White 
spaces where their countenances are not the norm. Numerous articles, journal special 
issues, books, and conference presentations by the project advisors demonstrate how 
academic bullying, abuse, aggression, and incivility can affect the success, health, and 
retention of faculty of color. As summarized in “Getting it on the Record: Faculty of Color 
in Library and Information Science”, a special issue of the Journal of Education for 
Library and Information Science, BIPOC LIS faculty experience microaggressions, 
othering, tokenism, race-lighting, racial battle fatigue, compounded inequalities and lack 
of tangible support (Cooke & Sánchez, 2019).  

The primary goal of the Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship Program: Catalysts for Change is 
to develop and evaluate interventions designed to mitigate these conditions for not only 
the fellows, but also for the participating advisors and faculty, and to empower 
participants both within and outside of their LIS degree programs. It would be 
disingenuous to suggest that the partnering LIS doctoral programs exist within a 
vacuum. Higher education continues to be a space where inequity and inequality 
collide. Through this project, we will encourage all participants, including white faculty 
and administrators, to engage with counter-storytelling which challenges us to 
complicate and disrupt the dominant narratives and to add important stories and 
experiences to the literature and to the field.  
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Additionally, as institutions of higher education across the country enact various 
methods to expand and explain diversity, this project will ask its partnering degree 
programs to develop specific anti-racist actions by focusing on the need for critical 
consciousness among those in dominant positions of higher educational institutions and 
the sharing of power across racial lines for the equity and empowerment of all campus 
community members (Ash, Hill, Risdon & Jun, 2020).  

ALA has chosen to partner with five LIS doctoral degree programs on this project: 
Emporia State University, Syracuse University, the University of Maryland, the 
University of South Carolina, and the University of Washington. Each program partner 
has agreed to 1) collaboratively strengthen existing community pipelines for recruiting 
BIPOC doctoral students; 2) provide tuition and stipend for Fellows through the 
completion of the degree in combination with IMLS support; and 3) contribute teaching 
faculty to participate in the co-development of course(s) advancing racial equity and 
social justice. 

Teaching faculty from the partnering programs will co-develop and co-teach course(s) 
advancing a shared understanding of social justice and racial equity for the cohort of 
Fellows in the first year of coursework. Partnering institutions have contributed summer 
pay for the development of course(s) in Year 1 (Academic Year 2021-22) and course 
buyouts for teaching of the curricula in Year 2 (Academic Year 2022-23) as Cost Share. 

Together, the cohort will take course(s) to establish a shared framework and 
understanding of social justice and anti-racism to ground the ways in which they 
approach equity in action through research and teaching. These classes will fill a 
current gap and need in doctoral curricula by allowing students to focus on equitable 
community engagement and advocacy. This content augments courses of studies in 
doctoral programs and provides fellows the opportunity to develop their diversity 
leadership skills. Fellows and the advisory group will evaluate the pilot social justice 
curricula. The evaluated course(s) will be available for each school to re-offer in their 
respective doctoral programs. 

Teaching faculty participating in this project are: Dr. Nicole A. Cooke, Co-Project 
Director and Augusta Baker Endowed Chair and Associate Professor at the University 
of South Carolina’s School of Information Science; Dr. Mirah Dow, Professor and Ph.D. 
Program Director at Emporia State University’s School of Library and Information 
Management; Dr. LaVerne Gray, Assistant Professor at Syracuse University’s iSchool; 
Dr. Renee F. Hill, Principal Lecturer and Director of the School Library specialization at 
the University of Maryland’s College of Information Studies; and Dr. Michelle H. Martin, 
Beverly Cleary Professor for Children and Youth Services and MLIS Program Chair at 
the University of Washington’s iSchool.  

In addition to their individual teaching and research on racial equity, social justice, and 
related issues (see faculty C.V.s in supporting documents), participating faculty bring 
experience in co-teaching and cross-curricular instruction as well as their own 
experiences as participants in, and their evaluation of, earlier diversity doctoral 
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recruitment initiatives such as the two prior IMLS funded Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship 
cohorts and the IMLS funded Project Athena.  

Each partnering program has committed to funding one to two Fellows for four years of 
study towards a PhD in LIS in conjunction with IMLS support. Fellowship packages 
include tuition, research assistantship stipends (including summer stipends at certain 
programs), professional development funds, and software and supplies. Participating 
degree programs, faculty and the advisory group will partner on the development of a 
series of virtual recruiting events and will utilize existing avenues such as the MLIS 
Spectrum Scholarship Program, the National Associations of Librarians of Color (AILA, 
APALA, BCALA, CALA, REFORMA and JCLC, Inc.), WeHere, and social media to 
connect with applicants.  

Prospective fellows will be recruited in Year 1 of the project and will receive mentoring 
to support their application and admission to one or more of the five partnering doctoral 
programs. Fellows who are admitted to a partnering program and selected by the 
advisory group to participate in the Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship Program: Catalysts 
for Change will start their degree programs in Fall 2022 and will participate as a cohort 
in the piloted social justice course(s) during their first year of coursework. 

Fellows will receive participation in a diverse national cohort of peers, advisors and 
mentors in addition to the support provided by their degree program. Fellows will 
participate in monthly online affinity group sessions led by a racial healing/trauma 
intervention practitioner, receive guidance on specific topics (e.g. combatting isolation, 
imposter syndrome, discrimination and racism), consult mentors on academic progress, 
and build community as a cohort.  

Cohorts are the foundation of the Spectrum Scholarship Program and evidence 
confirms that cohort structures influence persistence and doctoral degree completion. 
Students who “work together as a team earning doctorates benefit from the experience, 
share those benefits with their workplaces, and most importantly, tend to find the 
motivation to complete their doctorates” (Dorn et al., 1995). In addition, when students 
enroll in a cohort seminar where they provide feedback to one another on their 
proposals and dissertations, the quality of their work improves and they are more likely 
to complete the dissertation (Burnett, 1999).   

To further mentoring and networking, fellows, advisors, and faculty will convene at three 
doctoral Institutes. While LIS doctoral colloquia focused on research exist, the 
program’s Institutes fill a gap by focusing on mentorship and career professionalization 
through a BIPOC faculty lens, exploration of alternatives to traditional modes of 
educational reform, and expanding ideas of intersectional justice. The Institutes have 
been planned as a series of events scheduled at critical junctures in the lives of doctoral 
students.  

The 2023 Institute will focus on mentoring and community building and lay the 
foundation for assessment of the project’s proposed interventions. The 2024 Institute 
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will evaluate the social justice curriculum and discuss opportunities for building 
accountability for racial equity into LIS degree programs. The 2025 Institute will focus on 
dissertation writing and job searching and will also provide space for the advisory group 
to identify the specific supports needed from each partnering program to ensure its 
fellow(s)’ successful completion of the degree after the conclusion of the IMLS funded 
portion of the project. The Institutes also provide much needed space for our advisory 
group members and faculty to engage in mutual support, networking, and collaboration 
around research, teaching and institutional change. Should COVID-19 continue to 
impact travel, funding will be reallocated into online doctoral Institutes, potential 
expansion of our virtual cohort building activities to include other BIPOC doctoral 
students within partnering degree programs, and, if possible, additional fellowship 
packages.  

Our project design is intimately informed by the evaluation of decades of diversity 
initiatives in LIS and higher education evidenced in the research and publishing of 
advisory group members. An independent, external evaluator will also be identified to 
work with the advisory group in the first year of the project to develop a multi-year 
evaluation plan. The evaluation plan will assess the experiences not only of fellows, but 
also of advisors, faculty, and administrators participating in the project. The project 
will test how the proposed interventions impact each of the issues - microaggressions, 
othering, tokenism, race-lighting, racial battle fatigue, compounded inequalities and lack 
of tangible support - experienced by BIPOC doctoral students and faculty and present 
LIS degree programs with a series of actional steps for reducing harm. 

In order to report on this project's effectiveness, efficiency, quality, and timeliness, the 
advisory group and evaluation team will be charged to include in the final evaluation 
plan the specific data this project will collect, how often, and from what source. On a 
preliminary basis, the project proposes to collect data three times a year from the 
fellows on their academic progress and needs, to which degree they are experiencing 
the issues typically experienced by BIPOC doctoral students, and their perception of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the intervention activities in that period. At least twice 
during the course of the project, attempts will be made to survey BIPOC doctoral 
students who are not Spectrum fellows, but who are at the same stage in their studies, 
from both partnering and non-partnering LIS degree programs to provide comparison.  

Advisory group members will be surveyed once a year during each yeah of the project 
and will also be asked to which degree they are experiencing the issues typically 
experienced by BIPOC faculty, their perception of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
intervention activities in that period, and to what degree participation in the project 
impacts their teaching, research, career outlook, and general well-being.  

Participating teaching faculty will be surveyed on their previous experiences developing 
social justice courses.  They will be surveyed again after the cohort has completed and 
evaluated the course(s) to gather faculty perspectives on the process of co-developing 
and co-teaching the social justice curricula as well as to assess how the collaborative 
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process compares to any previous experiences developing courses on social justice 
and racial equity.  

Additionally, as part of this project, activities will be developed targeting LIS 
administrators and White faculty that enlist some the specific strategies identified in 
“Anti-Racism in Higher Education: A Model for Change” through ALA’s Office for 
Diversity, Literacy, and Outreaches Services. Jointly, the ALA Committee on Diversity 
and the ALA Committee on Education will engage partnering degree programs in 
opportunities to discuss how they are sharing power across racial lines and educating 
the White community about issues of race and justice. The evaluation plan will assess 
how these efforts impact the experiences of BIPOC graduate and doctoral students, as 
well as faculty, and how they are perceived by administration.  

Diversity Plan  

It is difficult to suggest ways in which people of color should position themselves 
for leadership roles when they have been denied access by those in positions of 
power. To state this process as such would be to suggest that people of color 
have yet another responsibility for fixing a system that has historically 
disadvantaged them. For years, people of color within institutions have gone 
above and beyond their job responsibilities to address climate issues and to 
provide spaces for students of color to feel valued and loved. People of color 
obtaining positional power must begin and be driven by White administrators 
sharing and surrendering their own power. No longer can our current institutional 
leaders expect diversification to magically occur by following the same practices. 
Neither can administrators use the lack of qualified people of color as an excuse 
not to fill roles of leadership. Qualified educated people of color do exist. An 
ideology that purports the answer to race-based problems in higher education to 
be found solely in providing additional support to students of color is an ideology 
that fails to understand the historical reality of systemic racism. Without 
addressing the more fundamental problems of systemic racism, resources will 
continue to be poured into a broken system that cannot support the very 
assistance being offered to it. Institutions must find new ways to achieve their 
stated goals and strategies (Ash, Hill, Risdon & Jun, 2020). 

This project includes a 100% BIPOC advisory group, teaching faculty with extensive 
research backgrounds in racial equity and social justice, and a racial healing 
practitioner. It aims to design and evaluate curricula and support systems centering the 
needs of racially and ethnically diverse graduate students, while advancing the entire 
profession’s understanding of racial equity and social justice. 

Spectrum Doctoral Fellowship Program: Catalysts for Change has been singularly 
developed around the needs of the communities most impacted by initiatives meant to 
demonstrate the field's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion and contribute to 
the recruitment, development, or retention of diverse library and archives professionals. 
The project’s design draws extensively on challenges faced by the advisory group, both 
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as IMLS funded doctoral students and now as LIS faculty seeking to make curricula 
change and seeks to evaluate and institutionalize a multitude of interventions surfaced 
by their scholarship. This project is also informed by decades of administration of the 
Spectrum Scholarship Program which has recruited over 1,260 graduate students (99% 
retention rate) and 18 doctoral fellows (85% retention rate). This project posits that the 
vast majority of diversity initiatives in LIS have in ways, small and large, been shaped by 
dominant narratives focused on pipeline issues and deficit-thinking. The profession’s 
emphasis on recruitment often deflects and delays exploration of why the field struggles 
to retain BIPOC graduate students and faculty.   

Through our diversity plan, project personnel vow through all phases of this project 
(including during the initial design and selection of program partners leading up to this 
proposal) that they have/will: 

1. Acknowledge the harm that has been done through the profession’s recruitment 
efforts; 

2. Retain and further evaluate which support mechanisms most effectively 
contribute to the reduction of harm and to the retention of a diverse cohort; 

3. Acknowledge the multifaceted identities of our program participants - and the 
ways that race and ethnicity uniquely intersect with gender, sexuality, class, 
religion, immigration and citizenship status, (dis)ability, and more - and that 
they experience the colonization and white supremacy culture of library and 
information science in different ways;  

4. Hold LIS degree programs accountable to centering BIPOC students and faculty, 
5. Evaluate how the American Librarian Association can support LIS degree 

programs in enacting anti-racism in higher education; and 
6. Engage our community, inclusive of the Spectrum Scholarship Program and the 

National Associations of Librarians of Colors as well as BIPOC professionals who 
have not benefited from or chosen to participate in these support networks, in 
honest conversations about project findings and work to collectively and 
continuously improve our efforts as catalysts for change.  

Broad Impact 

This project seeks to be a catalyst for change by piloting interventions in conjunction 
with partnering programs and then providing LIS degree programs with evaluated, 
actionable steps that can be taken to 1) increase support for current BIPOC faculty, 
doctoral and graduate students, 2) host honest conversations about the impact of race 
on LIS educational experiences, and 3) share power across racial lines in 
administration, and 4) develop LIS learning spaces truly designed for BIPOC graduate 
and doctoral students. 

Over a decade ago, Project Athena alumnae, and one of this project’s faculty and 
advisory group members, Dr. Renee Franklin Hill, and her co-author stated that the LIS 
profession benefits from and should maintain a virtuous circle of diverse constituents 
(Jaeger & Franklin, 2007). As indicated in figure 1, a main tenet of the virtuous circle is 
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a diverse doctoral population, and this group is intricately connected to and is supported 
by three other groups, including faculty and administration, master’s students, and 
library staff. No one singular group is wholly successful without the others, but 
unfortunately the profession is currently operating on an incomplete version of the 
virtuous circle. Without a strong and steady contingent of diverse doctoral students the 
field is unable to have a strong community of faculty of color; and without these two 
populations the field will maintain a dearth of diverse students and practitioners. This 
project aims to extend and build upon previously IMLS funded doctoral recruitment 
programs that have strengthened the diverse doctoral population and therefore the 
virtuous circle, thereby increasing inclusive library services and diverse patronages 
throughout all facets of the profession. 

 

This project will further impact existing and future recruitment and retention efforts as it 
will contribute to curricular change which will advance the entire profession’s 
understanding of racial equity and social justice. These classes fill a current gap and 
need in doctoral curricula, only 21.3% of LIS graduates feel prepared to work with 
diverse populations, even librarians of color often feeling unprepared to work with other 
diverse populations (Subramaniam & Jaeger, 2011). The course(s) developed by faculty 
will be available for reoffering by each of the partnering degree programs. 

The evaluation plan will focus not only on this project’s outcomes, it will also provide a 
state of the profession review of recent diversity initiatives to identify elements of 
progress and new opportunities for mitigating the effects of structural oppression in LIS 
graduate education. 
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On a preliminary basis, the project proposes to collect data three times a year from the 
fellows on their academic progress and needs, to which degree they are experiencing 
the issues typically experienced by BIPOC doctoral students, and their perception of 
the strengths and weaknesses of the intervention activities in that period. At least twice 
during the course of the project, attempts will be made to survey BIPOC doctoral 
students who are not Spectrum fellows, but who are at the same stage in their studies, 
from both partnering and non-partnering LIS degree programs to provide comparison.
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