
 

 

 

 

 

 

To:  Chancellor Dutta 

From:  Emily Feuerherm on behalf of the UM-Flint Women’s Commission 

RE:  Dissolution of Women’s Commission and New DEI Initiative 

Date:  December 11, 2019 

 
The members of the Women’s Commission welcome a deliberate, intentional, and thoughtful approach to 

building - as noted in the email announcing the new DEI initiative - “an environment” based upon the 

principles and insights of DEI research and means tested best practices. We know that inclusion is ground 

zero for and a necessary foundation to build the kind of excellence diversity affords. We also know that 

inclusion not only requires active recruitment, but also intentionally built infrastructures that ensure 

equity -- i.e., equity in access to participation, in recognizing distinct forms of contribution, in valuing 

different skills/talents and work products, and much more while also being steadfastly committed to 

dismantling the barriers that prevent full engagement with each of these and many more. Without this 

deliberately fashioned infrastructure, which requires training/consciousness raising, policy, human and 

physical resources, services, and more, or only with it, can we hope to truly tap into and harness the 

power of diversity and the ways diverse perspectives enhance knowledge production, creativity, problem 

identification and solving, and innovation in the service of “academic excellence for the public good.” 
 
Although we are supportive of DEI initiatives, we are concerned by the lack of consultation and 

transparency in decision making that informs the new initiative at UM-Flint, which creates a weak 

foundation for future work because it fails to signal the very principle of “inclusion” it seeks to promote 

and thereby undermines trust in and for the initiative.  
 
This open letter responds to UM-Flint’s new DEI initiative in an effort to increase the transparency of 

DEI efforts on this campus. Information about UM-Flint’s new DEI initiative is minimal and largely 

contained within a single campus-wide email, and yet several changes have already been enacted. In a 

nutshell, our concerns are as follows:  

 
1. The DEI Initiative did not include any consultation from the Women’s Commission, although it 

won the President’s Distinguished Diversity Leaders award for the University of Michigan 

system just last year and had a semester’s-worth of plans ready for the Winter semester 

2. With the new DEI initiative the Women’s Commission has been shut down, although this seems 

premature considering the lack of consultations, the minimal financial investment, and the 

apparent devaluing of the expertise and funds of knowledge held by members of that body 

3. The sudden disappearance of the Women’s Commission Co-Chair and Director of CGS, Heather 

Johnson, is unnecessarily disruptive and raises further concerns about the future of CGS, which 

has been an important partner of the Women’s Commission  

 
Regarding #1: 
On December 2, 2019 - the day before the DEI announcement email to the university - the co-chairs of 

the Women’s Commission met with Chancellor Dutta. In this meeting, the co-chairs were informed that 
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the WC would be dissolved and some of the members would be rolled into a new Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion Committee - though who those members might be is still unclear. The Chancellor indicated that 

the model that would be used for the DEI Committee would be based on what had already been 

established in Ann Arbor and further indicated that he was firmly dedicated to all DEI issues - including 

those that the WC had been working on. Chancellor Dutta has a strong record of DEI work at previous 

institutions, particularly Purdue, and we believe he is dedicated to DEI. He also has the right to shut down 

and replace the WC. Nevertheless, we wonder why the WC didn’t receive a request for information, 

consultation, or guidance in the rollout of the new DEI Committee, particularly considering our charge is 

directly relevant and answers directly to the Chancellor.  
 
We are concerned that the use of the Ann Arbor model, although time saving, may not be appropriate for 

the Flint or Dearborn campus, and we wonder how this model was decided upon.  Each campus has its 

own culture which drives Diversity, Equity and Inclusion.  Many of the students on the Flint campus are 

raised in a “blue collar” environment and are also rural.  Many have come from places of poverty, food 

deserts, university deserts, education deserts.  From that perspective alone, using a lens from Ann Arbor, 

a rather large, suburban, wealthy community forms innate bias that has been addressed by the WC in 

Flint.  Members of the WC are essentially disenfranchised with this new process.  In a sense, this type of 

exclusion is a “rollback” in time where rural voices, female voices, voices of those attempting to reverse 

poverty are eliminated. 
 
Further, the “Ann Arbor model” of DEI does not necessarily preclude the existence of a Women’s 

Commission. While Ann Arbor does not have a Women’s Commission by that name, they do have the 

following gender-centric resources:  
 

 Center for Education of Women+ which includes the Women of Color in the Academy Project 

and the Women of Color Task Force 

 Women’s Studies Department 

 Institute for Research on Women and Gender 

 The ADVANCE Program   

 
From our perspective, an Ann Arbor model of DEI does not mean that both a Women’s Commission and 

a DEI Committee are mutually exclusive, especially considering that the WC won the President’s 

Distinguished Diversity Leadership award in 2018.  We would also like to clarify that the announcement 

of the DEI initiative says the Women’s Commission and Diversity Council will be folded into the new 

DEI initiative. However, this is misleading because the Diversity Council is not currently an active 

council, making this move actually a replacement of the WC with the DEI Committee. There are several 

problems with this. The first is that the representation structure on the WC was developed to allow 

otherwise unrepresented voices - particularly from staff - to be heard. Additionally, it cast a wide net 

across the campus which allowed for significant networking and collaboration across units. The new DEI 

Committee structure will certainly leave out many of our long-standing commissioners who have been 

instrumental in the work of the WC and its top-down structure will silence many of the voices that the 

WC model includes. 
 
Since there has been no discussion, we have no plan for how our work over the past six years will be 

incorporated into this new structure. Some examples of our work are the climate survey and providing 

feedback on how sexual violence is reported, responded to, resourced, and discussed in our policies. At 

our most recent meeting, we provided feedback to the University-wide Sexual Misconduct Umbrella 

Policy. We have also (co-)hosted a conference, book talks, and other learning events focused on feminist 

issues and we have more planned for the future. We had several events planned for the Winter 2020 

https://www.umflint.edu/womenscommission/womens-commission


semester, as well, which will be further discussed under the third point as the disappearance of our co-

chair is relevant to this issue.  
 
Regarding #2 
Another important issue which we feel must be considered is the financial investment of the WC, which is 

minimal. Members and co-chairs do not receive any compensation for their work and the programming 

fees are small. Chancellor Person provided $13,000 in July 2014 and the Commission used those funds 

frugally from 2014 to present.  Over the course of our existence, we also received: 
 

 $500 - Micro-grant from MI-ACE (through IRs Jessica Tischler and Rushika Patel), Oct. 2015 

 $2,500 - (approximate), co-sponsorship for 2017 event; Student Involvement & Leadership, the 

Chemistry Club and Communities First, Inc. all contributed a little more than $800 each. 

 $1,000 - Funds from the Chancellor’s Office to support the 2016 FLINT event, April 2018 

 $2,500 - Distinguished Diversity Leaders Award - Fall 2019 

 $10,000 - Provided as legacy funds from the Chancellor’s Office, April 2019 

 
There is no indication of what the cost of the new DEI Committee will be, though the establishment of a 

Campus Diversity Officer will likely require a large financial investment. We wonder where the funds 

have come from in order to form this new position and create this new initiative. We are hopeful that the 

objective in framing the DEI initiatives on this campus using a model found in Ann Arbor is an indication 

that the campus will be asking for and receiving significant financial support from Ann Arbor, who has 

committed $40 million in annual funding plus $85 million in new investments. At this time, Ann Arbor’s 

DEI funding does not come to UM-Flint’s campus. 
 
Regarding #3 
We are also concerned about the WC staff co-chair and Director of the Center for Gender and Sexuality, 

Heather Johnson, who was inexplicably absent from events and has had an out of office message on her 

email since Dec. 2. Several students and faculty have reached out to the Women’s Commission to seek 

help and guidance following the Director’s sudden absence. We have heard that students have been 

affected emotionally, particularly in cases where students viewed the CGS Director as a strong mentor or 

even mother figure. This absence has also affected students professionally, such as not being able to ask 

the Director for letters of recommendation. Faculty, too, rely on the CGS Director’s particular skills and 

expertise for their instruction and support of students. We are also concerned about our participation in 

the NASPA Culture of Respect Program, which was spearheaded by the Director of CGS. This program 

brings together colleges and universities to end campus sexual violence through a rigorous process of 

self-assessment and organizational change, something the Women’s Commission was very invested in. 

Overall, we are concerned that her absence and silence are having a strongly negative effect on the 

campus climate. 
 
The WC is also concerned about the plans which had already been established for a full Winter 2020 

semester of meetings, conferences, book-talks, and resource development, of which CGS is a significant 

contributor. It is not clear what will happen with these events following the dissolution of the WC and 

without the organizing power and connections Heather Johnson brings to the table. Last year, WC and 

CGS collaboratively organized a conference called Working Together to Build a Stronger Movement, 

which was also supported by external organizations including the National Organization for Women, the 

National Council for Jewish Women, and the Why Courts Matter Project. This day-long conference was 

attended by faculty, staff, students, and community members and was planned again for this year.  

 

 



In conclusion, the WC is supportive of a DEI initiative at UM-Flint so long as it principally adheres to the 

values in its very name: diversity, equity, and inclusion. While we applaud the commitment to DEI, it 

cannot be in name only. The promise of culture change, organizational learning, identifying implicit bias, 

addressing microaggressions, advocating for social justice, and developing understanding to promote 

civility are lofty goals and will require slow, strategic, transparent, and purposeful investment of 

resources and staff. It will require hard conversations and having a set of diverse voices at the table. 

Excluding the award-winning body on campus that has been consistently working on DEI issues since its 

inception - the Women’s Commission - raises questions of the vision and the process of institutionalizing 

a strong DEI initiative. Furthermore, the sudden out-of-officing of the WC Co-Chair and Director of CGS 

at the end of the semester seems unnecessarily disruptive to the lives of students and the instructional 

resources for faculty. Pressing financial issues intersect with and ultimately inform visionary change. 

However, we are worried that the calculus fails to account for the numerous, often invisible resources that 

building the WC and CGS entails. In the interest of transparency and inclusion, the WC looks forward to 

discussing the above three points with the Chancellor when he joins the WC subcommittee meeting on 

December 16.  
 

Emily Feuerherm 
Co-Chair of the Women’s Commission  
Associate Professor of Linguistics  
English Department 
UM-Flint  
 


