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CEDL Symposium during the 

2014 LSA:  

“Diversity in Linguistics” 
 

 

 
Lisa Green, Tom Roeper, Richard Meier, Joseph Hill, Iman Laversuch Nick, John Rickford 

 

  During the 2014 LSA Conference in Minneapolis, CEDL hosted a special 

symposium on diversity in linguistics which featured some of today’s leading linguistic 

scholars: Richard Meier of the University of Texas at Austin; Joseph Hill and Ceil Lucas 

from Gallaudet University; John Rickford from Stanford University; and Tom Roper 

from the University of Massachusetts Amherst. During the symposium, the  guest 

speakers not only described the development of their own research projects, but also 

discussed some of personal and professional challenges still facing minorities in 

linguistics.  For a detailed description of the symposium, please see the abbreviated 

session abstract provided below. 

  For readers who were unable to attend the special event, we have also provided 

the abstracts for each of the four papers presented.  CEDL would like to take this 

opportunity to express its appreciation to each one of the presenters for sharing their 

insights and experiences with the LSA community during this event.  In addition, CEDL 

extends its thanks to the, Lisa Green from the University of Massachusetts Amherst for 

organizing this opportunity. 
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The Symposium Abstract 

 

Diversity in Linguistics 

One of the goals of the Committee on Ethnic Diversity in Linguistics (CEDL) is 

to address ways of increasing ethnic diversity in linguistics. The under-representation of 

ethnic minorities in linguistics is as much a concern today as it was in the mid 1990’s, 

when CEDL was established. Since its inception, CEDL has worked to address the needs 

and concerns of minorities both inside and outside of academia.  

For instance, general information about under-represented minorities in linguistics 

was collected from a brief survey, and a symposium “Recent Advances in Research in 

African American English” was presented at the 2001 Linguistic Society of America 

(LSA) annual meeting. In addition, the committee is working on strategies to increase the 

presence of graduate students from underrepresented minority groups at annual LSA 

meetings and to put into place a mentoring program that might have a positive effect on 

increasing representation of members of these groups in linguistics and in the LSA.  

The goal of the proposed symposium was to highlight some of the important  

strides that have been made over the years to increase the diversity of voices and 

experiences in linguistics and related disciplines. The participants on this panel address 

the types of steps that some linguistics departments have taken in increasing and 

promoting diversity, the way diversity is reflected in programs in linguistics, and the 

contributions of diversity to the field of linguistics and to related disciplines. 

 

The Paper Abstracts 

 

Paper 1: Recruiting Native Speakers and Native Signers Into Linguistics 

Richard Meier, Department of Linguistics, University of Texas at Austin 

 
Promoting ethnic diversity in linguistics promotes diversity in the languages and linguistic 

phenomena that are examined by our discipline. The Department of Linguistics at the University 

of Texas at Austin has been engaged in two long-term efforts to increase the diversity of the 

doctoral students whom we train. We have sought to attract Deaf students into linguistics, and we 

have sought to attract speakers of indigenous languages of Latin America into our field. Research 

on the linguistics of signed languages and research in documentary linguistics are integral to 

Linguistics at UT Austin, just as theoretical work in core areas is. 
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Paper 2: Out of the Shadow: How Black ASL Can Create Opportunities for Diversity 

in Sign Language Research 

Joseph Hill and Ceil Lucas, Department of Specialized Education Services LSA, 

  Department of Linguistics, Gallaudet University 

 
Since 1960s, there have been significant developments in different areas of sign language that the 

trailblazing sign language researchers could not have imagined. One of the exciting developments 

is the evidence of linguistic diversity in sign language based on race. The geographical and social 

conditions during the post Civil War period were examined in an NSF-funded project as the 

effects on the development of a separate African American variety of sign language, hereby 

named “Black ASL.” The Black ASL research is one of the avenues that create opportunities for 

members of underrepresented groups to be involved and produce diversity-themed studies.  

 

Paper 3: Increasing the Representation of Under-represented Ethnic Minorities in 

Linguistics 

John R. Rickford, Department of Linguistics, Stanford University 

 
More than fifteen years ago (in Rickford 1997) it was noted that while linguistics, particularly 

sociolinguistics, had benefited descriptively, theoretically, methodologically, and in other ways 

from research on the African American community, it had given relatively little in return.  One of 

the ways in which we had failed at “payback” was in the under-representation of African 

Americans among faculty in US departments of linguistics, that in turn linked to their under-

representation among Linguistics students at the graduate and undergraduate levels.  Today, that 

problem remains as acute as it was fifteen years ago, evident not only in the under-representation 

of African Americans, but in low numbers of other people of color (especially Latina/os and 

Native Americans) among linguistics faculties across the US.   

 Now as in earlier times, one solution to the problem at the faculty level is to attack the 

pipeline problem—increasing the numbers of under-represented ethnic minority students in 

Linguistics courses, and seeing them through to graduation and beyond.  While I have no magic 

bullet to offer, I have learned a little from years of attempting to make progress on this front, and 

also from the writings of colleagues in related fields, and would like to share my ideas and 

potential insights with colleagues in the hope of stimulating a productive dialogue.  For instance, 

I realize now that innovativeness and originality, highly prized assets in academia, require 

enormous self-confidence and chutzpah, since they require going against the grain of 

conventional thinking in the field.  But such assets are often relatively weak among under-

represented minorities, who often bear the negative effects of institutional racism.  Relatedly, 

ethnic minorities are often the victims of stereotype vulnerability (Steele 2011).  Overcoming 

such obstacles to success in academia requires a deft combination of understanding, 

encouragement, and challenge that we must constantly be trying to improve.  
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Paper 4: Diversity in Linguistics: Steps to Promote It 

Tom Roeper, Department of Linguistics, University of Massachusetts Amherst 

 
Our production of the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation (DELV) test for language 

variation, in cooperation with the Communication Disorders Department, involved half of the 

University of Massachusetts Department of Linguistics and, therefore, serves as a model in part 

for increasing activities that promote diversity. The critical ingredients for success were partly 

based on strong personal relations, but mostly based on a common task through which people 

simply were forced to work together and come to decisions at many levels.  Applied work is ideal 

for the development of this kind of collaboration because the critical expertise usually lies outside 

the academic realm and the challenge is to include academic perspectives in the work, not the 

opposite, which is to pursue academic goals and have a minor or vague commitment to seeing its 

applied implications. What should proceed from this experience are joint courses where the 

applied and theoretical dimensions are both presented and both pursued with assignments that 

require graduate students from different departments, such as linguistics and communication 

disorders, to work together. Finally the role of Centers that cross department boundaries seems to 

be an easier way to achieve collaborations than to diversify within departments, unfortunately.  

 

 


