
reating a diverse and 
inclusive campus at-
mosphere has been 
a focal point for As-

sociated Student Government 
in the past, but student lead-
ers, including the ASG presi-
dent, think the organization 
has room to improve their 
outreach to underrepresented 
communities, they said.

“As an organization, in or-
der to talk about how we want 
ASG to be more diverse and 
inclusive, you have to under-
stand that in our past, I don’t 
think we have been as diverse 
or inclusive as we could have 
been,” ASG President J.P. 
Gairhan said.

Gairhan, who won the 
presidency after defeating op-
ponent Spencer Bone in a run-
off election back in April, plans 
on reaching out to different 
minority groups on campus to 

find out how ASG can better 
serve them this year, he said.

Samia Ismail, ASG’s co-
director of diversity and in-
clusion, thinks incorporating 
more marginalized communi-
ties into the campus dialogue 
was one of the reasons why 
Gairhan won the election, she 
said.

Ismail, who has served as 
co-director for the past two 
years, thinks the discussion to 
build a more inclusive envi-
ronment needs to stem from 
education, she said.

“One of the biggest prob-
lems with campuses that don’t 
have an inclusive culture is 
that people just don’t under-
stand the types of adversity 
that other people are dealing 
with,” Ismail said. “Reframing 
this conversation of diversity 
and inclusion into a conver-
sation about what adversity 
looks like for different people 
might be one way to educate 
people in a way that isn’t con-
frontational.”

Gairhan and Ismail think 
ASG has served the commu-

nity well, but there have been 
times in the past where ASG’s 
responses to controversial is-
sues have been received poorly 
by students, they said.

ASG senators faced some 
backlash after a resolution 
aimed at protecting Jewish 
students on campus backfired 
once members of the UA Hil-
lel Jewish student organiza-
tion came forward saying they 
thought the bill was more dis-
criminatory toward Muslim 
and Palestinian students than 
helpful to Jewish students, ac-
cording to a previous article 
from The Arkansas Traveler 
published April 24.

Gairhan wished ASG had 
responded faster to the inci-
dent last February involving a 
former student posting a pic-
ture to a group Snapchat in 
blackface with the caption “I 
hope this offends someone.” 

ASG did organize a town 
hall with the Black Students’ 
Association and National Pan-
Hellenic Council about two 
weeks after the post went up 
in which students could voice 

their concerns and complaints 
to UA administration.

Some student leaders have 
had good experiences so far 
with how different outlets at 
the university have attempted 
to incorporate more underrep-
resented groups on campus.

Faizullah Asif, the presi-
dent of the Muslim Student’s 
Association, has already seen 
some changes this year that 
have him excited about the di-
rection the university is mov-
ing toward: fostering that in-
clusive environment Gairhan 
promised, Asif said. 

The Center for Multicul-
tural and Diversity Education, 
located in the Arkansas Union, 
added a meditation room 
that Muslim students can use 
for their daily prayers. In the 
past, Asif and other Muslim 
students would have to find 
empty classrooms or would 
use professors’ offices, he said.

MSA had reached out to 
ASG in the past about adding a 
prescribed space just for Mus-
lim students, but never heard 
back from them, Asif said. 

Asif would like to organize a 
panel with other religious RSOs 
this year as a way for students 
to come and learn about differ-
ent faiths in an open setting but 
thinks ASG should leverage its 
prominence and size in the com-
munity to get students to attend, 
he said.

“One of their biggest roles is 
to facilitate a lot of diverse activi-
ties on campus,” Asif said. 

PRIDE President Chance 
Bardsley echoed the same sen-
timent and hopes that ASG 
will help promote all the events 
PRIDE has planned this year, he 
said.

“The student government is 
here to give the students a voice, 
especially for groups like us who 
are members of a community 
who are voiceless,” Bardsley said. 
“Usually, a lot of people in the 
LGBTQ community don’t have 
family at home. They don’t have 
people they can talk to about 
who they really are.”

Bardsley knows this isolation 
better than most. After coming 
out to his family when he was 
18 years old, friends and family 

members turned on him, leaving 
him without a support group un-
til he found PRIDE at the UofA. 

“I’ve had a lot of rejection, 
especially from people that I 
love and care about,” Bardsley 
said. “When I was trying to be 
healed from homosexuality, 
my dad came back into my life. 
When I came out the second 
time saying like I’m, it’s not 
changing like I am who I am.”

Gairhan plans on increas-
ing the amount of programs 
for these RSOs as a way for 
more students to familiar-
ize themselves with differ-
ent groups on campus. Even 
though he’s not responsible 
for increasing the diversity of 
student population, Gairhan 
thinks ASG should make the 
UofA as welcoming a place as 
possible, he said.  

“I’m not in charge of ensur-
ing that our freshman classes 
are as diverse as they can be,” 
Gairhan said. “It’s not our job 
as the student body, but what 
we can do is try and create an 
inclusive nature with every-
thing that we’ve done.

dreams come true,” she said. 
There are some significant 

cultural differences that Albert 
said she has observed since ar-
riving in the U.S. For instance, 
Americans smile all the time, 
almost indiscriminately. When 
a person in Ukraine has a 
problem, they refuse to smile, 
she said. 

“And we only ask ‘How are 
you?’ if we really care to know. 
In America, people are always 
asking ‘How are you?’ and they 
don’t really care about the an-
swer,” she said. 

Albert’s experiences from 
studying abroad have taught 
her many skills, she said. Her 
ability to communicate, think 
critically and solve problems 
has improved because of some 
challenges she has faced this 
semester.

“I am in a class that is 
taught by a professor with a 
heavy [Chinese] accent,” she 
said. “It is very hard to figure 
out what he is trying to say, but 
I am learning to understand 
him better.”

Another challenge Albert 
has been facing is keeping up 
with homework while staying 
engaged with extracurricular 
activities, she said.  

Sophomore Yok Lin Ong is 
from Malaysia. He has been in 
the U.S. for a couple of weeks, 
and says that he finds the Ar-
kansan air refreshing. Even on 
the hottest summer days, Ar-
kansas is not as hot as Malay-
sia, where taking a walk down 
the street is a sweaty affair all 
days of the year, he said.

Before coming to the U.S., 
Ong said he expected to find 
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he morning sun 
crested the horizon 
and cast shadows 

throughout the rolling expanse 
of the Badlands. Four years 
ago, a Panamanian student 
dreamt of American cities and 
their promise of advancing 
technology, celebrity and suc-
cess. But after two trips to New 
York City, he found his Ameri-
can dream in a Midwestern 
sunrise. 

Senior David Gonzalez 
knew no English upon ar-
rival and spent his first year 
at the university learning the 
language, he said. The hardest 
parts about learning English 
for him were all of the differ-

ent sounds vowels make and 
slang-related language barri-
ers, he said. 

Gonzalez’s peers were kind 
and supportive as he learned 
their language. They under-
stood that learning a new lan-
guage is a difficult process, he 
said.

“When I came to the U.S., 
the person that picked me up 
from the airport told me that 
he liked my outfit. I just said 
‘yes,’ and I left. He was looking 
at me so weird, and I was like, 
‘bye,’” he said. 

Gonzalez came to the UofA 
as part of the exchange pro-
gram. His first impression of 
the U.S. was that it is just like 
the movies he watched back 
home. Manhattan in mind, he 
expected many large cities and 
a lot more modern technology, 
he said. 

“I had never heard of Ar-
kansas before coming here,” he 

said, laughing.  
Before arriving at the UofA, 

Gonzalez was nervous about 
people treating him differently 
because of his accent and his 
status as an international stu-
dent, he said.

“Everyone is actually very 
nice and helpful. I was pleas-
antly surprised,” he said.

For Gonzalez, the most 
significant difference between 
Panamanian and American 
cultures is devotion to fam-
ily, he said. Despite being over 
2,000 miles away from home, 
Gonzalez remains very close 
with his family and talks to 
them every day. 

“If I don’t answer [the 
phone], they’ll be mad at me,” 
he said. 

Since coming to the U.S., 
Gonzalez has visited five 
states: New York, Florida, 
Texas, Colorado and South 
Dakota. Gonzalez has visited 

New York City twice, and it is 
his favorite American city, he 
said. His favorite American 
vacation was to South Dakota, 
where he spent a week camp-
ing in the Badlands.  His trip 
to the Badlands was his favor-
ite since coming to the U.S. 
because of plentiful hiking, 
beautiful scenery and the fact 
that he had never been camp-
ing before, he said.

Senior Anna Albert is from 
Ukraine and has been in the 
U.S. for four weeks. Albert’s 
vision of the U.S. was formed 
through depictions presented 
by Hollywood, like the New 
York City in “The Devil Wears 
Prada,” she said. When she vis-
ited the U.S. for the first time 
last summer, she was surprised 
to see that the realities of 
America were just as she imag-
ined, she said. 

“I have always thought that 
this is the country to make my 
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Associated Student Government President J.P. Gairhan (center) sits in on the first ASG Senate meeting of the year with members of his executive staff Sept. 4.
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