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hold the door
the gse conference is coming
     Maybe it’s still too soon for Hodor jokes, but all 
joking aside: the 2018-2019 GSE Interdisciplinary 
Conference theme has been announced! This year, 
the Graduate Students in English will host another in-
credible interdisciplinary conference centered around 
the theme “Opening Doors: Creating Opportunities 
for Difficult Conversations.” 
       The theme is particularly timely, given the role 
that universities generally and the humanities specif-
ically have played in helping to facilitate difficult and 
necessary conversations during times of political and 
social unrest, or as the CFP states “offering the op-
portunity for enlightenment and understanding in a 
time seemingfly bereft of both.” 
       Given the theme, U of A’s graduate students in 
English may be eager to support this conference. 
Your support for the 2019 GSE conference can come 
in many ways. First, please consider applying to the 
conference. The full CFP will be posted on page three 
of this issue of The Sapient Pig, as well as on our web-
site at www.thesapientpigonline.wordpress.com.
        Also, please consider letting your friends or col-
leagues in other disciplines know about the confer-
ence and encourage them to apply or attend. Finally, 
plan on setting aside March 9 to attend the confer-
ence yourself. We can’t wait to see you there! 

Want to publicize an upcoming event that would benefit graduate students in English? Let me know at kfiggins@
uark.edu, and I’ll publish it both on social media and in the next issue of The Sapient Pig!
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Ask an Academic
“Ask an Academic” is a new, regular feature of The Sapient Pig in which University of Arkansas faculty and alumni share their 
advice on the questions that plague graduate students in English. Have a great question? Want a specific professor’s take or ad-
vice from someone working in an alt-ac track? Let us know at gsearkansas@gmail.com or through our social media! 

prof. mohja kahf offers expert advice in 
our october newsletter

How do you keep calm during 
stressful times in a graduate pro-Q:

A:
It is absolutely key to have non-aca-
demic friends, and not just remote-
ly but in town. Friends not living on 
the rhythm of the semester, with its 
November/ April exhaustion and 
early December/May stress decath-
lon. An added benefit of this is that 
it can help you keep your research 
real, as in, when you’re explaining it 
to non-academics, you may re-con-
nect to why what you’re doing mat-
ters to you, or why it might help the 
world, or at least some little part of it, be a better place, and all that. Having good friends who are not academics saved 
my sanity in grad school, and during early years in academe, and still do.

What are you reading right now? (Or, what critical work do you wish every graduate student would read before 
they leave graduate school?)Q:

A:
What I’m reading right now is Equal of the Sun, by Anita Amirrezvani and The Map of Salt and Stars by Zeyn Joukhadar 
bring together both my loves: medieval and postcolonial. The first is about the cut-throat court of sixteenth-century Sava-
fid princess Pari Khan. The second weaves together the story of a contemporary Syrian family bombed out of Homs with 
the timeline of a cross-dressing girl mapmaker’s apprentice in twelfth-century North Africa and Sicily. I’m also reading a 
book by Remke Kruk on warrior women in medieval Arabic epics. These sprawling epics of chivalry, love, and high adven-
ture were orally performed as well as written up in sections in small cheap volumes that were rented out. They were the 
pulp fiction and multi-media entertainment of the pre-modern Arabic-speaking world from the twelfth century until--well, 
right up to today, really, because they’re actually still performed in a few dwindling locales. These, and literally two dozen 
other books that I’m trying to finish, are open and face-down and half-read all over my coffee, bedside, and kitchen tables. 
This comes in part from my being split across medieval and postcolonial periods, sort of whiplashed from always trying to 
keep up in both.

Note from the Editor
Late October and November can be very stressful for graduate students. You may have already experienced hitting what I call the 
“October Wall.” Take time for self-care during these moments: the work will be waiting for you when you come back, I promise. If the 
stress gets overwhelming, please don’t hesitate to take advantage of the U of A’s counseling services. You can schedule an appoint-
ment by calling 479-575-5276. 

@GSEArkansas @gsearkansas @gseuark gsearkansas@gmail.comwww.thesapientpigonline.
wordpress.com
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MFA 

FACULTY READING

NIGHTBIRD BOOKS 
NOVEMBER 12 AT 6PM 

Readings by    

Davis McCombs 

Toni Jensen 

Padma Viswanathan

CFP for gse conference
“Opening doors: creating 

opportunities for 
difficult conversations”

      Starting conversations on difficult topics can seem insur-
mountable at times. The 2019 GSE Conference will consider how 
texts (books, tv shows, films, social media, etc.) open the door 
to difficult conversations, offering the opportunity for enlighten-
ment and understanding in a time seemingly bereft of both.
     The 2018-19 University of Arkansas’ “One Book One Commu-
nity” text, The Hate U Give, by Angie Thomas, is one such text, 
offering insight into issues of race within the US in our own time. 
Charles Dickens’ novels Oliver Twist (1837-9) and Bleak House 
(1852-53) opened conversations on poverty for Victorian read-
ers. Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” (1892) 
uncovered women’s mental health issues. W.E.B. DuBois’ The 
Souls of Black Folk (1903) served as a catalyst for the civil rights 
movement in the nineteenth century. Novels are not the only me-
diums that have sparked conversations.
      From Pete Seeger’s “We Shall Overcome,” to Tupac Shakur’s 
“Brenda’s Got a Baby,” to Kacey Musgrove’s “Follow Your Ar-
row,” popular music has given pause for thought on issues of civil 
rights, teen pregnancy, and sexuality.
      I Love Lucy, Mister Roger’s Neighborhood, and Orange is the 
New Black, forced discussions on multiracial marriage, nuclear 
war, and race, gender and identity, on television. The movie ad-
aptation of The Hate U Give continues the conversation began 
by Thomas’ book, while The Deer Hunter, Schindler’s List, and 
12 Years a Slaves deal with PTSD, the Holocaust, and slavery. 
The list of texts – those already stated, but also podcasts, Twitter 
feeds, Facebook posts, documentaries, to name just a few –serv-
ing as a facilitator for difficult conversations is seemingly endless.
      Topics could include but are by no means limited to:  Texts that 
open(ed) conversations on difficult topics, or the use of those 
texts in the media or in the classroom.  We also appreciate cre-
ative writing texts dealing with difficult topics.
      Submissions:  Please email your paper abstracts (of 300 words 
or fewer) or panel proposals by January 20, 2019 to Sharon Fox, 
at gse@uark.edu. Please include your name, institutional affilia-
tion, and email address on your submission.

gse to host mfa faculty reading

Arkansas international release party
     The University of Arkansas MFA program’s literary journal, 
the Arkansas International, will be hosting a release party on No-
vember 1 from 5:30-8:00 at the Fayetteville Public Library. The 
event is free and will feature readings from Issue Five of the jour-
nal, which largely focuses on oil. 
       According to editor-in-chief Geoffrey Brock’s introductory 
letter to this issue, climate change requires us to “nurse the world, 
while we still have it, … [and] continue to raise our children as 
if they, too, will have a world; and … keep writing and reading 
and talking about it and them and ourselves for as long as we 
still have voices.” If you can’t physically attend the event, con-
sider tuning in for a live stream of the party and readings at the 
Fayetteville Public Library’s Livestream page: https://livestream.
com/faylib. 
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Letter from the President

Faculty Spotlight: dr. Paula fender

in our next issue:  a letter from gse president, tessa swehla; news from around the department; thanksgiving recipes? You’ll 
just have to wait and see!  in the meantime, keep up with gse news through our social media or our site, www.thesapientpigon-
line.wordpress.com.

@GSEArkansas @gsearkansas @gseuark gsearkansas@gmail.comwww.thesapientpigonline.
wordpress.com

This month we wanted to get to know one of our new facul-
ty, Dr. Paula Fender, English Teaching Specialist and Writ-
ing Program Assistant. Here’s what we learned! 

Kristen Figgins: Can you tell me a little about your journey in 
academia? How did you find your way to becoming part of the 
writing program team at this university?
Paula Fender: I began my journey in academia while I was work-
ing on my Masters degree in Technical and Expository Writing at 
the University of Arkansas at Little Rock.  I worked as an adjunct 
teaching Composition I and II at a small historically Black College 
(HBCU) in Central Arkansas. I continued my graduate studies 
several years later at Iowa State University and received a PhD in 
Rhetoric and Professional Communication in May 2018.  While I 
was writing my dissertation, I worked as a temporary instructor at 
another HBCU.  I balanced teaching five classes, doing research, 
and defending my dissertation in the Spring of 2018.  It was quite 
challenging but worth every minute! Once my appointment at 
the HBCU ended, I learned of the opening in the Rhetoric and 
Composition Program here at University of Arkansas and took 
the first step; I applied.  The decision to join the scholarly commu-
nity at the University was indeed a good decision.
KF: This marks the first semester that the composition program’s 
“new” Comp I and Comp II have been rolled out across the 
board. What do you find exciting about the FYC curriculum at 
the University of Arkansas?
PF: I find a few things exciting about the FYC curriculum at the 
University of Arkansas.  The English Composition I class is unique 
in that it encourages students to become researchers in their first 
semester of college.  The rigorous curriculum in English Compo-
sition I challenges students to look at discourse communities from 
the perspective of observer/interpreter.  Students gain ownership 
of the research process by selecting discourse communities that 
resonate with them personally, civically, academically, or socially.  
They get opportunities, in this class, to build their ethos or au-
thority as researcher writers.  
     Though the English Composition I’s new curriculum stresses 
ethnography as research, it does not abandon the fundamental 

competencies of grammar, us-
age, and style.  Consequently, 
we have a handbook that as-
sist in the teaching of writing 
competencies.
     I look forward to teaching 
across the curriculum.
KF: As you know, our TAs go 
through a rigorous introduc-
tion to pedagogy as part of 
their training to teach. What 
pedagogical theories have 
been influential on you? What 
can graduate students read or 

do to further their progress as educators?
PF: As an educator, I follow Lev Vygotsky’s and Jean Piaget’s 
learning models of facilitator/constructivist teaching style.  I be-
lieve it is very important to recognize that our students are capa-
ble of independent thought and that most are social learners.  If 
I develop a lesson that encourages active interaction with lesson 
material and with their classmates, particularly in peer-review 
workshops, it helps students thrive in learning environments in 
which they are accustomed.  
       I recommend that as U of A’s graduate students engage with 
students in the classroom and establish their teaching personas, 
that they develop an active research agenda that fits their goals 
as scholars and educators.  Research topics of interest for the 
types of activities and lessons you want to bring to the classroom, 
but not only that, find the theories and practical applications that 
support your teaching goals. 
        Lastly, attend the Teaching Composition workshops each 
semester to see what your cohorts are doing in their classrooms.  
Collaboration is a must.
KF: What’s something our graduate students might be surprised 
to know about you? 
PF: Our graduate students might be surprised to learn that I love 
to talk. I enjoy listening as well.  My door is open, so come in with 
your questions, concerns, and ideas.  Let’s chat it out!


