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Foreword

Jennifer Sano-Franchini
Incoming Gaziano Family Legacy Professor of Rhetoric & Writing Studies
West Virginia University

Morgantown, West Virginia, USA

Its been nearly two years since the WHO declared COVID-19 a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern on January 20, 2020, and a global pandemic on
March 11, 2020. | was one of many who naively assumed—and later, hoped—that this
pandemic would be under some kind of control long ago. Since then, we've received
news reports of variants, with Omicron now on the rise. Many of us got vaccinated, then
boostered, not only for our own health and safety, but also perhaps in the hopes that
this small act might contribute to collective efforts to slow the virus’s spread. In this
short—but far too lengthy—bit of time, our lives have changed in ways both known and,
as yet, unknown—from the tragic loss of loved ones to precarious working conditions, to
feelings of isolation, anxiety, and other consequences for mental and physical health.
Too often, it's been those who are already marginalized—Black, Brown, and Indigenous
communities, people with disabilittes and who are immunocompromised, rural
communities, and populations that are financially under-resourced—who have been
disproportionately affected by the pandemic (Arias et al., 2021; Artiga et al., 2021;
Bosman et al., 2021; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021; Chowkwanyun
& Reed, 2020; COVID Data Tracker, 2021; Karaca-Mandic, Georgiou & Sen, 2021; Miao,
2021; Ndugga et al., 2021; Public Health England, 2020; Roberts, 2021; Sharma et al.,
2021; Spolar, 2021; Treisman, 2021; Weber, 2021; Wood, 2020). To address these
disparities we must examine the structural causes. These causes are complex and
contextual, but a few of the cited factors include that racialized minorities comprise a
large proportion of frontline essential workers, the existence of racialized disparities in
health care including, for instance, racial bias in medical devices such as oximeters that
are more effective for people with lighter skin (Shirbon, 2021), as well as unequal access

to health resources and/or usable information for managing health risks, as Suwat



Ruangsri and Somkiat Chawengkijwanich describe for Thai citizens and foreigners in
Japan in this themed issue.

In addition to the widespread consequences of the virus itself, the pandemic
and the racialized and politicized discourses about the virus have additionally contributed
to heightened and more visible incidents of anti-Asian racism as a result of Asians—and
Chinese people more specifically—being scapegoated as the cause of the COVID-19
pandemic (Associated Press, “More than,” 2021; Cai et al., 2021; Okazaki, 2021; Yellow
Horse et al., 2021). These discourses, which are rooted in much longer histories of Euro-
Western imperialism and racialized rhetorics of disease (Ko, 2020) have led to not only
increasing reports of anti-Asian violence, with repercussions for Asian American mental
health (Saw et al., 2021) but also increased attention to histories of anti-Asian racism,
continued efforts toward more nuanced public conversations about Asian diasporic
experience, and broadening recognition of the need for coalitional, pro-Black,
intersectional approaches to social justice, thanks to the efforts of Asian and Asian
American community organizers, intellectuals, and activists (Ho, 2020; Lim et al., 2021).

In higher education specifically, the pandemic has altered the way instructors
and administrators work in a number of ways. In addition to the sudden move to
emergency remote teaching, teachers have been asked to take on more, to bear
additional burdens, and to maintain an ethos of flexibility when working with students as
well as with higher education administration. Less often, however, is it recognized how
this flexibility affects teachers’ working conditions, grading schedules, and so on, and
this all the more true for adjunct faculty as well as faculty who are caregivers and whose
work is disproportionately affected by the pandemic in a time of limited outside-of-home
care options. Further, to move a course online requires, in the best of circumstances,
significant retooling and rethinking of pedagogical approaches—work that was often
simply not possible during what was, for many, an abrupt transition to emergency remote
teaching. Students, too, have reported feeling the weight of the pandemic as classes
were, in many cases, suddenly moved online to offline to back online again, as they
were adjusting to a new and different way of doing school, as they dealt with isolation
and their own concerns about the pandemic, and as they managed personal, mental

health, and family health concerns and challenges. As a result, the COVID-19 pandemic



and the move to emergency remote teaching highlighted the urgent but not new need
for significant accessibility reform on multiple levels. Accessibility was also an issue for
students who reside in areas with limited to no access to high speed internet. Further,
the pandemic disproportionately affected international students who were at times unable
to go to their home countries due to travel restrictions (Xu et al., 2021). Many teachers
reflected on and updated our pedagogical practices as a result of the pandemic,
attending to accessibility, social justice, equity, and human rights concerns, as GPat
Patterson, Omsin Jatuporn, and Dinidu Karunanayake’s essays in this themed issue
illustrate. In particular, Patterson focuses on how trans/queer pedagogies challenge
assumptions that are frequently taken for granted in teaching and learning practices in
higher education—such as the idea that coverage equals quality, for example; Jatuporn
offers an eco-critical pedagogical framework for university teaching that prioritizes
community engagement in the service of diversity and sustainability; and Karunanayake
brings together empathy, interdisciplinarity, and transformative composition to empower
students to reflexively engage with communities across cultures and contexts without
“reifying a hierarchical power dynamism” of Western human rights activism. Some of
us—myself included—disposed of rigid attendance and late work policies in an effort to
lead with empathy and to make our courses accessible to all students.

Higher education administrators made efforts to support their various
stakeholders, including students and faculty, while also considering the concerns of
parents, local citizens, and Boards of Visitors or other governing bodies. Classrooms
were re-designed to enable social distancing and/or to include plexiglass barriers. Tents
were installed on campuses so that classes could meet outdoors in the open air, an
option that would be especially important for voice courses where students would need
to project their voices for singing and teachers would need to be able to clearly hear
students. Some universities allowed faculty to stop their tenure clocks, and to include
COVID-19 impact statements in their annual reviews, which, on one hand, provided
some relief that the challenges faculty had been facing would be acknowledged and
hopefully accounted for in review processes, yet on the other, created one more thing
to do. A number of universities made available small grants for technology and research

support, as well as for student emergency needs. Some of us worked toward institutional



transformation in the service of social justice and anti-racism. For my own part as director
of a professional and technical writing undergraduate program, | not only worked to
provide professional development support for faculty through a facilitated conversation
with a specialist in online writing instruction and the development and sharing of
resources, but | also collaborated with faculty and graduate student instructors on efforts
to redress anti-Blackness and white supremacy within our program; for instance, we co-
developed a bibliography of works by Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)
scholars in our field of technical and professional communication (bit.ly/20wzr8G), and
we organized a panel on Black perspectives in technical and professional communication.
This panel, which overviewed topics like Black UX design; Black women entrepreneurship;
Black rhetorics in health communication; Black activism as technical communication;
amplification rhetorics in Historically Black Colleges and Universities as technical
communication; Black expertise in regulatory, policy, and legal communication; and Black
research methods, methodologies, and ethics, was attended by more than 300 unique
viewers (Mckoy et al., 2020).

Yet, COVID has also led to layoffs, mandatory furloughs, salary cuts, and hiring
freezes which would impact job availability for PhDs seeking tenure track positions,
all of which further exacerbates already deteriorating labor conditions as many
postsecondary institutions have been turning to adjunct and other non-tenure-track
positions to replace tenure track faculty (Douglas-Gabriel & Fowers, 2020; Flaherty,
2020; Flaherty, 2021; Hess, 2020; Whitford, 2020; Woolston, 2020). And although some
universities did instate and uphold mask and vaccine mandates (Associated Press,
“UNM disenrolling,” 2021; Burke, 2021; Sullivan, 2021; Zhu, 2021), some administrations’
refusal to do so despite rising COVID cases locally communicated that many institutions
of higher education are willing to put profits and tuition dollars over the health and safety
of students, staff, and faculty. Higher education administrators have needed to negotiate
and respond to these legitimate concerns, amidst numerous other challenges as Sirirat
Na Ranong shows in this themed issue, based on her interview-based research focusing
on the voices and experiences of Thai Liberal Arts Administrator-Instructors.

Of course, this account is not intended to be exhaustive, and there is certainly

a lot | have left out. Rather, this cataloging is meant to illustrate the range of layered


http://bit.ly/2Owzr8G

and interrelated consequences of the coronavirus pandemic, and to show how the
ongoing coronavirus pandemic highlights the need for humanities- based approaches to
address a range of complex issues, especially at a time when the humanities and liberal
arts are under attack from multiple directions. For instance, in this themed issue, Siqi
Yao; Supansa Phaktaranikorn’ s analysis of Thai mainstream news media; Nittaya
Kaewkallana’'s analysis of Thai governmental communications; and Daranee Artharn,
Kaedsiri Jaroenwisan, and Manassinee Boonmeesrisanga’s analysis of Thai songs
during COVID-19 come together to show how humanities perspectives offer valuable
ways of reading a range of informational, governmental, and cultural public texts, with
meaningful implications for media literacy and democratic deliberation. Moreover, in
different ways, the effects listed above speak to several enduring questions: How do we
read, interpret, and communicate about a global health concern and its aftereffects? How
can we read and communicate scientific information in ways that support communities
without perpetuating, much less exacerbating, existing inequalities? How do we make
sense of what the pandemic and its diverse and wide ranging consequences mean for
our individual lives as well as the livelihoods of our communities? How can the theories,
interpretive frames, and modes of critique that have emerged from the humanities—such
as LGBT studies and queer theory, eco-critical pedagogies, postcolonialism, critical race
theory, critical discourse analysis, technical (risk) communication, and literacy studies,
to name a few examples— provide useful insights for reimagining postsecondary
institutions (or other institutions) such that they are more humane, more just, and more
equitable?

This themed issue of Journal of Liberal Arts on Humanities Instruction and
Administration in a Global Pandemic: Transformative Insights for the Future of Liberal
Arts, edited by Chanon Adsanatham, speaks to these questions as it thoughtfully
considers what we in the humanities can learn from the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.
At the same time that it does so, this themed issue importantly demonstrates what
interdisciplinary, global, multilingual humanities perspectives offer to ongoing efforts to
reimagine academia and understanding of this challenging, emergent context. The
essays included in this themed issue focus on diverse contexts of analysis (classroom,

higher education administration, news media, tourism, popular music, governmental



communication, and risk communication) while also drawing on a range of critical
frameworks, including trans/queer pedagogies, eco-critical pedagogy, critical discourse
analysis, and literary studies frameworks to name a few examples. In doing so, this
themed issue weaves together several examples of what insights the humanities can
bring to various academic and public contexts, from diverse perspectives and
positionalities, to improve teaching, interpretation, and understanding in such challenging
times. Although the past couple of years have certainly come with their share of moments
of anxiety, loss, exhaustion, and despair, this themed issue shows us that creative
intervention, empathic support, critical insights, and institutional re-building have been
taking place, too. | am grateful that it has offered me a much-needed hopeful vision for

our collective future.
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