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WCPA Special Board Meeting, April 14, 2021

Purpose of meeting:  To give everyone a chance to speak and be heard uninterrupted, regarding Rushelle Frazier’s post on her Facebook page, then to discuss and agree on a way forward. 

Board Members in attendance:  Rodger Martin, Chris Reilley, Bob Gill, Nicole DiCello, Robert Steele, Kate Gregoire, Susan Roney O’Brien, Therese Carr, Sam Lalos, Robin Boucher, Linda Warren 


Summary of Board Members’ Comments

Chris Reilley explained that he didn’t know Rush, or her history.  He reached out to her after hearing her read because he loved her poetry.  He didn’t realize that Zoom Into Poetry had offered stipends.  Rush was the first one to ask him about a stipend.  He then asked Bob Gill about it.  He doesn’t know where the charge of racism came from.  He said he doesn’t know if he reacted right but he would like to reach out to Rush again and ask her help. 
Going forward, he would like to ask Rush for her partnership in getting poets of diversity involved in Zoom Into Poetry.   He’d also love to get solid feedback from the WCPA community on what direction he should take.   

Bob Gill said it’s mentally been a tough few days; he’s friends with Rush.  He’s also not comfortable with having his name in front of people.  Bob thinks we missed opportunities since we got the reimagining grant where we could have done some of the work Rush referred to. 
Moving forward, he would like to see us take a pause in our own programming.  We would still support other people’s projects, but put all of our own programs on hold and use the next month to take suggestions, talk through them, and come up with a list of what we can do.   He thinks we should find a member of the community that we can pay to help us.  He wants to talk through what we can do re Clemente, and the community service grant.  

Nicole DiCello stated that her reaction is that the racism card is one of the hardest to deal with, because it triggers all sorts of personal reactions.  She stated that she liked Bob’s idea of suspending programing.  Additionally, we should draft and enact our own affirmative action policy.  When Rush was president, she felt unsupported in that role, and there needs to be a plan to counteract that feeling - a broad structural reassembly.  The forces at play here are generational as well as racial, and it’s time to hand over the reins to younger generations who have their fingers more on the pulse of these issues.

Robert Steele offered that his inclination is that the poetry association has been very open.  Anybody who wants to join us and do a program, we’re open to that.  How are we going to turn the reins over to the younger generation when they don’t seem to be interested?  He pointed out that Rushelle tried to get us to be more of a ‘family’ and was frustrated when we didn’t respond to that.  
Going forward, he didn’t believe that suspending programming is a good idea.  He suggested that possibly we could encourage Rushelle to reach out to Corrina’s son ? to revive black poetry.

Kate Gregoire wanted to thank Chris for all the energy and gumption he has brought into this job.  Regarding going forward, as with all things, we have a choice – we can let them have a negative effect or we can learn from them. Two things Rushelle brought up – compensation for poet and being out of touch with the POC community – are things we need to address.   We need to do the work of learning, not just throw out the existing WCPA team.  We need to reconsider how we handle these events, and we need more back and forth with the whole community to discuss.  

Susan Roney O’Brien had four suggestions:  
1.  We look at our mission statement and make sure it includes welcoming new talent and helping young writers to be part of this organization.
2.  Programing should be bigger than 1 person, it should be a committee.
3.  Our board is made up of people who want to be on a board.  A lot of the members aren’t doing anything.  She thinks there should be a requirement that if you want to be on the board, you need to demonstrate commitment by spending a year as an apprentice.  
4.  We have to look at the grant we got in light of including diverse poets in our organization and progrms, and work on that.   Susan would be happy to be on a committee to look at this.  She understands how Rush feels – and hopes we can use this opportunity to make changes that will get more young people active in the organization.   

Therese thanked everyone for taking the time to talk about this organization that we are all passionate about.  She seconds what everyone is saying. There are two levels of what we need to do.  The first is an immediate response – use this as an opportunity to be humble.  We should make a statement to Rush thanking her for bringing this up, responding to the facebook post. We need to have a brief statement to Rush that comes from the board, not an individual member.
Also, we need to do some soul searching as an organization.  She did not think we should replace current leadership, but instead work together as a team.  This is not a superficial fix – it’s a sustained effort that will take time and energy, and will be hard.  This is partly where we are as a country, right now.  We’ve seen what can happen even under the best of intentions.   
We need to go back and look at what we wrote in the grant proposal (see below). The point of it was not just to increase access and diversify programming, it was literally to amplify the voices of members of our community who are the largest immigrant population and POC groups in our community and to bring them in as collaborators and artists.  We’ve already put down on paper a lot of thoughts about how we might implement these changes, and now we have to do it. There was some pushback from the board at that time, resisting training or the hiring of an outside consultant, but in Terese’s opinion, we have to do that. As an arts organization, if we want to be leaders in our community we have to go there.  We should look at the grant proposal and hire some experts on cultural sensitivity training.  It’s part of the reconciliation that our country is doing right now.
We also need to think about some norms of communication that we want to have in our organization, and a formal guideline about how we speak about and address sensitive topics.  We need to be open to this. She noted that, to be frank, it would have been better if Chris had stepped back from the conversation.  It’s not the first time we’re going to step in this.  

Grant proposal for reference:

WCPA will use the Creating Connection framework as a lens to identify ways to increase participation andengagement and build organizational capacity. In months 1-3, WCPA Board members will work with Arts Midwest to develop a communications plan to increase opportunities for creatives throughout Worcester to engage with poetry as a means to “amplify” their own voices to the broader public. In months 3-6, we will invite representatives from 4-6 community groups to join the consultancy to identify and co-sponsor programs that draw out creatives from the target populations and integrate them into WCPA as members, collaborators, artists, and audiences. Concurrently, Arts Midwest and Think Tank findings will inform a redesign of our website to function as a repository of poetry and a portal facilitating access and social connection. The website rebuild and amplified programming co-created and co-sponsored with Think Tank partners will be implemented and evaluated in the last six months.

Sam Lalos stated that he is part of the Greek diaspora.  He and his family fell in love with this country and never went back.  He started off in the back of the class, in remedial English courses, but eventually earned a degree in English.  All he needs from the WCPA is backing and support for his programs, for example, zoom.  He’s been the brunt of much humor and looking away from and put up with it because he knew if you’re willing to work in America, you’ll always be able to have a home and food on the table.  He cannot feel the same feelings Americans might feel, because he’s from a country that’s thousands of years older.  He’s against having programming suspended because he wants to have his events supported.  Rodger put in that Bob did not mean to stop outside programming like Sam’s projects – the pause would apply only to our own WCPA internal programming.    

Robin Boucher stated that she didn’t know Rush or the backstory, but it was clear there was a lot of disrespect.  There was a clear misunderstanding about the stipend amount.  We have paid other poets higher stipends, and she could understand how that would affect a young poet. She could understand how that would irritate Rush, and if she had a previous background of not feeling supported, that would magnify the problem; also the climate in our country right now would have exasperated it.
We should have a structure around this – maybe a standard dollar amount for different kinds of events.  She thinks respect on both sides is important.  She would welcome diversity training, but doesn’t think we should change the board now – it was just voted in.  Making a broader attempt to attract new board members would be good – maybe, as Susan suggested, reaching out to the colleges, or getting Nicole’s input on where new members might be attracted, possibly having new members over the summer shadow existing members with an eye to electing them to the board next February.  s.  

Rodger Martin stated that sometimes there a fundamental misunderstanding about what WCPA board does. The board must be the enabler for projects, not the “doer” of projects.  In his memory we’ve never denied a proposal that people bring to us, yet few people bring us proposals.  Perhaps it’s a failure on our part to get the word out, and retraining/restructuring could address that failure.   
Listening to tonight’s comments was helpful.  Rodger liked the idea of a quick statement immediately, and then putting together a thoughtful long term plan. The Bard Foundation Grant proposal actually laid out many of the ideas expressed tonight, except for Susan’s idea of apprenticeship, which he thought is a brilliant idea.  He would love to see younger people move into these positions – he’s not in his position because he wants to be, but because no one else on the board would step up to be there.  If board members or other people want to implement some of these ideas, it’s their obligation to step up.  He would encourage Nicole to plan a slate of people to step into these positions.  He feels bad for Chris – he had the best of intentions, but, as Chris said himself, maybe should not have responded to the original post.    

Open Discussion:

Chris agreed that he had “stepped in it.”  He would like to donate $500 to a fund so that any poet can enter any of our contests without a fee.  

Rodger asked that the idea be put off for discussion during the second part of this meeting. 

Motion to create a statement: Rodger asked for a motion to create an immediate statement to respond to Rushelle’s post. Chris so moved; Bob Gill seconded.  

Rodger opened the meeting to discussion of the motion, and started the discussion by asking what committee would like to take on the task of putting together the statement to be posted on our Facebook page, web page, etc.

Robert:  Wouldn’t we just send it to Rushelle?

Nicole:  There is a need to make a statement, but it’s also important to reach out to Rush personally.

Robert:  What sense to have a statement on our website when no one knows what happened?  

Therese:  Rush’s diatribe on Facebook went somewhat viral.  Let’s defer to Karen Sharpe, who is an expert on media.  Therese would be willing to work with her, and suggested Elizabeth Bacon, as someone with a lot of experience   We need to reach out to Rush, but we also need to address broader issues in our organizations.  EG:  We’re sorry this happened, we appreciate the opportunity for frank discussion, and this is what we’re going to do.

Kate:  Maybe we can thank her. That empowers both of us.  

Nicole:  It’s important to say thank you, but also important to reach out to Rush before we post the statement.  Rush has a long history with WCPA.  She’s going to have a defensive reaction, so we should reach out to her before making statement.

Robin:  How would that work?

Nicole:  Whatever team puts the statement together should be the one to reach out to Rush. They need to have an understanding of the long history that Rush has with the organization, and they need to understand Rush’s long held complaints.  It seems that lip service has been paid time and time again, without following up.  We don’t want this to sound like lip service again.   

Sam:  Could we have Rush involved in a meeting with all of us?

Robert:  Rush said some very unfair and hurtful things – we’re saying we’re going to learn from them?

Bob:  Rush said the only way they would engage with WCPA is in a paid capacity.  They don’t think they should be required to teach us what our mistakes have been, and Bob agreed with that.  Maybe Rush isn’t the one to work with us, but we should find some third party to work with us.  

Rodger:  Nicole, Karen, Therese – would you be on the committee?  

Therese:  Let’s clarify that this statement is coming not just from the committee but from all of us.  

Bob:  Part of the reason this is such a big deal is that the people who commented on Rush’s post represent a vast swath of the cultural community of Worcester.  This has painted WCPA with a black eye that is a giant target.  That’s why we need to respond.  This is not just about Rush, though she ignited it.      

Nicole:  Rush looped everyone into our dirty laundry.  We have been smeared in a large way. She tagged media, the cultural people of Worcester, political people. 	

Therese:  We are not at all unique.  The Poetry Foundation was involved in something very similar.  This is happening all across the country.  	

Nicole:  An outside consultant would be helpful.  We all have our own personal reactions to this.  She agrees with the racism brought up by Rush, for example. But we need to look at this and respond from the larger position of the WCPA, and acknowledge the way our reputation has been disparaged.  

Rodger:  We need as a first step a statement from the board, put together by a committee and then possibly shared with everyone for comments, by tomorrow or Tuesday at the latest.

Kate:  What if we draft a statement that we can send to the committee, to save them some time?   We’ve been here for the past hour; let’s put it into words.  

Bob opened an app and shared the document on his screen as follows:  
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Nicole:  Include something about how long this has been going on.  

Therese:  Thinking about Karen Sharp’s idea:  “Thank you for bringing up a topic for us to have a frank discussion.”  

Chris:  It’s important to acknowledge Rush, but we shouldn’t expect that we’re going to mollify her with just this message, but it’s a start.

Kate:  She agrees with Therese that we should say thank you, and acknowledge that we could do better.  

Nicole:  Worcester is full of outsiders.  And a lot of outsiders like to criticize a lot of things that are going on.  We should take this opportunity to acknowledge them and bring that energy into our organization.   How do we say,  “Join us.”  ?

Therese:  We’re not ready yet to ask others to join us because we need to do our own internal re-evaluation.  It’s a good idea to pause programming.  We have a good first draft here – should we just send this to Karen and Elizabeth and let them work on it?

Nicole: Sounds good.  Maybe:  Recognizing that we need time to re-evaluate our practices.

Chris:  It’s important to not that we will develop concrete steps that we will take.  

Therese:  This is a symptom of a bigger cause.  She loved what Kate McIntyre said, that living in this zoom space, this virtual space, has made it easier for us to forget each other’s personhood.  Part of what’s challenging is that it’s hard to have real talks in the digital space.   It’s a lot easier to go off on Facebook than to engage in a conversation that’s real and personal.  Let’s keep this as short and to the point as possible.

Rodger:  Why don’t we have Elizabeth, Karen, Nicole and Therese take this and refine it by tomorrow.   But at the same time, he’s like maybe some of the rest of us to work on engaging someone to work with us on cultural sensitivity issues.   

Therese:   We had contacted Arts Midwest.  Therese would suggest we reach out to Jonathan Cohen of the Greater Worcester Community Foundation, and ask him to recommend someone in our community. 

Bob Gill:  He would suggest that it be a person of color.

Therese thinks it’s helpful to have both white people and people of color.

Sam Lalos suggested Catherine Reid, but Bob Gill said this is a different space here.

Rodger will contact Jonathan Cohen tomorrow and ask him to recommend a team, one of whom would be a person of color.  

Susan read from Kate McIntyre’s email because she thought it would be helpful for the group crafting a statement:  “I suggest that if we decide to present a statement, we make it a forward-looking first, acknowledging that we have let down the Worcester Poetry community by not doing enough to engage with diverse voices and to cultivate a diverse membership, expressing both our gratitude for this being brought to our attention, and our commitment to do better in the future.”  

Bob:  Let’s stop here, and send it to everyone.  Therese will convene that committee.  Karen indicated she would be available to field this if we have something we want to release. Bob thought it should be tomorrow, and that someone should share this with Rush before release.  Let’s ask Karen what she recommends as to who should share this with Rush.   

Kate:  She has been taking notes with everyone’s suggestions from the first part of the meeting, and will type them up so we don’t lose them.  

Rodger:  That could be the start of part two.   Kate will send out a Google doc to everyone so we can edit as necessary.  

Therese:  Do we need to keep looping in the entire board, even those who don’t participate?  

Nicole:  To add to Susan’s comments:  I think there should be a requirement that board members must attend once a year.  

Bob:  We could reasonably exclude from the loop any members who didn’t show up tonight or respond to the email.  

Rodger:  Have you committed to any program between now and June?  

Chris:  Yes, except for Julia Lavine.

Therese:  She was in touch with Julia Lavine and said we were doing a pause.  She gave some feedback that she has heard from other poets that Chris did not get back to them in a timely manner.  She said Julia mentioned a June reading.  

Chris agreed that we could do something to accommodate getting Julia on the airways since she has a new book coming out.  We could redirect her to another place where she could premiere her book. 

Our own programming would be on pause until July – the next big event would be the Stanley Kunitz award in July.

Kate:  what do we do about Rain poetry?  This would be time we would be putting out a call for poetry.  The time frame was that we would have the rain poetry installed by July.  

Bob:  He was thinking we would take a month to work through initial plan, and then 2 months to put that into action.  After a month, we could put out the call. Who are the community organizations we can work with, to get our initial plan implemented?  We’d still plan on a pause for our WCPA new programs.

Robert:  Did we agree to actually pause programming?  

Rodger:  It’s not a financial issue, so doesn’t need a vote.   

Motion to pause programming:  Bob made a motion that we pause programming (specific WCPA programming, not supporting other kinds of programs) for 3 months.  This would not include support for outside programs like the Thirsty Lab, the Free People’s Workshop, or Sam’s project.   Therese seconded.  
8 members favored the motion. 1 objected.  The motion carried.  

Therese:  Do we want to make a motion to make programming a committee role? 

Rodger:  That’s part 2. The statement is what we need to have now.  This week, we develop the actions we want to take, including contacting Jonathan Cohen, creating a programming committee, etc.  

Bob:  One more thing we need to do tonight:  Restrict communications.  Bob would like to be the conduit for communication to the web side, Facebook, etc.  He would like to limit twitter, web site updates, etc., to all come through himself.  

Therese:  Concerned about putting this on Bob, (who says a month is okay).  She hopes that we can move to a committee approach on some of these tasks, have a set of clear, written guidelines, a process for quality control, strategic planning for our organization including building in the idea of apprenticeship, and job descriptions.    

Rodger:  Will Kate be the coordinator of emails?  Point person for the committee?  Yes, Kate will take the job of sending out emails asking who wants to be part of the committee.

Bob will be the gatekeeper for public communications for the next month. 

Rodger:  Nicole’s motion?  

Nicole stated she had had a change of heart regarding her motion of replacing the board.  She realizes she hasn’t been a part of the organization for a while.  She realizes that part of her is a radical, but she doesn’t want to scrap everything that’s been discussed tonight.  She doesn’t feel it’s necessary now to suggest the motion of re-voting a board.  

Robert:  One last word of perspective:  he’s seen a lot of terrible things that we weathered through.  He thinks it’s the first time we’ve faced our challenges in a mature fashion.  

Rodger:  All members, you know you’re valued; if we survive this, we’ll have an organization that can go a long way into the future.  

Kate:  Clarified that she would write up her notes and distribute to everyone on Chris’s meeting request list.  

Nicole volunteered to contact Rush with our immediate statement, if no one else wanted to do it.  She and Karen and Nicole will discuss further and come to a decision.  

Motion to adjourn:  Bob motioned that we adjourn.  Nicole seconded  Motion carried.  



