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I grew up in the Ozarks, in Southwest Missouri, an area not known for being particularly
tolerant or diverse in its racial, religious, ethnic, or sexual orientation composition. As of
April 2018, my hometown of Springfield, Missouri, was 86.6% white. In 2010, just 2% of U.S.
Census respondents in my hometown reported being both religious and non-Christian. In
2015, Springfield repealed legal protections barring employment-based discrimination based
on sexual orientation and gender identity. Springfield is economically diverse. Rural poverty
is a part of daily life. In the last census, 26% of residents reported living below the poverty
line. I was privileged to be in the remaining 74%. As I grew up, my parents emphasized
compassion and empathy. For many years, my mother and I volunteered at our church’s
food bank every Saturday morning distributing groceries.

While I was aware of discrimination and oppression as a child and adolescent, it was not
until my undergraduate years at Southern Illinois University that I routinely interacted with
non-white, non-Protestant, or LGBT individuals and became critically aware of the systemic
and widespread nature of marginalization. Two stories stick with me. One friend’s partner
had to drive hours to St. Louis because she could not find a local doctor willing to manage
her gender transition and use of estrogen hormone therapy. In another instance, my Latino
roommate was interrogated on the street by a law enforcement officer who thought he had
shoplifted groceries (even though my friend had a receipt with his bagged groceries). These
experiences amplified how marginalization manifests itself through both daily microaggres-
sions and widespread denial of opportunity. It was during this time that I began to value
struggling against marginalization whenever and wherever possible.

My upbringing and collegiate experiences continue to inform how I approach those from
marginalized communities of all kinds, and it has influenced my teaching philosophy and
research agenda. In my limited experience with mentorship and teaching, I prioritized work-
ing with an Iranian undergraduate to craft a case study on modern environmentalism. This
relationship eventually lead to our co-authorship of an article in Social Networks with Profes-
sors Jan Box-Steffensmeier and Dino Christenson. As an Assistant Professor I will prioritize
collaboration with underrepresented graduate and undergraduate students. My desire to
struggle against marginalization also influences my teaching philosophy. The conventional
“banking model” of education disempowers students by feeding them information and asking
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them to parrot it back. We expect students to consume information rather than critically
appraise and evaluate it and its origins. Instead, I view education as a means of promoting
social change. To empower students, improve their critical thinking, decrease their suscep-
tibility to information disorders, make them better advocates, and teach them about how
structures of power may condition acceptable forms of knowledge, I will orient my students
to focus on the “how” of social science instead of the “what” of social science.

In my research, I have sought a deeper understanding of the criminal justice system, and
specifically how it may often be arbitrary, and how we may work to improve the outcomes of
those in its care. Working with Professors Box-Steffensmeier and Frank Baumgartner, I have
examined how the incidence of death penalty sentences and executions within a county may
not be a result of the brutality of a given crime, but rather the local incentives and ease with
which the death penalty may be pursued. This project has produced several papers, one
published, that uncover a self-reinforcing process for the death penalty, wherein with each
sentence or execution, the probability of a subsequent sentence or execution increases. This
finding suggests that the death penalty is most frequently associated with the prosecutorial
or court experience with the death penalty, and that ultimately, it may be arbitrarily applied.
In a separate project with Professors Skyler Cranmer and Keith Warren, I examine how we
can best design the treatment procedures for therapeutic communities (TCs). Therapeutic
communities are group-based residential facilities often used as an alternative to prison
for non-violent offenders. Our research explains how TCs may best leverage the social
network of a resident to promote completion of their treatment program and reduce the risk
of recidivism following release from the facility. My hope is that this project, which has
produced a published article, a revise and resubmit, and a grant application to the National
Institutes of Health, may help marginalized people who have been neglected by society.
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