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ABOUT US
Dear ABV readers,

It has been just over a year 
since the first publication of 
Arkansas Black Vitality. As the 
publisher of the first Arkansas-
based, Black-owned magazine 
and website dedicated to the 
life, health and vitality of our 
community, I want to thank our 
staff, readers, advertisers and 
supporters for helping us get to 
this historic one-year mark.

We have published six editions 
in our first year and will keep that 
same schedule for the rest of 
2023 and the first half of 2024. It is our hope to move to a monthly printing schedule once our 
advertising revenue hits our budget target and skyrocketing printing costs start to decline.  

Also, many of you have contacted our Executive Editor Debrah Mitchell, Chief Marketing 
Officer Angel Burt, or Managing Editor Kesha Zaffino to ask what you can do to help ABV 
succeed. Well, I am glad you asked. Here are three things you can do:

First, the biggest hurdle that all Black-owned media faces today is getting advertisers and 
corporate brands to build trust with the Black community by finding opportunities to put Black 
culture front-and-center in news, content and marketing. Although we provide ABV free of 
charge and only $20 per year to subscribers, our sustainability depends on getting ad agencies, 
corporations, local businesses, churches, individuals, and other organizations to purchase print 
and online advertising with us.

Secondly, we are also looking soon to ramp up our advertising with Black-owned firms, small 
businesses, churches, nonprofits, banks, hospitals, and other community organizations and 
corporate partners in Arkansas. We also hope to publish an annual directory of Black-owned 
businesses, churches, nonprofits, entrepreneurs, and the employers and advertisers supporting 
them.

Concerning those issues, we have this simple request: Support us through advertising or ask 
businesses, churches, employers, and other organizations that you frequent with your hard-

earned dollars to consider advertising with us. 
Finally, the ABV staff is always looking for great stories about 

our community. If a new Black-owned business, nonprofit or 
individual is doing great things in your community, send us a 
note and tell us about it. 

We believe we have a winning strategy that will foster our 
independence and sustainability as we bring you uplifting 
and important features that will warm your heart. We also 
believe in the future of Black-owned media and digital revenue 
opportunities that will come from Black spending power, which 
is approaching $2 trillion annually. 

In closing, if you wish to reach out to pitch a story, advertise 
with us, become a subscriber and ABV distributor, or need a 
copy of our advertising media kit, you can reach me at Wesley@
ArkansasVitality.com. Again, thank you for supporting Arkansas 
Black Vitality, and we will see you down the road. 

Sincerely yours,

Arkansas Black Vitality Publisher,
Wesley Brown
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ABV: Is it meaningful for Black children in Arkansas to 
have a Black male teacher? If so, why? 

KOURTNEY: Yes. Education is rooted in experience and 
perspective, the more diverse our educators are the better 
we are shaped educationally. In a world where black male 
educators represent a small fraction of educators, the 
experiences, delivery, perspectives, talents, and knowledge 
we bring to our students is immeasurable. 

CHRIS: Yes because Black children need to see that we have 
the ability to be more than what the world tells them they 

are. Black males are stereotyped as being lazy, absent, or only 
good for athletics. I believe that our students need to see 
examples of Black males that are able to display intelligence 
while also being able to relate to them. Perception is reality. 

LERON: With only 2% of the teaching profession in America 
being Black males, Black boys are in need of seeing adults 
that look like them in the classroom. I have recognized 
the need for black male teachers for every type of child. 
Black children need us to be present so that they can have 
another (or at least one) example of a man stepping us to 

be responsible. And white and other children need to realize 
that Black men are more than a stereotype. Arkansas has 
both a problem with representation and reputation when it 
comes to Black males.

FREDERICK:  All children need to see black men being 
positive role models to negate the images they see in the 
media on a regular basis.  Representation matters and black 
children need to see someone who looks like them in the 
classroom.  During the third rotation of my student teaching 
cycle at Holt Middle School in Fayetteville, I was surprised 
when a parent told me how happy her child was that I was 
teaching her class.  She was in the 6th grade, and I was her 
first black teacher.

ABV: What makes your connection with students 
different from those of other non-Black teachers? 

KOURTNEY: The greatest asset I have is being relatable to 
my students and investing in their lives. It has helped form 
lifelong relationships with my students that I don't see with 
my other colleagues. Representation is important and for our 
black male students to see black men who are not living the 
societal stigma placed on black men, but are still successful. 
It is proof that they can find success without having to be in a 
gang or be an athlete.  

CHRIS: As a Black teacher I share the same culture with my 
students. I have an inherent understanding of the life and 
concerns of our minority students. I have a responsibility to 
prepare our students for the possible situations that life may 
bring. Some of our students don't have male figures in their 
life to look out for them and provide them with the advice 
and knowledge required to navigate the challenges and 
dangers that seem to be unique to our people. I try to be that 
resource, along with the other Black male teachers in the 
school.

LERON: I am very intentional about showing my students 
that the Black male is progressive, entrepreneurial, 
inspirational, and involved. I also relate socially through 
vernacular, shared traditions, popular culture, music, 
neighborhoods, and sometimes even relationally by blood or 
marriage.

FREDERICK: I am authentic. I do not pretend to be 
something or someone that I am not for anyone at any time. 
I am very open-minded, and we can have real talks as long 
as they keep it respectful.  I also communicate with them 
on their level. I teach them there is a time and a place for 
everything, but you must be aware of your environment and 
be able to code switch.  

ABV: Can you tell me why there aren't more Black men 
teaching in the classroom? Is there anything the state can 
do to recruit and retain more Black male teachers?

KOURTNEY: I believe that there is still a societal label on 
education that it is a woman's profession that is ran by white 
men and we have yet to overcome that in large part. To 
recruit and retain black male teachers we have to start from 
the school experience that our black boys have and make 
sure that they can find themselves in education and that 
they enjoy school enough to want to reciprocate those same 

experiences to future generations. Not to mention, increased 
pay and opportunities for advancement are critical too.

CHRIS:  Teaching used to be looked at as a job for females, 
and the job doesn't appear to be worth the stress that 
accompanies it. Attending college for four years to make 
a low initial salary doesn't appear to make a lot of sense to 
people who are looking at the finances. In order to recruit 
and retain more Black male teachers, the state would have to 
provide incentives and make sure that people see the career 
path and how their salary increases with time.

LERON: I serve with policy groups like Teach Plus Arkansas 
and the Arkansas Education Policy Initiative. My area of 
work deals with recruitment and retention. The biggest 
issue with recruitment and retention (as I see it) is with the 
load of teaching and not the road to teaching. The load 
is not attractive, and this means that the growing duties, 
low compensation, disrespect by the administration, and 
unfair evaluation practices are what candidates see over the 
incentives to go into the field. It doesn't matter how good 
your "grow your own" programs are, tuition reimbursements, 
partnerships with college education programs, etc. An easy 
path is one thing, but a more pleasant destination is the 
main thing. A better path to hell doesn't make you want to 
go. Improve conditions in the classroom and watch how you 
won't be able to stop potential teachers. Make teaching the 
best-kept open secret and people will make their own path.

FREDERICK: I believe there are not more black men in 
teaching is because of the low salaries. The low pay isn’t 
enough to support a family on one income. Two black male 
educators recruited me into teaching.  Dr. John L Colbert 
gave me my first opportunity as a physical education 
paraprofessional at Holcomb Elementary School in 
Fayetteville. Two weeks later, I moved to Title 1 reading and 
math. This is where the teaching bug bit me after studying 
engineering for four years!  Dr. Michael McFrazier recruited 
me into the College of Education by helping me apply for the 
Minority Teacher Scholarship from the Arkansas Department 
of Higher Education.  

ABV: How are you creating an environment that makes 
Black boys feel comfortable in the educational setting? 

KOURTNEY: All of my students but especially my black males 
know that Mr. K (my first initial) is a listening ear and a voice 
for them. I am intentional in having side conversations with 
my fellas to get to know them, find out their interest, speak 
their language, and even share my similar experiences with 
them; eventually they learn that I am more than a teacher 
for them, I am them and represent someone that they 
can be. I am intentional in recognizing their achievements 
and including them into the decisions and operations of 
our classroom. This shows them leadership early on and 
ownership of the environment.

CHRIS: The way that I create an environment that 
makes Black boys and all students feel comfortable in 
the educational setting is by making myself available 
to them and by providing  décor in my classroom that 
is representative of the students that I teach. I highlight 
successful people who look like the students that I teach. 

BLACK MALE TEACHERS SAY:  
WE ARE NEEDED IN THE CLASSROOM

By Debrah Mitchell 

A pproximately two percent of teachers in the United States are Black men. In Arkansas, one out of ten teachers are 
Black, and one out of five students is Black. To create an ideal educational environment, schools should reflect the 
demographics of the students they serve. In many school districts across the US, most teachers are white women 

and studies have shown they discipline black students more often than Black teachers. The largest survey of male teachers 
of color carried out by DonorsChoose found that Black male teachers mentor and counsel their students more frequently 
than teachers of other races.

ABV interviewed four Black men who are educators in the state about the benefits of having teachers that look like them 
in the classroom as well as how to recruit more to the profession.

The following is a partial transcript that has been edited for clarity and brevity.

FREDERICK T. THROWER 
Ft. Smith

•  Northside High School 
11-12th Grade

•  Subject: Mathematics

•  32 Years Teaching

KOURTNEY R. SMITH 
Pine Bluff

•  Pine Bluff High School 
10-12th Grade

•  Subject: Music

•  10 Years Teaching

LERON MCADOO 
Little Rock

•  Central High School 
9-12th Grade

•  Subject: Art & AVID 
Career & College Coach

•  30 Years Teaching

CHRIS ISHMON 
Alexander

•  Cloverdale Middle 
School 8th Grade

•  Subject: English

•  17 Years Teaching
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 I make myself vulnerable to my students at the beginning 
of the year by providing them with my background. We also 
have tough conversations when needed so that everyone 
feels heard and respected in the class.

LERON: All of the basic practices apply. I reinforce good 
behavior and excellent work, I don't target Black boys 
discipline, I call every parent the first 3 weeks of school, I go 
over my expectations regularly , I pull students out to clarify 
my position. If I had to sum up a concise way to describe 
how I manage my classroom environment, it would be to be 
clear and fair.

FREDERICK: I create a comfortable environment for Black 
boys by sharing my story.  My mother, like many of my 
students, raised me in a single-parent home.  I also received 
free or reduced meals at school.  I am very open about 
dropping out of college after my senior year because I was 
chasing dollars.  The choice was easy for a kid who grew 
up in poverty once I compared a teacher’s salary to an 
engineer’s salary.  It took me many years to recover from 
this choice.  I knew in the 7th grade that I wanted to be a 
teacher, but I let others convince me to study engineering 
because I was good at math and science.  That is why I stress 
the importance of pursuing one’s passions and dreams.

ABV: When you were in school, did you ever have a Black 
teacher? If so, please describe the experience briefly. 

KOURTNEY: I was fortunate to have black teachers all 
throughout my educational experience from kindergarten 
through high school. At the time, it wasn't anything unusual 
and I thought it was the norm; it wasn't until I became a 
teacher and went to other parts of the state or country that 
I realized that the amount of black teachers I had was not 
normal in America. As I reflect back, I am grateful.

CHRIS: When I went to school, I was fortunate to have a few 
Black teachers. They were very strong, confident women. 
I remember each of them fondly because I knew that they 
cared for us and wanted the best for us. Those teachers 
were very structured and had firm discipline skills. We 
did not want to disappoint them or make them angry. I 
had a healthy respect for them. Those teachers knew how 
to communicate effectively with our parents and were 

unyielding regarding the expectations that they had for us 
as students.

LERON: Mr. Drake changed my life. He was my 6th grade 
teacher in Kansas City, MO. He simply told me I was smart. 
The Teacher's Holiday I created (a free event for teachers 
that focuses on their self-care and personal wellbeing) is 
an opportunity for me to pay back Mr. Drake for being a 
powerful influence on me. I hope to tell every Black boy in 
my class that they are smart.

FREDERICK: I had several black teachers as I matriculated 
through Fordyce Public Schools. My first black teacher was 
Mary Love Dawson in kindergarten.  She made me believe 
I could accomplish anything in the world!  I took her my 
report card every grading period until she left the district.

ABV: Do you have any advice for someone considering 
teaching in the Arkansas K-12 public school system? 

KOURTNEY: The advice I'd give to someone considering 
teaching in our state is, DO IT! We need more qualified 
educators who love our students and are willing to go to bat 
for them in and outside of the classroom. Our state has its 
challenges as it pertains to the profession of education, but 
our students/future needs us!

CHRIS: The advice that I have for someone considering 
teaching in the Arkansas K-12 public school system would be 
to observe what happens in schools and volunteer in order 
to have a better understanding of how teachers actually 
operate. I would also suggest that they talk to a few different 
teachers and administrators in order to get different 
perspectives. Each teacher has their own style and outlook 
with regard to how and why they teach.

LERON: The decision to teach is not about rewards, it is 
about results. That means that you will not get praised, 
receive trophies, be asked to be on the news, become a 
celebrity, or accumulate monetary wealth. Your biggest prize 
will come in the results you get from students. Their higher 
scores, being successful adults, tokens of appreciation, 
asking you to be at their wedding, etc. will be the thank 
you that truly matters. But don't get it twisted, we teachers 
deserve every bit of reward given to entertainers, athletes, 

and the elite!

FREDERICK: If you do not LOVE children, 
please DO NOT enter the teaching 
profession!  Teaching is a calling that 
requires your whole heart.  In order to be 
an effective teacher, you must be able 
to build strong relationships that include 
having high expectations for all students 
and creating a safe and collaborative 
environment.  An effective teacher must 
also be able to work with partners with 
different backgrounds in order to become 
a great team player. Teaching is no longer 
an individual job. An effective teacher 
should also communicate regularly and 
purposefully. These intentional efforts 
can help overcome language barriers and 
cultural barriers.  
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ARKANSAS NEWS TIDBITS
Arkansas native Colette Honorable 
joins executive team of nation’s 
largest electric utility

Arkansas native Colette Honorable, 
the first Black chairman of the Arkansas 
Public Service Commission and a former 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion member, is taking over the 
top public policy position at the 
nation’s largest electric utility.

Chicago-based Exelon on 
July 18 announced it has named 
Honorable as the company’s 
executive vice president of Public 
Policy and Chief External Affairs 
Officer, calling her one of the 
nation’s “renowned energy policy 
leaders.”  A Fortune 250 firm with over 
10 million utility customers in Illinois, 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland and Washington, D.C., 
Exelon owns six of the nation’s largest urban power companies.

From Washington, D.C. Honorable she will lead the company’s efforts 
to engage external stakeholders as Exelon transitions to cleaner energy. 
After she assumes her new role on Sept. 5, Honorable’s executive over-
sight will include federal and regulatory affairs, strategy and sustainabil-
ity, customer engagement, marketing, communications and corporate 
giving. Honorable will report to President and CEO Calvin Butler. 

Butler is the first African American to lead a top U.S. utility and only 
the seventh Black CEO of a Fortune 500 company. In 2019 he was named 
chief executive of the Chicago-based utility giant and was elected by the 
Exelon board of directors to take on the CEO and Chairman’s role in early 
2023.

“Colette is one of the top minds in the global energy industry, and an 
expert in several areas that will be critical to Exelon’s success, including 
the clean energy transformation, equitable rate making and environ-
mental, social and corporate governance,” said Butler, who also serves 
on the Exelon board of directors. “We are delighted to have her join our 
team to help strengthen our efforts to power a cleaner and brighter 
future for our customers and communities across the mid-Atlantic and 
northern Illinois.”

Honorable will join Exelon from global law firm Washington, D.C.-
based Reed Smith LLP, where she has been a partner since 2017 and an 
executive committee member since 2021. As leader of the firm’s energy 
regulatory group, Honorable provided strategic counsel to Fortune 500 
energy companies, investor-owned utilities, renewable energy, and 
technology companies on various areas, from mitigating the impacts of 
climate change to environmental justice and inclusion strategies.

“I’m honored to join Exelon as it prioritizes the needs of its custom-
ers while balancing complex challenges. I’m excited to be a part of this 
incredible team,” said Honorable.

Honorable is a graduate of the University of Memphis and received a 
Juris doctor degree from the University of Arkansas at Little Rock School 
of Law.

Nikesha Nesbitt appointed 
interim dean of University 
College at Arkansas State

Dr. Nikesha Nesbitt will become the 
interim dean of University College at 
Arkansas State University, Chancellor 
Todd Shields announced on June 30.

“I really appreciate Nikesha step-
ping in to help lead this important 
student services area,” Shields said.  
“I’m looking forward to working with 
her, our new provost and our current 
student life team to create new ways 
to support and retain students at 
A-State.”

“I’m honored to be asked to serve 
in this new role by Chancellor Shields,” 
Nesbitt said.  “I’m excited to be a part 
of the new programs and service-ori-
ented approach we are designing for 
our students at A-State.”

Nesbitt was the associate dean of 
University College and the program 
director for nontraditional studies.  She 
also served as the  associate director of 
undergraduate studies.  After joining 
A-State in 2006 as a graduate assis-
tant in English, she became a full-time 
instructor in the Department of English 
and Philosophy in 2008.  She moved 
into the Department of Integrative 
Studies in 2014, and has also served as 
a First-Year Experience instructor.

A summa cum laude graduate in 
English from the University of Arkan-
sas at Pine Bluff, Nesbitt earned her 
master’s in English at A-State before 
completing her educational specialist 
degree and a doctorate in Education 
from A-State.

U.S. Postal Service commemorates the late U.S. Congressman John Lewis
 The U.S. Postal Service on July 21 commemorated the life and legacy of 

Congressman John Lewis, a key figure in some of the most pivotal moments 
of the Civil Rights movement. The first-day-of-issue event for the John Lewis 
Forever stamp was held at the Martin Luther King Jr. International Chapel on 
the campus of Morehouse College in Atlanta.

The new stamp features a photograph of Lewis that was taken by Marco 
Grob on assignment for the Aug. 26, 2013, issue of Time magazine. Derry 
Noyes, an art director for USPS, designed the stamp.

Devoted to equality and justice for all Americans, Lewis spent more than 30 
years in Congress steadfastly defending and building on key civil rights gains 
he helped achieve in the 1960s. Lewis was a staunch and unwavering believer 
in and advocate for nonviolent protests. The recipient of more than 50 honor-
ary degrees, he was called a “saint” by Time magazine and “the conscience of 
the Congress,” by his colleagues.

Lewis was the face of the Nashville Student Movement, chairman of the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, an original Freedom Rider, and 
one of the keynote speakers at the 1963 March on Washington. He served 
as executive director of the Voter Education Project; as associate director 
of ACTION, the federal volunteer agency that oversaw the Peace Corps and 
VISTA; and as a member of the Atlanta City Council. He was also the best-sell-
ing author of several books, including the “March” comic book series and the 
inspiring autobiography, “Walking with the Wind.”

Elected to represent Georgia in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1986, 
Lewis garnered the support needed to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1991, 
sponsored legislation that created the 54-mile-long Selma-to-Montgomery 

National Historic Trail, and worked for more than a decade to establish the National Museum of African American History 
and Culture on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. He was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s 
highest civilian honor, by President Barack Obama.

Throughout his life, Lewis remained resolute in his commitment to what he liked to call “good trouble,” even in the face 
of hatred and violence. Lewis’ last visit to Arkansas was nearly five years ago at the campus of Philander Smith College to 
campaign for State Sen. Clark Tucker of Little Rock, who lost a bid for the Second Congressional seat in November 2018.

.

Northwest Arkansas MLK Council launches project on 
quality-of-life issues across region 

In celebration of Juneteenth, The Northwest Arkansas Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Council (NWA MLK Council) recently initiated a 
groundbreaking community-wide survey designed to amplify the 
voices of the Black community across Northwest Arkansas (NWA). On 
June 17, the NWA MLK Council launched their “State of Black NWA” 
census project to gain a deeper understanding of the quality of life in 
Northwest Arkansas, with a focus on members of the Black commu-
nity. 

This comprehensive census, supported by a grant from the Com-
munity Engagement Fund at the Arkansas Community Foundation 
and funding from The Excellerate Foundation, provides an unparalleled opportunity to encapsulate the perspectives of their 
“beloved community” by aiming to elevate their diverse needs and aspirations within the rapidly growing NWA region.

“Our goal as a council is more than mere existence; we aim to drive impact and advocate for our community,” said council 
president Lindsey Leverett Higgins, “Therefore, it is only fitting that we continue to ground ourselves in the current opportuni-
ties, conditions, and challenges of the very community we aim to serve.” 

The breadth of questions and topics covered in this survey illustrates our commitment to gaining a holistic understanding 
of the state of the Black and African American community in NWA. The results will be instrumental in guiding strategies and 
investments to ensure the continued growth and prosperity of our region's Black and African American community,” added 
Chris Seawood, treasurer of the NWA MLK Council.

Participants can access the survey and gain insights into the ‘State of Black NWA’ project at www.nwamlk.org. The North-
west Arkansas council works to advance and promote the dream, life, and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., emphasizing 
love and action. It also promotes awareness, education, and unity throughout the Northwest Arkansas community.

By The Arkansas Black Vitality Staff 
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NEW LEADERSHIP AT PHILANDER SMITH 
UNIVERSITY

The board of trustees for Philander 
Smith University(PSU) on June 22 
announced the appointment of Dr. 
Cynthia Hopson as interim president 
following the unexpected resignation 
of former PSU President Roderick 
Smothers Sr. in early May.

As part of its leadership transition, 
PSU named Dr. Cynthia Bond Hopson 
as interim president, reporting directly 
to the college’s board of trustees. 
According to a news release,  Hopson 
will oversee the college’s strategic 
initiatives as the Board launches a 
nationwide search for a new president. 

“On behalf of the board of trustees, 
I am grateful to Dr. Hopson for her 
willingness to serve Philander Smith 
University during this period of great 
transition,” said Philander Smith Board 
Chair Dr. Terry Esper.  “As a board, we 
are committed to moving Philander 
Forward, and we will certainly be able 
to do so under her leadership.”

Smothers was initially named the 
14th president of the private Little 
Rock-based Historical Black College 
& University (HBCU) in October 
2014 following a national search. He 
replaced former PSU President Walter 
Kimbrough, who left the Arkansas 
HBCU to take over the top position at 
Dillard University in New Orleans.

Before taking over the top 
executive role at Philander Smith, 
Smothers served as vice president 
for institutional advancement at two 

HBCU universities: Huston-
Tillotson University in Austin, 
Texas, and Langston University 
in Langston, Okla. Hopson 
is chief equity officer and 
assistant general secretary 
of the Black College Fund 
(BCF) at the United Methodist 
Church’s General Board of 
Higher Education and Ministry 
(GBHEM) in Nashville, Tenn.

“We are excited for Philander 
Smith University as Dr. Cynthia 
Bond Hopson embarks on her 
new journey as the interim 
president of this prestigious institution 
of higher education,” said Rev. Greg 
Bergquist, General Secretary of the 
GBHEM. “Her expertise and passion 
for education have made an invaluable 
impact on the culture of GBHEM and 
United Methodist-related historically 
black colleges and universities across 
the United States.”

Hopson earned a Bachelor of Arts 
in Mass Communications from Clark 
College (now Clark Atlanta University), 
a Master of Science in Journalism 
from Murray (KY) State University and 
a Ph.D. in Journalism from Southern 
Illinois University in Carbondale, Ill. 
She has served on the faculty of Lane 
College, Jackson, Tenn., Murray (KY) 
State University, and the University of 
Memphis. In addition to Dr. Hopson, 
Philander Smith’s board of trustees 
also appointed Gregory Hudson to a 

new position as interim executive vice 
president and COO. In this temporary 
role, Hudson will oversee the College's 
day-to-day operations during the 
transition period. A PSU team member 
since 2019, Hudson serves as vice 
president for student affairs and 
enrollment management. 

Concerning the search for a new 
president, the Philander Smith 
22-person board of trustees said 
it is in the process of defining the 
search committee and developing 
a description that aligns with the 
institution’s current needs and future 
goals. 

The board offered no timetable or 
details on how the national search 
would be conducted to hire a new 
president to lead the Arkansas HBCU.

FALL LAUNCH SET FOR NEW ENGINEERING AND CYBERSECURITY 
DEGREE PROGRAMS AT UAPB 

Beginning the upcoming fall 
semester, the University of Arkansas 
at Pine Bluff (UAPB) will offer two 
new degree programs. The Arkansas 
Higher Education Coordinating 
Board approved the programs at its 
July 28 meeting. 

In May, the University of Arkansas 
System Board of Trustees voted 
to approve a Bachelor of Science 
in Engineering and a Bachelor of 
Science in Cybersecurity. These 
innovative and in-demand programs 
will expand the university’s science, 

technology, engineering, and math 
(STEM) education pathways.

“The introduction of the Bachelor 
of Science in Engineering and the 
Bachelor of Science in Cybersecurity 
programs at UAPB represents 
a significant advancement in 

DR. VONNICE BOONE LEADS THE NEW MBA PROGRAM AT PHILANDER 
SMITH UNIVERSITY

Philander Smith College recently 
announced the appointment of Dr. 
Vonnice Boone as the new MBA Direc-
tor at the private Historically Black 
College & University (HBCU) in down-
town Little Rock, marking a significant 
milestone for the institution's graduate 
program. With her extensive experi-
ence in the business world, univer-
sity officials said Dr. Boone is poised 
to lead the program to exceptional 
heights and guide the first cohort of 
MBA graduates to success. 

In her new role as MBA (Master of 
Business Administration) program 
director, Boone brings an unwaver-
ing dedication to empowering and 
uplifting students, fostering a culture 
of excellence, and dismantling barri-
ers that impede access to advanced 
business education, officials said. She 
envisions a future “where every voice 
is heard, dreams are nurtured, and 
success knows no boundaries,” PSU 
said in a news release.

“As Dr. Boone assumes leadership 
of the MBA program, Philander Smith 
College stands poised to become 
a beacon of inspiration, transform-
ing lives, industries, and the future. 
The institution is honored to have Dr. 
Boone as a catalyst for progress and 

eagerly anticipates the remarkable 
growth and achievements she will 
bring to the program,” the PSU news 
release stated.

Boone earned her Bachelor of 
Science in Accounting from North Car-
olina A&T State University in December 
2007, making her the first in her family 
to graduate from college. She received 
her MBA at the University of Maryland, 
graduating in May 2012 alongside her 
husband. Recently, Boone completed 
her doctorate in education, concen-
trating on performance improvement 
leadership, further augmenting her 
comprehensive understanding of the 
field.

Having resided in Arkansas for 
eight years, Boone has held executive 
positions at several top corporations, 
including Tyson Foods, Walmart Inc., 
and Vortex PAC. Her role at Walmart 
commenced in Global Audit Services, 
where she contributed to key initia-
tives such as the retail giant’s Sarbanes 
Oxley and Foreign Corruption Prac-
tices Act (FCPA) teams. She also served 
as Project Manager II, spearheading 
hiring and retention initiatives and 
company-wide diversity and inclusion 
training.

Boone is actively engaged in 

numerous community organizations. 
Her affiliations include the Phi Alpha 
Omega chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha 
Sorority, Inc., the University of Arkansas 
Sam Walton College of Business Diver-
sity and Inclusion Corporate Advisory 
Board, and the Northwest Arkansas 
MLK Council. She also serves as the 
president and charter member of the 
Northwest Arkansas National Black 
MBA Association Chapter, among 
other leadership positions.

Boone and her husband have two 
sons, Darius (13) and Dylan (7). Her 
family is a constant source of inspi-
ration and support in her pursuit of 
excellence.
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Philander Smith Interim President  
Dr. Cynthia Bond Hopson

our commitment to equipping 
students with the knowledge and 
skills needed to excel in today’s 
rapidly evolving job market,” said 
Chancellor Laurence Alexander. 
“With our exceptional faculty and 
fortified industry partnerships, 
we are confident these programs 
will provide students with a solid 
foundation for the future.” 

The Bachelor of Science in 
Engineering program marks a 
significant milestone for UAPB, as 

it becomes the second engineering 
program offered by the university. 
The Bachelor of Science in 
Agricultural Engineering program, 
housed within the School of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Human 
Sciences, began in the Fall of 2020 
and equipped students to address 
the agriculture industry’s need for 
improved production methods 
through a market-driven approach. 

The long-standing Industrial 
Technology Management and 
Applied Engineering (ITMAE) 
program, housed within the School 
of Arts & Sciences, has already 
demonstrated UAPB’s unyielding 
commitment to cultivating expertise 
in the engineering field. Whereas 
the ITMAE program emphasizes 
continuous system improvement 
and practical application, the 
Bachelor of Engineering program 

will consist of two tracks—
Construction Project Management 
and Industrial Manufacturing.

The Bachelor of Science in 
Cybersecurity program is the first of 
its kind at a Historically Black College 
or University (HBCU). The program 
will:

•	 Offer a comprehensive 
curriculum with core 
computer science, science, 
criminal justice, and 
mathematics courses.

•	 Prepare students to conduct 
research.

•	 Train students to prevent and 
detect cyberattacks across 
various systems.

Graduates of the program will 
be ready to enter the workforce 
or pursue advanced degrees in 
cybersecurity, computer science, law, 
and related fields. 
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LITTLE ROCK’S SCOTT 
HAMILTON TURNS 
OPPORTUNITIES INTO 
TESTIMONIES 
By Wesley Brown 

N ew Little Rock attorney, businessman, nonprofit 
executive, community volunteer and serial 
entrepreneur Scott Hamilton is a man of many hats.

After graduating from Little Rock’s Hall High School 
and Hendrix College in Conway, Hamilton received his law 
degree from the University of Missouri and an MBA from 
Rockhurst College, also in Kansas City, Mo. Like many rising 
Black Arkansas professionals, Hamilton left the Natural State 
to chase his career dreams before returning as a seasoned 
energy and public policy expert more than a decade ago.

Hamilton returned to Arkansas to help care for his mother, 
Wanda, and said he has been happy with his choice ever 
since. Having worked for several energy firms in Kansas City, 
Detroit, Houston and Atlanta upon his return to Arkansas, 
former Gov. Mike Beebe appointed Hamilton director of 
the state Department of Economic Development's Energy 
Office in 2011.

As the state's chief energy expert, the Little Rock native 
was tasked with developing the Democratic governor's State 
Energy Plan, putting more than 20 years of experience in the 
energy industry that began with a fresh-out-of-college job at 
Arkla Gas, the predecessor to Summit Utilities.

"I started off with a gas company, went to an electric 
company, and back to gas, and then got involved with water 
systems. It was all energy," recalled Hamilton.

Hamilton joined the Midcontinent Independent System 
Operator (MISO) as an external affairs director; MISO is the 
nation's second-largest electric grid operator, opening a 
$20 million state-of-the-art command center in Little Rock. 
Leaving MISO in 2019, Hamilton led Schneider Electric’s foray 
into the state's now booming renewable energy sector. 

But the Arkansan’s career has come full circle after being 
asked to take the reins as interim director at the Urban 
League of Arkansas. Today, as the president and CEO of 
the organization, he said he is honored to be once again 
working with his longtime friend and mentor Sherman Tate, 
an Arkansas Business Hall of Fame member and a former 
top executive at Arkla Gas who helped Hamilton get his start 
in the energy sector many years ago. Tate is now the board 
chairman of the Urban League.

"When (Sherman) asked me to come over and help at 

the Urban League, I couldn't say no," he 
joked. "There is no better friend for me to 
learn from. I talk with Mr. Tate almost daily 
because he is so knowledgeable."

Like Tate, Hamilton himself has also 
emerged as a "white hat" problem-
solver in Little Rock who can get things 
done professionally and as a hands-on 
community-minded volunteer. He readily 
admits that he's not the right person to 
call if you want a quick fix.

"I am the type of person who looks at 
challenges as opportunities," Hamilton 
said. "I like process and pathways. I 
develop a system and a path toward 
(resolution) and then get out of the way.”

He offered this anecdote to explain 
further: "I am the one that if we are out 
in the jungle, I have the hatchet cutting 
the trees down, looking for the bears and 
the dangers and trying to eradicate them, 
and then people come along."

Hamilton has definitely held 
onto that philosophy successfully 
guiding the historic civil rights 
organization through the 2020 
presidential election, the COVID-
19 pandemic, and the George 
Floyd murder in the first half of 
2021.

During that tumultuous 
period, Hamilton said the 
Arkansas-based Urban League 
affiliate has returned to its roots 
as a state and national leader 
of voter education and civil 
engagement. Hamilton said 
the next step is positioning the 
statewide civil rights group for 
the long game. 

"We are not trying to be 
everything to everybody," he said. "Just 
as we have always done in Arkansas 
and across the nation, we are trying to 
access opportunity through advocacy, 
community, partnerships, programs, and 
services. When we see barriers and issues 
out there, I want to expose them and 
figure out the pathway to resolve them."

For example, the nonprofit's Food 
Insecurity Project has taken federal 
COVID-19 funding to provide meals and 
boxed foods to 45 communities across 
Arkansas. In addition, the organization's 
Defining Arkansas Values program 
partnered with KATV 7, the Women’s 
Foundation of Arkansas and other local 
groups to inform constituents about key 
bills under consideration in the General 
Assembly through community town halls 

held online.  
"We were able to tap into Zoom and 

social media early on to connect with 
constituents locally," he said.

Hamilton also notes the launch 
of Urban League's Boys and Men 
Opportunity Success Team (BMOST), 
a signature initiative that coordinates 
several after-school programs to mentor 
and bring job opportunities for youth 
statewide.

And that's not a surprise. Hamilton’s 
parents were prominent Black educators, 
community activists, and Urban League 
members during the city's civil rights 
movement in the 1960s and 1970s. His 
late father, William D. Hamilton, was 
the namesake of the Little Rock School 
District's Hamilton Learning Academy.  
The elder Hamilton was also a math 
teacher, local school board member, 

entrepreneur and state administrator 
who served under former Govs. Winthrop 
Rockefeller and Dale Bumpers.

His mother, as mentioned earlier, was 
among the first Blacks to help integrate 
UA Little Rock, known in 1964 as Little 
Rock University. Hamilton credits both 
parents for igniting his entrepreneurial 
spirit.

"Since I was a teenager, I have always 
sought ways to create revenue from my 
efforts through operating various small 
businesses,” he said.

Today, Hamilton owns Station 801, 
a food truck hub and event center 
on Chester Street in downtown Little 
Rock that opened in 2016. The local 
entrepreneur also operates a local used 
car dealership, a passion that began as a 

child when helping his father rebuild hot 
rods in the family garage.

"My father taught me there is a process 
for getting an old vehicle back running, 
and that has been beneficial to me 
throughout school and life. You can't skip 
certain steps and processes," he said. "I 
can tear down a 360 Chevy motor and put 
it back together in two or three hours. But 
you can't do it out of order."

And just as his parents were a powerful 
and complimentary pair, Hamilton and 
his wife, Martie North, have been tabbed 
by a local news publication as one of 
Little Rock's most "dynamic duos." North, 
a longtime banking executive, oversees 
community outreach and engagement 
for emerging markets at Cadence Bank, 
the fast-growing regional bank with 
over $44 billion in assets. She was hired 
by the nation's 51st-largest bank after 

the $6 billion merger of the 
former Bancorp South in Tupelo, 
Miss., and Cadence Bancorp of 
Houston in April 2021.

North is also a member of 
the Community Development 
Advisory Council of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of St. Louis, which 
advises the influential St. Louis 
Fed President James Bullard on 
community development issues. 
As head of the Fed's expansive 
Eighth District, Bullard sits on the 
influential Federal Open Market 
Committee (FOMC), which sets 
the nation's monetary policy and 
federal interest rates.

North is also a board member 
of several other local charities, 
including AChange, Friends of 

Mosaic Templars, Arkansas Advocates, 
and University District Development Corp. 
Hamilton said he married his "best friend" 
in 2015, and together, they are committed 
to influencing change locally, through 
their professional and personal lives, 
something his parents taught.

Often asked if he plans to enter the 
political spectrum or run for public office, 
Hamilton said he prefers to be a behind-
the-scenes influencer who helps others 
reach their potential.

"What is next for me is a continuation 
of looking for challenges. From an 
entrepreneurial standpoint, I see the same 
thing – trying to create opportunities 
that are unique. I want to ensure that all 
people have at least an opportunity at all 
this country promises us,” he said.  

TOP HAT:  

Urban President and CEO Scott Hamilton



14 15

W ho doesn’t love ice cream? 
Moreover, who wouldn’t 
love the chance to watch 

an ice cream mixologist create a 
unique blend of your favorite sweets 
right before your eyes? MarShae's 
Sweet Escape is a liquid nitrogen ice 
cream catering service company in 
NWA that offers ice cream in a flash. 
Although liquid nitrogen looks like 
boiling water, it is actually extremely 
cold. The temperature of liquid 
nitrogen is 320° F below zero! It is 
odorless, colorless, flavorless and non-
toxic. It has many uses from branding 

livestock to fire suppression, but 
foodies know that some of the best 
applications are when it comes to 
food. At MarShae’s they combine liquid 
nitrogen and their ice cream base to 
rapidly freeze the mixture resulting in a 
smooth and delicious treat. 

“MarShae's” is a mashup of the 
names of husband-and-wife duo Mario 
and Cassandra La’Shae Coleman. 
The Colemans had recently moved to 
Dallas for job opportunities 30 days 
before COVID-19 swept through the 

country when a friend encouraged 
them to visit a nitrogen ice cream 
store. “After the first bite, I was sold, 
I loved the texture,” Coleman said. “I 
looked at my husband and said this 
is really good.” By the third visit, they 
were ready to open their own nitrogen 
ice cream shop. 

Born in West Palm Beach Florida, 
Cassandra moved to NWA in 2002 with 
her parents, eventually graduating 
from the University of Arkansas at 
Fayetteville. A former hospitality 
professional, she spent more than 10 
years in the industry working at Hilton 

and as a national sales partner for 
Marriott. She and her husband also 
own DivaDance® NWA and have an 
18-month-old daughter named A’Riya 
Rue.  

During the lockdown, they 
researched the industry and 
franchising opportunities which 
were way too expensive and were 
quickly ruled out. By the end of 2020, 
they decided to start the ice cream 
business from scratch and move back 
to Arkansas. 

Today customers can enjoy 
MarShae’s popular menu flavors like 
cookies-n-cream, airplane cookies, 
and mama’s puddin’ at their Citizens 
Park concession stand, the Bentonville 
Community Center, and local pop-up 
events in the area. “We usually offer 
two flavors at pop-ups and four to 
five flavors at the concession stand,” 
commented Coleman. They offer 60 
flavors in total. 

The Colemans have big plans for 
MarShae’s including franchising the 
business in the same manner as 
Andy’s Frozen Custard. Only a handful 

of nitrogen ice cream franchises exist 
today including the major players 
Sub Zero and Creamistry. MarShae’s 
business is growing quickly. They 
believe their competitive edge is 
the business’ unique ability to freeze 
anything including alcohol for private 
events. 

For the immediate future, Cassandra 
wants to expand right here in the 
natural state. “I would love to see 
MarShae’s in every city in the NWA 
area, maybe even two in Rogers.”  

SCREAMING FOR ICE CREAM IN 
NWA AT -320 DEGREES 

Husband-and-wife duo create MarShae’s Sweet Escape

By Debrah Mitchell

MarShae's Sweet Escape owner Cassandra Coleman serving made-to-order ice cream in seconds.

WWW.ULARK.ORG
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Certified Pies owner Kreg and 
Samantha Stewart Q&A 
What is your backstory? How did you 
get started and what made you decide 
to start your own business? 

We originally met at Bryant High 
School. We dated for several years 
after high school.  I went to college 
at the University of Arkansas at Little 
Rock, graduating with a bachelor’s 
in business administration. Kreg 
became a truck driver and I worked in 
corporate America for almost 15 years.

By 2018 we had two sons, and knew 
we needed to change our eating 
habits to become healthier for our 
children. and worked opposite hours 
from each other. That is where our 
passion for cooking really began. We 
both had very demanding full-time 
jobs so we started cooking and meal-
prepping every Sunday together, since 
we both had that day off. We would 
take our favorite meals and make 
healthier versions, but still pack a lot of 
flavors. 

 We created SpeakLife Foods as a 
side hustle on weekends to help other 
busy working parents. Over the next 
year, we increased our weekend clients 
to an average of 10 every weekend. 
Then came the pandemic in 2020. My 
husband lost his job. We decided that 
growing our side hustle into a full-time 
business would be best for our family.

Then in August 2020, the plan took 
a pivot after Kreg’s childhood friend, 
Harlem Wilson, came over and made 
a homemade pizza for his birthday. It 
was delicious and could be the focus 
of their new business model because 
there was a bigger market for pizza 
than for meal-prepped foods. 

We learned there had never been a 
Black-owned pizza shop in Arkansas. 
We partnered with Harlem, and the 

three of us created Certified Pies.

Tell us about your upcoming grand 
opening and new location. 

From 2020 to 2023, we gained 
momentum and a loyal customer 
base, but we still had some barriers 
to overcome. We initially started in a 
shared kitchen space, with no indoor 
dining for customers; curbside pickup 
and delivery were our only options. We 
focused on perfecting our craft and 
branding.

At the beginning of 2023 we were 
excited to sign the lease to our brick-
and mortar-space. Our new Location 
is 9807 W. Markham St., in Little 
Rock. We are anticipating our grand 
re-opening will be in mid-August. 
We now have six employees and 
will be looking to grow to about 10 
total employees at our new location. 
To start, we will be open Tuesdays- 
Saturday 11am-8 pm, and hope to add 
Sundays later.

Pizza is one of the most competitive 
food businesses in America. What 
separates Certified Pies from the 
local and national competitors? 

Everyone loves pizza. It’s a product 
that is familiar to everyone but very 
different depending on where you 
get it from. Where we differentiate 
our product is our dough. We have 
crafted a special dough recipe we 
have perfected over the years that our 
customers rave about. We also make 
our own red sauce and ranch in-house 
with our special seasoning blends. 

How did you come up with the name  
Certified Pies? 

Knowing that we would be the 
first freshly crafted Black-owned 
Pizza in Arkansas, we knew we had to 

provide a top-tier product. It had to be 
Certified. That’s how we came up with 
Certified Pies, where “It ain’t REAL, 
unless It’s Certified.”

What will your business look like if 
we check on Certified Pies in five 
years?

Our goal is to expand operations 
within 5 to 10 years with an additional 
location or possibly a food truck.  

By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff – In 
late June, the Biden administration 
awarded Arkansas over $1 billion 
to expand broadband access and 
connections in underserved rural and 
urban areas across the state. As part 
of that funding coup, the Arkansas 
State Broadband Office (ASBO) 
recently launched its Digital Skills 
and Opportunity Survey as part of 
the state’s planning process to better 
understand the complexities of the 
digital divide. 

On June 26, the Arkansas 
Department of Commerce, along 
with Gov. Sarah Huckabee Sanders, 
announced that Arkansas would 
receive $1,024,303,993.86 from 
the Broadband Equity, Access, 
and Deployment (BEAD) program 
administered by the National 
Telecommunications and Information 

Administration (NTIA) under the 
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 
Act. The funds will expand broadband 
access in Arkansas and address 
affordability and digital skills needs 
throughout the state. 

“This announcement will be 
transformational for Arkansas,” said 
Gov. Sanders. “With more than $1 
billion now at our state’s disposal to 
fund broadband access, we can finally 
close the digital divide between rural 
and urban Arkansans. This puts every 
part of our state on an equal playing 
field and unlocks a world of potential 
for businesses, schools, and everyday 
Arkansans.

As part of the Federal funding 
package, Arkansas also received more 
than $840,000 to study the state’s 
digital divide, create a plan to address 
its digital skills gap and learn more 

about the unique challenges that 
stand in the way of various segments 
of the state’s population concerning 
affordability and access to high-speed 
internet. 

Former Arkansas Gov. Asa 
Hutchinson created the ASBO in 2019 
to study ways to provide broadband 
access to 110,000 underserved 
households throughout all areas of 
the state, and it is overseeing the 
development of both plans. It is 
committed to expanding access to 
affordable, high-speed internet to all 
Arkansans. 

To ensure the agency engages with 
all segments of the population, the 
office has contracted with Heartland 
Forward, a Bentonville-based 
nonprofit organization, to coordinate 
engagement with Arkansas counties, 
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CERTIFIED PIES:  
A GUARANTEED SLICE  
OF GOODNESS 
By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff

ARKANSAS RECEIVES OVER $1 BILLION IN FUNDING 
FROM THE FEDERAL INFRASTRUCTURE ACT TO 

EXPAND BROADBAND STATEWIDE 
By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff

CONTINUED ON PAGE 38
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BOB (Black-Owned Business) 
FAST FACTS

Hometown:  
BRYANT

Name of your first pet:   
SWAG (CHIHUAHUA)

Beer or wine with pizza:  
BEER

If you had $1 million to spend, how 
would you invest it?  

RE AL ESTATE

Best restaurant in Little Rock 
besides Certified Pies:   
THE CROISSANTIERS

Biggest tip:  
$50 ON A HOLIDAY
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W hat do Jay Z, highly 
acclaimed British actor 
David Oyelowo, a new 

exhibit at the Arkansas State Capital, 
and the recently opened U.S. Marshalls 
Museum (USMM) in Fort Smith all 
have in common?

They all bring newfound attention 
to the exploits and legend of the late 
Arkansas U.S. Marshal Bass Reeves, 
who many believe is the archetype for 
the Lone Ranger and other American 
Western heroes.

According to the Encyclopedia of 
Arkansas, Reeves was one of the first 

black lawmen west of the Mississippi 
River. He achieved legendary status 
for the number of criminals, outlaws 
and western bandits he captured 
and brought to justice, which some 
estimates top 3,000 arrests.

Born a slave in Crawford County 
in July 1838, Reeves’ owners moved 
to east Texas in 1846. During the Civil 
War, Bass became a fugitive slave 
and found refuge in the Oklahoma 
Territory among the Creek and 
Seminole Indians. He later served with 
the Union Indians that fought in the 
war.

Later, Reeves settled again in the 
Van Buren area with his wife, Jennie, 
and children. Oral history states that 
Reeves first served as a scout and 
guide for deputy U.S. marshals going 
into Indian Territory for the federal 
government. In 1875, Judge Isaac 
C. Parker became the federal judge 
for the Western District of Arkansas 
and hired Reeves as a commissioned 
deputy U.S. marshal. Together, the 
two help to tame the frontier West 
for more than 30 years, with Parker 
earning the infamous title of “The 
Hanging Judge.”

During his law enforcement career, 
legend has it that Reeves “could shoot 
a pistol or rifle accurately with his 
right or left hand and whip any two 
men with his bare hands.” Known for 
his ability to catch criminals under 
trying circumstances, Reeves brought 
fugitives by the dozen into the Fort 
Smith federal jail. Reeves said the 
largest number of outlaws he ever 
caught at one time was nineteen 
horse thieves he captured near Fort 
Sill, Okla. The noted female outlaw 
Belle Starr turned herself in at Fort 
Smith when she found out Reeves had 
the warrant for her arrest, notes the 

LEGEND OF BLACK COWBOY  
AND U.S. MARSHAL BASS REEVES 
CONTINUES TO GROW IN  
ARKANSAS, GLOBALLY 
By Wesley Brown

Encyclopedia of Arkansas.
In the nearly all-Black cast of the 

2021 Netflix western, “The Harder 
They Fall,” veteran actor Delroy 
Lindo’s character portrays Reeves in 
the Jay Z-produced and musically 
scored movie based on real-life 
historical figures. Besides Reeves, the 
other Black cowboys and cowgirls 
highlighted in the movie were Nat 
Love, Stagecoach Mary, Rufus Buck, 
Cherokee Bill, and Trudy Smith. Those 
partly fictionalized characters were 
respectively portrayed by Black actors 
Jonathan Majors, Zazie Beetz, Idris 
Elba, Lakeith Stanfield and Regina 
King.

Today, a more straight-forward 
version of Reeves’ life is underway 
at Paramount’s MTV Entertainment 
Studios. Last summer, Oyelowo 
was tabbed to play Reeves in a 
new “Yellowstone” spinoff series 
highlighting the Black Arkansas 
cowboy’s heroics in catching outlaws 
on the U.S. Marshal’s infamous “10 
Most Wanted” list. 

Although a premiere date has not 
been announced for the MTV series, 
several episodes of “Lawmen: Bass 
Reeves” have already been shot in 
Fort Worth and other Texas locations. 
The Hollywood studio has been silent 
on whether any filming will occur 
in Arkansas and Oklahoma, Reeves’ 
home territory as a U.S. marshal.

Earlier this summer, the Arkansas 
Secretary of State’s Office showcased 
a Reeves exhibit at a State Capitol 
event commemorating the grand 

opening of the 51,000 square-foot 
USMM facility in Fort Smith on July 
1. The exhibit unveiled on June 22 
includes a life-size poster of the 
famous Black lawman and other 
artifacts related to service as a U.S. 
marshal dating back to the 19th 
century.

In 2007, after a rigorous selection 
process, top U.S. Marshall Service 
officials chose Fort Smith as the 
permanent home for its national 
museum. Since then, more than 
15 years of planning, fundraising 
and design efforts have taken 
place to build the state-of-the-art 
facility designed by Boston-based 
Cambridge Seven and Polk Stanley 
Wilcox Architects of Little Rock. 
Construction of the $50 million 
museum was completed in early 2020, 
followed by the installation of galleries 
and exhibits earlier this year.

“To say we’re excited would be a 
vast understatement,” USMM Chair 
Doug Babb said of the July 1 grand 
opening. “It’s truly gratifying to see 
the work of so many different people 
who have dedicated their time and 
resources to this effort come to 
fruition. This will be a jewel for Fort 
Smith, the state of Arkansas and the 
country.”

Located off the Arkansas River in 
Fort Smith, the national museum 
honors the service and history of 
the USMS and features architectural 
cantilevered roofs that look like a star 

The new 53,000-square-foot U.S. Marshals Museum opened in Fort Smith on July 1.

The Bass Reeves Legacy Monument in Fort Smith’s Ross Pendergraft Park
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from an aerial view. The star-shaped 
design signifies the star badge worn by 
courageous U.S. Marshals. The museum 
also features five immersive galleries to 
educate guests about the critical, ever-
evolving role the Marshals have played 
in upholding the Rule of Law, driven by 
justice, integrity and service. 

Exhibits and 20,000 square foot of 
gallery space also feature the latest in 
digital interaction technology as well as 

rare historical artifacts, 
documents and movies 
and videos that tell the 
stories of the agency’s 
230+ year history. The 
museum includes a 
store featuring books, 
gifts and keepsakes, 
while the facility’s café 
will offer Fort Smith’s 
first riverfront dining 
experience. Meeting 
spaces and classrooms 
are planned later for 
school and community 
use.

“The museum will 
inspire Americans across 

the country – both now and for future 
generation – to live with the core values 
of the U.S. Marshals Service, justice, 
integrity, and service. Now it’s time to 
welcome the world through our doors,” 
said USMM President and CEO Benja-
min Johnson.

Just a mile from the museum, a 
25-foot bronze statue depicting Reeves 
on a horse-riding west was also dedi-

cated in Fort Smith’s Pendergraft Park 
in 2012. The statue, designed by sculptor 
Harold T. Holden at a cost of more than 
$300,000, was paid for by donations to 
the Bass Reeves Legacy Initiative.

Besides Basses’ recent accolades, 
the Black Arkansas lawman has also 
emerged as a pop culture figure across 
the globe. For example, he appeared in 
the acclaimed 2019 HBO series Watch-
men, was the subject of a comic book 
series published by Allegiance Arts 
starting in 2020, and appeared that 
same year in an issue of the Franco-
Belgian comic book series Lucky Luke 
titled, “Un Cow-Boy Dans Le Coton,” 
which means “A Cowboy in High 
Cotton.”.

He was also the subject of Sidney 
Thompson’s trilogy of historical novels 
and appeared in the July 2021 Texas 
Monthly magazine cover story that 
focused on his broader legacy. Reeves 
worked until Oklahoma achieved 
statehood in 1907 when he became a 
city policeman for Muskogee. He died 
of Bright’s disease, what we now call 
nephritis, in January 1910.  
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W hy does it seem like every 
tech blunder story involves 
an attorney? First, the cat 

filter Zoom call fiasco had everyone 
in stitches, and now it’s the ChatGPT 
attorney. The New York attorney relied 
on ChatGPT, an artificial intelligence 
chatbot, to do his work for him. I wasn’t 
sure if I wanted to write about this latest 
blunder but the details were just too 
juicy to pass up. 

The New York attorney was the 
plaintiff’s attorney in a case involving 
a passenger injured by a drink cart 
on an airline flight. The attorney was 
working on a response to the airline 
who asked the judge to dismiss the 
passenger’s lawsuit because the statute 
of limitations (SOL) had passed. Every 
type of lawsuit has a time limit in which 
it can be brought. The SOL is a hard and 
fast rule; it’s almost always game over, 
do not pass go, do not collect $100. 

The attorney asked ChatGPT to 
write a brief arguing why his client 
should be able to move forward 
despite their lateness. Known for 
refining and steering a conversation, 
that’s exactly what ChatGPT did. It spit 
out a legal argument complete with 
case law. The problem was the cases 
didn’t even exist! The courtroom was 
packed during the two-hour hearing, 

during which the attorney struggled to 
explain himself. His nephew or some 
young whippersnapper had told him 
about ChatGPT. Law students were 
in attendance. Multiple news outlets 
covered the story. I even saw my old 
law school professor of Ethics and 
Professional Responsibility, Rebecca 
Roiphe, quoted in an article about the 
dangers of using ChatGPT. 

I understand the temptation to 
use AI at work. Even Lexis Nexis has 
been sending emails to attorneys 
promoting their new AI products (for 
a fee). I recently used ChatGPT (for 
free) to  draft a demand letter as a test. 
It was impressive. Next, I asked it to 
explain how to set up a parent LLC and 
subsidiary LLCs in the context of real 
estate. The answer was spot on and 
fast. This leads me to my first question, 
which I am dying to know if the judge 
asked, how much did the ChatGPT 
attorney bill his client for the brief? 
Obviously, the attorney didn’t look up 
the “cases” in trusted legal databases, 
like Westlaw or Lexis Nexis, or he would 
have realized something was off. 

Only time will tell how AI will 
impact different industries. I just 
read about Meta’s Llama 2, the latest 
from our good pal Meta (Facebook) 
Chairman and CEO Mark Zuckerberg. 

Instead of keeping the coding behind 
this language model, a competitor 
of ChatGPT, secret, he’s decided to 
make the model open source. Llama 
2 has been trained on 40 times more 
data than its predecessor. Zuckerberg 
believes that open source will lead to 
rapid progress, the elimination of bugs 
and healthy competition. The flip side 
is that safety may be compromised. 
Malicious actors could misuse AI to 
generate disinformation and spam. 
Admittedly it is harder to regulate 
something that is already in large-
scale use. Google and Microsoft have 
limited access to their latest AI because 
of safety concerns and competition. 
Is AI a Pandora’s Box? Will we all be 
influenced by A.I.? Only time will tell.  

Kesha's Legal  
Corner

PRACTICING  
UNDER  
THE INFLUENCE…  
OF A.I. 
By Kesha Zaffino

Scene from Nexflix movie, “The Harder They Fall”
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT 
CHOLESTEROL 
Stay in control to help prevent heart disease, heart attack and stroke. 

By Family Features

Understanding and improving cholesterol is important for people of 
all ages, including children and teens. 
Maintaining healthy cholesterol levels can help keep your heart healthy and lower 
your chances of getting heart disease or having a stroke. High cholesterol usually 
has no symptoms. In fact, about 38% of adults in the United States are diagnosed 
with high cholesterol, according to the American Heart Association. Understanding 
what cholesterol is, the role it plays, when to get screened and how to manage it 
are important aspects of protecting your overall health and prevent a heart attack 
or stroke.

Understanding Cholesterol 
A waxy, fat-like substance created by the liver and consumed from meat, poultry 
and dairy products, cholesterol isn’t inherently bad for you. In fact, your body 
needs it to build cells and make vitamins and other hormones. However, too 
much cholesterol circulating in the blood can pose a problem. The two types of 
cholesterol are low-density lipoprotein (LDL), which is considered “bad,” and high-
density lipoprotein (HDL), which can be thought of as “good” cholesterol. Too much 
of the “bad” kind, or not enough of the “good,” increases the risk of cholesterol 
slowly building up in the inner walls of the arteries that feed the heart and brain.

Cholesterol can join with other substances to form a thick, hard deposit on 
the inside of the arteries called plaque. This can narrow the arteries and make them less flexible – a condition known as 
atherosclerosis. If a blood clot forms, it may be more likely to get stuck in one of these narrowed arteries, resulting in a heart 
attack or stroke.

Understanding Risk 
Your body naturally produces all the LDL it needs. An unhealthy lifestyle can make your body produce more LDL than 
required. Behaviors that may negatively affect your cholesterol levels include lack of physical activity, obesity, eating an 
unhealthy diet and smoking or exposure to tobacco smoke. In addition to unhealthy habits, which are the cause of high 

REGISTER:   ARORA.ORG/DONATELIFE
LEARN:  ARORA.ORG/ANTHONY

AUGUST IS NATIONAL 
MULTICULTURAL DONOR 
AWARENESS MONTH

When you register as an organ and tissue donor, 
you have the potential to save up to 8 lives and 
restore the health of 75 or more. Register to become 
a donor during National Multicultural Donor 

Awareness Month — or any other day. Your 
decision can help address the need for life-

restoring organs and tissues for transplant 
in communities of color. Register today 

and make more life-restoring stories 
possible, like Anthony Freeman’s —
an Arkansas kidney transplant 
recipient and a Transplant Games 
of America medal winner. 

Anthony Freeman
Kidney Recipient

give
 hope

  hero
be a 

LDL cholesterol for most people, some people inherit genes from their parents or 
grandparents – called familial hypercholesterolemia (FH) – that cause them to have 
too much cholesterol and can lead to premature atherosclerotic heart disease. 
If you have a family history of FH or problems related to high cholesterol, it’s 
important to get your levels checked.

Getting Cholesterol Checked 
Adults age 20 and older should have their cholesterol and other traditional risk 
factors checked every 4-6 years as long as their risk remains low. After age 40, your 
health care professional will use an equation to calculate your 10-year risk of heart 
attack or stroke. People with cardiovascular disease, and those at elevated risk, may 
need their cholesterol and other risk factors assessed more often.

Managing Cholesterol 
If you have high cholesterol, understanding your risk for heart disease and stroke is 
one of the most important things you can do, along with taking steps to lower your 
cholesterol. Often, simply changing certain behaviors can help bring your numbers 
into line. Eating a heart-healthy diet that emphasizes fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, lean or plant-based protein, fish and nuts while limiting red and processed 
meats, sodium and sugar-sweetened foods and beverages is one of the best ways to lower your cholesterol. While grocery 
shopping, look for the American Heart Association’s Heart-Check mark to help identify foods that can be part of an overall 
healthy eating pattern. Other lifestyle changes include losing weight, quitting smoking and becoming more physically active, 
as a sedentary lifestyle can lower HDL. To help lower both cholesterol and high blood pressure, experts recommend at least 
150 minutes of moderate-intensity aerobic exercise a week, such as walking, biking or swimming. For some people, lifestyle 
changes may prevent or manage unhealthy cholesterol levels. For others, medication may also be needed. Work with your 
doctor to develop a treatment plan that’s right for you. If medication is required, be sure to take it as prescribed. Controlling 
your cholesterol may be easier than you think. Learn more about managing your cholesterol at heart.org/cholesterol.

Family Features is a content partner of Arkansas Black Vitality
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UAMS PROGRAM 
WORKS TO ADDRESS 
PUBLIC HEALTH 
INEQUITIES IN JUSTICE 
SYSTEM

By Kevin Moye

Community is at the heart of the South-
ern Public Health and Criminal Justice 
Research Center (S-PAC).                                                              

A program of the University of Arkan-
sas for Medical Sciences (UAMS) Fay 
W. Boozman College of Public Health’s 
Department of Health Behavior and 
Health Education, the center provides 
community-focused solutions to Arkan-
sas’ overuse of mass incarceration as a 
primary public safety option. It develops 
evidence-based alternatives to incarcera-
tion for some of the state’s most disad-
vantaged population groups.

Established by Nick Zaller, Ph.D., professor in the College of Public Health, in 2020, the center uses community-
inspired, action-oriented research and trainings to eradicate racial, economic and public health inequities related 
to the criminal justice system. This includes addressing the health status, job opportunities and access to social 
resources for formerly incarcerated individuals and community members.

“Mass incarceration is a statewide issue,” Zaller said. “The incarceration rates in rural Arkansas are outpacing rates 
in urban communities. Properly addressing the situation requires local solutions based on community resources.

“Our work not only highlights stark disparities within the correctional system, but we also seek to address some of 
the most critical challenges facing African American communities in our state, including violence, behavioral health 
disorders, and health and economic inequities.”

The center has a variety of community-based research programs that aim to eliminate or minimize inequities. The 
programs give UAMS faculty and staff the chance to build a rapport with the communities they serve. Some of the 
center’s ongoing programs are:

•	 Providing HIV education and linkage to HIV prevention services        
•	 Addressing the racial wealth gap to promote health
•	 Addressing violent assault 
•	 Exploring barriers and facilitators to accessing medications to treat opioid use disorder, particularly in Arkan-

sas’ rural areas 
•	 Implementing substance use disorder treatment within correctional settings
•	 Exploring alternatives to incarceration through mental health crisis services
Extensive research suggests that overzealous incarceration adds to the deterioration of both individuals and com-

munities. Additionally, too often, individuals placed in the criminal justice system struggle with undiagnosed mental 
health issues and scarce opportunities to adjust and thrive upon returning to society. Zaller and his team understand 
that if a person is mentally and physically healthy, has steady employment and access to social resources, they’re 
more likely to be a productive member of society.

Due to the way the community has embraced the center and its goals, Zaller expects SPAC to steadily expand, 
build partnerships and increase its impact in Arkansas. 

“We’re always excited to partner with new organizations,” he said. “We’re always looking for ways to work with indi-
viduals and communities on the front lines of addressing Arkansas’ social inequities. We’re excited to work with those 
who share our passion for a more just and equitable society. 

“Our main goal is to develop and implement community informed, evidence-based interventions and practices 
that support and promote health and well-being.”            

For more information about the center visit https://publichealth.uams.edu/departmentsandunits/centers/spac/. 

UAMS has partnered with Arkansas Black Vitality to produce a paid advertorial concerning public health inequities 
for African Americans. 
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for participation in a 12 month
research study on ways to
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HEALTH & WELLNESS BRIEFS
UAMS OPENS NEW $65 MILLION RADIATION ONCOLOGY CENTER

By Wesley Brown

The University of Arkansas 
for Medical Sciences (UAMS) 
Winthrop P. Rockefeller Cancer 
Institute recently opened a new 
Radiation Oncology Center with 
expanded capabilities to provide 
advanced radiation treatments 
for children and adults with 
cancer, including the state’s first 
Proton Center.

The $65 million, 
58,000-square-foot structure 
at 3900 W. Capitol Ave. in Little 
Rock was built to accommodate 
three new linear accelerators 
that customize radiation deliv-
ery based on the type and stage 
of a patient’s cancer.

“The opening of this facility marks an unprecedented 
commitment to the future of cancer treatment in Arkan-
sas and the region,” said UAMS Chancellor Cam Patterson, 
M.D., MBA. “The innovative therapies and advanced tech-
nology available here place UAMS among the top centers 
worldwide at the forefront of cancer treatment.”

The UAMS Radiation Oncology Center is the only cancer 
center in Arkansas to offer Ethos Adaptive Therapy, a 
unique form of X-ray radiation that adapts to daily changes 
in a tumor’s shape and position throughout treatment.

They also offer Edge Radiosurgery, a specialized 
nonsurgical technique used to destroy tumors in the 
brain and spine with end-to-end accuracy of less than one 
millimeter, and radiotherapy with motion management, 
which controls radiation directed at tumors that move as 
patients breathe.

The center will open for adult and pediatric patients 
needing X-ray radiation on July 24. UAMS already provides 
radiation therapy for children and adults with a broad 
range of cancers and is the only provider of pediatric 
radiation therapy in Arkansas. About half of all cancer 
patients need some form of radiation.

The second floor of the new center will house 
the 9,000-square-foot Proton Center of Arkansas, a 
collaboration between UAMS, Baptist Health, Arkansas 
Children’s and Proton International. It will open in October. 
Proton therapy is an innovative radiation treatment that 
harnesses proton particles that can destroy solid tumors in 
hard-to-reach areas. Proton radiation reduces the amount 
of healthy tissue exposed to radiation and minimizes side 
effects.

“This center will provide the most advanced cancer 
radiation medicine in the world that will give patients the 

best chance of survival and quality of life,” said Dr. Michael 
Birrer, UAMS vice chancellor and director of the Cancer 
Institute. “We now have everything a patient needs right 
here at home without them having to leave the state for 
these cutting-edge treatments.”

The expansion will also support the Radiation Oncology 
Center’s active clinical research and clinical trial programs. 
UAMS radiation oncologists currently have nine active 
clinical trials testing treatments for breast, prostate, head 
and neck, and non-small cell lung cancers. Eleven addi-
tional studies, including three involving proton, are in prog-
ress. The trials include national cooperative group studies 
collecting information on new treatments from multiple 
cancer centers and trials from UAMS radiation oncologists.

Designed by Wittenberg, Delony & Davidson, the new 
center features a massive glass exterior that brings natural 
light into the waiting rooms to support physical and emo-
tional health. A large skylight in the center of the building 
also brings in natural light.

The UAMS Radiation Oncology Center is ranked nation-
ally as a Program of Excellence by the American Society of 
Radiation Oncology. The center employs 75 people, includ-
ing board-certified radiation oncologists, licensed medical 
physicists, radiation therapists, dosimetrists, nurses and 
support staff experienced in treating children and adults 
with a broad range of cancers. Center director Fen Xia, 
M.D., Ph.D., is a fellow of the American Society of Radiation 
Oncology, a designation awarded to only 4% of the organi-
zation’s 10,000 members.

The Radiation Oncology Center is open from 7 a.m. to 4 
p.m. daily. Appointments for new patients are available by 
calling 501-664-4568.

ARORA BRINGS AWARENESS TO MULTIETHNIC ORGAN DONATION 
IN AUGUST 

By Kesha Zaffino    
Audrey Coleman, the communications director at 

Arkansas Regional Organ Recovery Agency (ARORA), is 
excited about multi-ethnic donor month celebrated every 
August. ARORA’s mission is to restore lives through the 
recovery of organs and tissues. Audrey has been with the 
organization for 20 years and currently runs their public 
relations program and manages the aftercare profession-
als who offer donor family support. 

A big part of what they do is support the families of 
donors through the grief process after organs or tissues 
are given to a recipient. ARORA never stops offering 
support. Every spring, all the donor families ever served 
are invited to an event to honor their loved ones at the 
Little Rock Zoo. The average of almost 1,000 attendees a 
year is a testament to ARORA’s impact. In honor of mul-
tiethnic donor awareness month, ARORA is focusing on 
multiethnic community engagement through communi-
cation and education about donor organs and tissues. 

August is marked as National Minority Donor Aware-
ness Month, sometimes also called National Multiethnic 
Donor Awareness Month. Activities through the month 
are promoted ARORA and the nation’s 56 federal- man-
dated organ procurement organizations (OPOs) and 
national groups like the National Minority Organ and 
Tissue Transplant Education Program to bring height-

ened awareness to donation and transplantation among 
minorities.

Among the more than 100,000 Americans are waiting 
for transplant of a heart, liver, lung, pancreas, kidney, or 
intestine, approximately 60% are from multicultural com-
munities made up of minorities. Of that total, 29% are 
African American and 20% of Hispanic origin.

“Nationally, African Americans are well represented, 
especially for kidney donation,” explains Audrey. Donor 
organs are not matched by race, but there can be char-
acteristics within a group that can make them an easier 
match, which is why ARORA promotes diversity in the 
donor pool. African Americans and Hispanics are the most 
prominent non-white groups in Arkansas, so ARORA is 
traveling to counties with significant African American 
numbers and setting up booths at farmers markets to 
discuss health and wellness. 

“Ultimately, the illnesses that plague some of our com-
munities are the root cause of the need for organ trans-
plantation, and if we can correct diet and health, we can 
eliminate some of the need for organ donations,” says 
Audrey. Continuing their efforts to promote health and 
wellness, ARORA will co-host an event with the city of 
Little Rock in November; the details are still pending but 
you can go to arora.org for more information.  
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THE HEALING POWER 
OF SALT AND SWEAT: 
TORI JONES’ WELLNESS 
REVOLUTION 
Sweating the details of a healthier 
Little Rock

By Angel Burt

In the heart of Central Arkansas, a 
unique wellness venture, Eden Salt 
Studio, is the brainchild of Tori and 
Leon Jones. Aiming to introduce a 
fresh wellness approach and nurture 
a family-friendly atmosphere, they 
embarked on this pioneering project, 
leveraging Tori's background in envi-
ronmental law and state work.

The spark for Eden Salt Studio 
was ignited during a family trip to 
Murfreesboro, Tennessee. Tori's 
mother had organized a visit to 
a 'salt cave,' and the experience 
was transformative. Tori, who 
has wrestled with allergies and a 
deviated septum, found a marked 
improvement in her breathing after 
just one session.

This encouraging experience stirred 
Tori's mother to suggest a similar 
enterprise in Little Rock. Spurred by 
this idea, they began to delve deeper 
into the industry, coming across the 
Salt Therapy Association and deciding 
to attend their conference to further 
their understanding.

Inspired and enlightened, Tori and 
Leon felt confident about establish-
ing Eden as a salt therapy facility. 
With her years of experience as a 
yoga teacher, Tori recognized the 
harmonious intersection of yoga and 
salt therapy, both rooted in mindful 
breathing.

October 2019 marked the opening 
of Eden Salt Studio, focusing on yoga 
and salt therapy. However, when 
COVID-19 hit in March 2020, the busi-
ness found itself in a predicament. 

They quickly pivoted, expanding 
their services to include an infrared 
sauna,  a contactless service that 
they believed offered remarkable 
benefits.

Being Black Americans, Tori and 
her husband acknowledged the 
challenge of entering a historically 
exclusionary industry. However, their 
belief in the transformative potential 
of their business and the necessity 
of such spaces for the Black com-
munity fueled their resolve. Tori 
prioritized inclusivity, both in market-
ing efforts and in building a diverse 
team, to provide much-needed rep-
resentation in wellness spaces.

Eden stands out in Little Rock 
for its unique combination of salt 
therapy and yoga. Tori underscores 
the studio's meticulous attention to 
detail, from aesthetics to personal-

ized services. The studio's intimate 
size and personalized interaction 
create a tight-knit, inclusive com-
munity.

Their commitment to inclusivity 
is manifested in their yoga classes, 
with sessions for different age 
groups and physical capabilities. 
These efforts encourage participants 
to see the representation and pos-
sibilities in the wellness domain.

Operating in Little Rock post-
COVID-19 has been an uphill battle, 
with high real estate costs and 
variable consumer receptiveness. 
However, Tori believes that Eden 
is an inspiring example, sparking 
greater interest in wellness, particu-
larly among Black Americans.

Eden actively engages with the 
local community, offering free 
classes at events and donating to 
charities. While yoga is their main 
draw, Tori wishes more people would 
discover the benefits of salt therapy 
and the infrared sauna, despite 
the challenge of promoting lesser-
known therapies.

Looking ahead, Eden plans to 
broaden its horizons with more Yoga 
Teacher Training programs, yoga 
retreats, and a stronger digital pres-
ence focusing on wellness educa-
tion. Their first retreat is slated for 
January 2024 in Punta Cana, Domini-
can Republic. Tori and her team are 
excited about the journey ahead, 
fostering a thriving, inclusive well-
ness community.  

Eden Salt Studio Owners Tori and Leon Jones

Leah Collins	   
Premarital Financial Coach, Leah Marie Collins LLC

Shunqetta N. Cunningham	  
CEO & Lead Strategist, KHARIS Group Consulting; Founder & Board 
President, OVER A CUP Initiative Inc.

Annette Howard Dove	  
Founder & Director, TOPPS Inc.

Tamika S. Edwards	  
Director of Diversity, Equity & Inclusion, Southwest Power Pool

Quantia "Key" M. Fletcher	  
Director, Mosaic Templars Cultural Center

Shannon Hendrix	  
Senior Vice President & Chief Administrator, Arkansas Children's 
Northwest 

Lisa John-Adams	  
Quality Director, Nucor Steel Arkansas

Jerrilyn Jones	  
Associate Director for Science, Office or Preparedness & Emergency 
Response Systems, Arkansas Department of Health; Associate 
Professor of Emergency Medicine , UAMS

Cherisse Jones-Branch	  
Dean, Arkansas State University Graduate School ; Fellow, 
Agricultural History Society

Brookshield Luarent	  
Chair & Associate Professor, NYIT; Executive Director, Delta 
Population Health Initiative

Cherilyn Minnis	 
AP English Teacher, Academies of West Memphis

Debrah Mitchell	 
President, Arkansas Democratic Black Caucus

Brooke Montgomery	  
Assistant Professor, Fay W. Boozman College of Public Health, UAMS

Danyelle Musselman	  
Community advocate, wife of Razorback Men's Basketball Head 
Coach Eric Musselman

Creshelle Nash	  
Medical Director of Health Equity & Public Programs, Arkansas Blue 
Cross Blue Shield

Karama Neal	  
Employee, U.S. Federal Government

LaTasha Randle	 
Assistant Vice President of Retail Marketing, Relyance Bank

Talicia Richardson	  
Executive Director, 64.6 Downtown

Denise Thomas 	 
CEO, World Trade Center Arkansas

Lenore Trammell	  
Chief Administrative Officer, Chief Compliance Officer & General 
Counsel, Big River Steel

Shirley Moorehead Washington	 
Mayor, City of Pine Bluff

Anika T. Whitfield	  
Former tri-chair, Arkansas Poor People's Campaign; Co-chair, 
Grassroots Arkansas

Kara Wilkins	  
Owner & Co-founder, KWilkins Consulting Group/Tidal Partners

TWENTY-THREE 
BLACK WOMEN 
NAMED TOP 
100 WOMEN OF 
IMPACT 

W omen’s Foundation of Arkansas 
(WFA) along with Little Rock Soirée 
magazine and Arkansas Business 

Publishing Group released the Top 100 Women 
of Impact in Arkansas. Twenty-three Black 
women from across the state were included in 
this annual list of leaders.

After vetting more than 600 submissions, 
WFA CEO Anna Beth Gorman stated, “By sharing 
these stories in the Top 100 publication, we 
know that leaders across Arkansas will have the 
opportunity to learn the names of our state’s 
trailblazing women, and how they’re affecting 
change. Our goal is to inspire more women, 
businesses and leaders to support and replicate 
change-making work.”

The honorees will be featured in a special 
publication in September and celebrated at 
WFA's 2023 Power of the Purse event. 
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IMPROVE YOUR 
WELLBEING  

WITH SEA MOSS 
INFUSED LEMONADE  

Black and family-owned business advocating healthy living one bottle at a time

By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff

In a world where health and 
wellness have become a top priority 
for many, it's refreshing to discover 
small businesses that are making a 
big impact. 
Give an encore Sea Moss LLC, a Black-owned business based in 
Arkansas, is revolutionizing the health beverage industry with 
their Sea Moss lemonade. This delightful concoction quenches 
your thirst and provides a plethora of health benefits. Let's 
dive into the details behind this family-business as they look to 
educate the community on the miracle of Encore’s new liquid 
refreshment. 

Monique Benson is the visionary behind Give an Encore Sea 
Moss LLC. She drew inspiration from her dance career when 
she named her business. A former hip hop and krumping 
dance instructor, her stage name was "Encore." Combining 
this artistic essence with the newfound passion for Sea Moss, 
Monique created the business as a testament to her dedication 
to health and wellness. 

The journey started with Monique's personal struggle with 
inflammation which led her to explore alternative remedies. 
Traditional medicine offered pain relief through various medi-
cations, but Monique sought a more natural approach. After 
discovering Dr. Sebi's teachings on Sea Moss, she embarked 
on a five-year journey of research and self-experimentation. 
She discovered that Sea Moss, in its living form,  proved to be 
a powerful ally against inflammation, providing almost instan-
taneous relief in her joints and hands. Monique witnessed the 
transformative effects on her own body and decided to share 
this knowledge with her family and community. 

Initially, Monique managed the business alone while balanc-
ing family responsibilities and a newborn baby. However, her 
unwavering dedication paid off when her family rallied behind 
her vision. Finding reliable sources for authentic Sea Moss in 
Arkansas was another hurdle, but through perseverance, they 
established a direct connection with divers in St. Lucia, ensur-
ing a consistent supply of high-quality Sea Moss. 

Give an Encore leaves no stone unturned when it comes 
to quality. They source their Sea Moss directly from St. Lucia, 
ensuring authenticity and freshness. The Sea Moss is carefully 
dried in the Caribbean sun before being shipped to Arkansas. By maintaining a direct relationship with their divers, 
Monique guarantees a genuine and unadulterated product for their customers.

When customers buy Give an Encore Sea Moss, they get more than just a product; they get friendly, quality 
service and education on the nutritional wonders of Sea Moss. Her team passionately explains the origins, benefits, 
and proper consumption of Sea Moss. This commitment to education ensures that customers understand how the 
product can improve their health and well-being. By fostering a knowledgeable customer base, Give an Encore 
empowers individuals and the community to take control of their health journey. 

Monique has witnessed an outpouring of positive feedback and testimonials from customers. People have 
reported life-changing experiences, including weight loss, reduced blood pressure, and improved diabetes manage-
ment. These remarkable results, particularly within the Black community, highlight the significant impact of Sea 
Moss on health and wellness. 

Give an Encore has big plans for the future. Their next step is to establish a brick-and-mortar store, an all-Black-
owned establishment that will serve as a hub for holistic wellness. This envisioned space will offer not only Sea Moss 
Lemonade but other health elixirs, such as Burdock root and elderberry drinks, so stay in the loop and give an encore 
to the health of you and yours.  
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UAMS HOSTS STEAM EDUCATION 
CAMP THIS SUMMER
By Nathan Tidwell

T hrough a collaborative effort of the Arkansas IDeA Network 
of Biomedical Research Excellence (INBRE) and the 
Division of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion, 25 students 

from Reed Elementary in the Dumas School District visited the 
University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences (UAMS) this summer as 
part of a science, technology, engineering, art and math (STEAM) 
weeklong camp.

The camp is part of a summer program at the University of 
Arkansas at Fayetteville that began in 2015 under the direction 
of Tameka Bailey, Ph.D., an assistant professor of biological 
sciences. After their visit to UAMS, participants spent a week at 
the Fayetteville campus.

The program received a $1.25 million five-year grant in Aug. 2022 
from the Science Education Partnership Award (SEPA) program to 
support STEAM education for underrepresented students.

“My inspiration for this program is my community,” said Bailey, 
a native of Gould. “My community gave so much to me, and I’ve 
always wanted to give back. My hope is that the students will 
continue to be role models within the community.”

“The grant has allowed us to expand the program beyond 
summer camp for students,” Bailey said. “We bring teachers from 
Dumas to the University of Arkansas for a teacher development 
workshop. Parents and teachers can attend financial literacy 
classes to learn how to save money for college. There’s also a $50 
seed deposit to get started saving for college.”

Lawrence Cornett, Ph.D., and UAMS medical student and 
Dumas native, Grant Chambers, welcomed the students to UAMS.

“Here at UAMS, we do research designed to improve human 
health. We take care of patients, and one of the more important 
things we do is we train people who are going to be taking care of 
all of us in the future,” said Cornett, a distinguished professor in the 
College of Medicine Department of Physiology and Cell Biology 
and the director of the INBRE program.

“It’s good to see all of you. This is a great opportunity. You’ll 
get a chance to meet a lot of interesting people. There are a lot 
of pathways to success in life, and talking to a lot of people and 
learning from them is the best way to your own pathway,” said 
Chambers.

It would be a long day for the students. The group left Dumas 
early in the morning, and a visit to the University of Arkansas at 
Pine Bluff preceded their visit to UAMS. The students also had the 
opportunity to stop at Little Rock radio station 92.3 FM (Power 92 

Jams) before heading to Fayetteville.
The activities lined up for them while at UAMS included a heart 

valve station, where students had to create a valve that allowed 
blood (represented by marbles in a box) to flow one way; a station 
where they made a simulated lung using plastic cups, straws and 
rubber; another station where they used stethoscopes to listen to 
a heart/lung manikin; and a cardiogram simulation that measured 
heartbeats.

Diane McKinstry, INBRE summer program manager, and Katina 
White, curriculum coordinator for UAMS’ Pathways Academy, set 
up the stations.

“The INBRE program asked me to assist and come up with 
activities,” said White, who was assisted by former Pathways 
Academy students Dionne Allen and Micheal Knox. “We’ve done 
these before, and it gives the students awareness and exposure. 
We’ll give them 12 to 15 minutes at each station.”

Cornett said these types of programs are truly valuable.
“The earlier you expose kids to career possibilities, the better 

chance you have of actually getting them to go in that direction,” 
Cornett said. “UAMS is doing a lot in this area, and I’m proud of the 
efforts that are being made.”  
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CLOSET REFRESH: 
STYLISH SOLUTIONS WITHOUT THE SPLURGE 

By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff

About Stephanie Hobbs
Stephanie grew up in the Delta, in Moro, Arkansas. From a young age 
she learned the importance of dressing appropriately for every occasion.  
Among her friends she was known as the one with style. Her passion 
is styling others for any event, big or small. After prayer and careful 
consideration, Stephanie decided to make her craft of styling others a 
business. Style Me Stephanie was launched at The Arlington Hotel in Hot 
Springs on June 16, 2018. 

Stephanie posts daily style tips on the Style Me Stephanie Facebook 
page. It’s a great way for her clients and followers to stay on top of 
the latest trends. Style Me Stephanie offers personal/fashion styling, 
wardrobe planning, personal shopping, virtual styling, photoshoot 
consultations, closet revamps, fashion show coordination, and her own 
product line. Her clients are eclectic and include county clerks, judges, 
social butterflies, and elite circles.

Splurging on new clothes isn’t always feasible, so what are some ideas a fashion-minded person can 
do to make their closet feel fresh without breaking the bank? ABV reached out to Little Rock fashion 

stylist Stephanie Hobbs for some affordable tips on how to jazz up your wardrobe. 

TIP 1: ADD A POP OF COLOR  
Give any outfit in your closet a 
boost with some color. Don’t 

be afraid to add two bold colors 
together. 

TIP 2: WEAR A COOL ACCESSORY  
Wear a bold piece of jewelry, a belt, 

or a head wrap to spice up your look. 
A fedora hat in any color will make 

you feel cool and stylish.

TIP 3: SWITCH THINGS UP  
Give your traditional pantsuit a new 

lease on life by switching out the 
heels for sneakers and the blouse for 

a funky tee.
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degree’s creation.   
“Most forms of authentic American music are rooted in 

Black music of some kind, and Black sacred music in particular 
is linked to many of the social and cultural movements in 
Arkansas,” he said. “These initiatives are groundbreaking 
here in Arkansas and in the U.S., and I’m thrilled our very own 
Fayetteville will be at the epicenter.”

The projects are also a collaboration between the 
Department of Music and the African and African American 
Studies Program, which are both part of the U of A’s Fulbright 
College of Arts and Sciences. The mission of the Black music 
center is to advance the development and dissemination of 
Black music; the growth of leaders and scholars in this field; 
and the elevation of Black music in academic, professional and 
community music spaces. 

According to the National Core Arts Standards, music 
educators must teach music relative to history and culture, 
noting that singing and playing instruments should encompass 
a varied repertoire of music. 

“The Arkansas Center for Black Music will allow our 
Department of Music to have these tenants at its core,” 
Murdock said. “In modern music programs, there is a growing 
trend among educators to work toward including all genres of 
music in the educational setting.”

The center will also host events like the annual Black Music 
Symposium, the UARK Jazz Festival and the Jazz Signature 
Series and performances by Inspirational Chorale and other 
campus groups, said Jake Hertzog, assistant professor of music, 
head of the U of A’s jazz program and associate director of the 
center.

Herzog said the new center will tremendously elevate the 
department’s profile, especially for the jazz program. “We are so 
thrilled (U of A) will be a home for the next generation of artists 
and scholars in Black music in all its forms, from jazz to rock to 
gospel to hip-hop and beyond,” he said. “Through its artistic, 
research and service work, the center will nurture Arkansas 
musicians and researchers while attracting incredible talent 
from around the world. “

The new three-year, summer-only master’s level Black Sacred 
Music program will build on the center’s focus by delving into 
the study of Black sacred music, officials said, which is a unique 
and under-served academic and professional field with growing 
need. 

“Our program, which also provides scholarship support 
to select students, offers a pathway toward a wide range of 
careers in the field of Black sacred music,” said Murdock. “With 
our three-summer model, we have the unique opportunity to 
attract working professionals in the field and prepare students 
for top music positions in Black sacred music and sacred music 
in general.” 

Graduates in the new Black music decree program 
also be well prepared for a vast number of roles within the 
contemporary music industry, including but not limited to the 
following professions: church musicians; worship directors; 
choir directors; gospel music performers; gospel songwriters; 
gospel recording artists; producers of gospel and related music 
like hip-hop, soul and R&B; teachers of Black sacred music in 
churches, K-12 and higher education; performers, arrangers and 
composers of popular and contemporary music like jazz, pop 
and hip-hop; and composers for film, TV, video games, apps and 

other media. 
The Department of Music and the M.M. degree are accredited 

through the National Association of Schools of Music. 

National Support for the Center  
and Degree

Colleagues and practitioners throughout the U.S. have also 
voiced their support of both the U of A’s new Arkansas Center 
for Black Music and new Master of Music in Black Sacred Music 
degree. 

“I have noticed a marked demand in Black sacred music 
course design that explores history, music analysis, repertoire, 
music industry and practicing,” said Alisha Lola Jones, Ph.D., 
university lecturer in music in contemporary societies at the 
University of Cambridge. 

“This is the moment where the University of Arkansas 
can lead from the future by cultivating the rising tide of 
undergraduate and non-traditional practitioners and scholars 
seeking formal training in Black sacred music,” she added. 

Rev. R. Janae Pitts-Murdock, senior pastor of the Light of 
the World Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in Indianapolis, 
Indiana, added that the center and degree will both “support 
the continued development of skilled musicians capable 
of leading a well-rounded and genre-diverse Black sacred 
music program needed in congregations like mine across the 
country.” 

“As a pastor of a historic Black congregation recently in need 
of a music minister, I have experienced first-hand the dearth 
of qualified practitioners,” she said. “I look forward to the great 
things that will come from this program and to my music staff 
participating.”

Likewise, Ryan Fisher, Ph.D., professor of music education 
and associate dean for academic affairs in the College of 
Communication and Fine Arts at the University of Memphis, 
said he “strongly believes this new program will attract 
numerous graduate students of color to the University of 
Arkansas and make the Department of Music the primary 
training ground for future church musicians and music leaders 
in predominantly Black churches.”  

The University of Arkansas in Fayetteville (U of A) is now 
home to the new Arkansas Center for Black Music (ACBM) and 
the only Master of Music in Black Sacred Music degree in the 
U.S.

Thanks to a gift of more than $848,000 from the Alice L. 
Walton Foundation, the state’s flagship university in Fayetteville 
will be able to cover start-up costs for the center and degree 
program. The funds will also be used to recruit and retain top 
teaching talent and prospective students, led by Grammy 
Award-winning educator Jeffrey Allen Murdock, the university’s 
director of choral activities.

“Black sacred music has influenced the lives of Black 
Arkansans for centuries. But historically, the performance of 
most music of African origin hasn’t been deemed eligible 
for quality academic study,” said Murdock, also an associate 
professor of music and conductor of the campus’s renowned 
Inspirational Chorale. “I’m thrilled and so appreciative of the 

Alice L. Walton Foundation for helping us to amplify this and to 
celebrate the study of this musical tradition through the new 
degree and to ensure its future through the activities of the 
new center.” 

Murdock said the university and foundation chose this 
particular focus because of U of A’s already existing world-
class resources in Black sacred music and commitment to 
leveraging these resources to expand access to the arts, which 
“is essential to building better futures in society.”

“Through both the center and degree, we aim to support 
students in Arkansas, and beyond, who may come to the 
university through untraditional paths. We want to honor 
their unique trajectories and ensure their capacity to thrive by 
improving access to graduate music programs,” said U of A 
Chancellor Charles Robinson. 

Rev. Curtiss Smith, pastor of the historic St. James Missionary 
Baptist Church near the U of A campus, lauded the center and 

NEW BLACK MUSIC DEGREE 
PROGRAM AND CENTER AT U OF A
Alice L. Walton Foundation pledges $800k for start-up costs

By Arkansas Black Vitality Staff

The University of Arkansas’ Inspirational Chorale, led by Jeffrey Murdock, 
director of the Arkansas Center for Black Music.
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B L A C K  C A R P E T  E V E N T S 12th Street Station Block Party 
The City of Little Rock hosted ribbon cutting and block party on June 24 to celebrate the grand opening of several new 
businesses inside the 12th Street Station at 12th and Cedar streets. The new location housed at the Little Rock Police 
Department’s 12th Street substation includes a Southern Bancorp bank branch, a University of Arkansas for Medical 
Sciences café and Philander Smith University’s new Community Engagement Center. 

Juneteenth arkansas jams
Juneteenth celebrations were held nationwide on June 19, highlighting the nation’s newest holiday that pays 
homage to the end of slavery after news of the Emancipation Proclamation reached Galveston, Texas on June 19, 
1865.  In Arkansas, Juneteenth events were celebrated in every corner and region of the state.

36 37

starshine summit
The Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation partnered 
with Reimagine Arkansas on June 30 to host an 
all-day summit discussing the power of narratives 
on social justice and equity. Held at The Robinson 
Center in downtown Little Rock, the all-day event 
featured nationally recognized best-selling authors, 
artists, musicians, community advocates, politicians, 
journalists, storytellers and business leaders.”
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EXPANDING BROADBAND STATEWIDE // CONTINUED FROM PAGE 17

mayors, community members, and 
other key stakeholders across the state 
– such as members of the Arkansas 
Connectivity Coalition. Coalition 
members include the Arkansas Black 
Mayors Association, the University 
of Arkansas System Division of 
Agriculture Cooperative Extension 
Service, Winrock International and 
Communities Unlimited. These 
partners are working with the ASBO 
to conduct focus groups and other 
information-gathering efforts for the 
state’s final plan.

Fayetteville-based Communities 
Unlimited (CU), along with Heartland 
Forward, has already begun to bridge 
the “digital divide” in Arkansas. The 
northeast Arkansas nonprofit is one of 
the nation’s largest rural Community 
Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFIs) certified for the U.S. Treasury 
to expand economic opportunities 
and capital access to underserved 
communities.

In her work as CU’s area director 
for broadband, Catherine Krantz said 
the $1 billion in new federal funding 
appropriate for Arkansas will focus 
solely on digital infrastructure. Most 
of the funds will be given to internet 
service providers (ISP) to upgrade 
broadband networks across the state.

“So, when people hear these large 
amounts of money, they think there 
is flexibility, and there’s not,” warned 
Krantz. “This pot of money is going 
to come straight from the federal 
government to the (ABDO), and they 
are going to create grants to build 
broadband infrastructure in Arkansas.”

Krantz said ABDO is engaging with 
local communities to create “digital 
equity” statewide, which means all 
residents in all 75 Arkansas counties 
are connected to the internet. She 
noted that Heartland Forward is 
already engaging with several local 
communities in rural and urban areas.

Krantz added that Arkansas is one 
of the fortunate states to receive “more 
funds than it needs” to provide high-
speed internet to the state’s more than 
3 million population. Under the federal 
legislation appropriating nearly $42.5 
billion to expand broadband access 
to all 50 states and U.S. territories, 
Congress identified eight “vulnerable 

populations” most vulnerable to the 
digital divide.

Those populations include senior 
citizens, veterans, people with 
disabilities, incarcerated individuals, 
minorities, rural residents, those with 
language barriers, and people living in 
households exceeding the U.S. poverty 
level. According to ADBDO data, 87.4% 
of Arkansas’ 3 million-plus population 
falls into one of those categories.

According to ASBO Director 
Glen Howie, specific work has been 
undertaken by these stakeholders 
to assemble the Digital Skills and 
Opportunity Survey to collect 
additional information on how and 
why people use the internet, including 
challenges they experience and the 
resources that would be helpful to 
them in the future. These partners 
will work with organizations and 
individuals across the state who 
have relationships with community 
members to help the ASBO 
disseminate these surveys online and 
in paper formats. Additionally, the 
ASBO and its partners will host a series 
of community listening sessions, focus 
groups and interviews to engage with 
communities targeted through the 
plan directly.

“Building out broadband access 
to every single home and business 
in the state of Arkansas is only one 
piece of the puzzle,” said Howie. “To 
positively impact lives for the better, 
we must see to it that all Arkansans 
are empowered with the digital skills 
and resulting opportunities to take 
full advantage of universal broadband 
access.”

All stakeholders in the planning 
believe that getting this right will 
advance the state's potential for future 
economic success and improve quality 
of life in every community across the 
state.

“Digital opportunity means making 
sure all Arkansans, whether they're in 
the center of Little Rock or 20 miles 
away from the closest public library, 
can quickly and affordably get online,” 
said Solomon Graves, director of 
public policy at Heartland Forward. 
“Getting Arkansas as close as possible 
to a reality where all people and 
communities have the infrastructure 

and technology they desire will make 
a huge impact in boosting our state’s 
education, healthcare, agriculture, 
economic development and overall 
quality of life.”

In Hempstead County, whose 
county seat is Hope, officials there 
have already met with Howie after 
forming a committee in early 2023  
to bring better broadband service 
to southwest Arkansas. Locally, over 
2,800 homes are underserved in 
broadband, officials estimate.

The final Digital Skills and 
Opportunity plan is due to the federal 
government by mid-November. 
Thirty days before its submission to 
the NTIA, a version will be available 
for all Arkansans to review and share 
feedback through a public comment 
process. The current planning process 
is vital because Arkansas’ report will 
set the state up to be competitive 
with other states and territories for 
additional investments in closing the 
digital divide going forward.

The $1 billion Arkansas will use 
to expand its broadband network 
across the state is part of the $42.45 
billion BEAD funding from the $1 
trillion Bipartisan Infrastructure Law 
approved by Congress in 2021.  The 
NTIA has allocated funding to all 50 
states, the District of Columbia, and 
five territories to deploy affordable, 
reliable high-speed Internet service to 
everyone in America. This “Internet for 
All” initiative is key to President Biden’s 
“Investing in America” agenda.

 “What this announcement means 
for people across the country is that 
if you don’t have access to quality, 
affordable high-speed Internet service 
now – you will, thanks to President 
Biden and his commitment to 
investing in America,” said Secretary of 
Commerce Gina Raimondo. “Whether 
it’s connecting people to the digital 
economy, manufacturing fiber-
optic cable in America, or creating 
good-paying jobs building Internet 
infrastructure in the states, the 
investments we’re announcing will 
increase our competitiveness and spur 
economic growth across the country 
for years to come.”  




