ven as a hittle girl, Dr. Nitasha Sharma aspired 0 become a college professor like her parents, whose careers let the

farnily spend entire summers or longer in ¢ither her mother’s native Brooklyn, NUY., or her fathet's native India. She

dreamed of long vacations ¢ a grown-up and golng home for hunch on weekdays, But during a stay in India when

Sharma Jeamed Hindi as a middle schooler, she realized how such travels fed intellectun] growth and how her parents’ work

noprished the minds of their students.

Today, Sharma, an assistant professor of African American stad-
ies and Asian American studies at Morthwestern University, is a
member of countless two-geperation U.S. academic familles, In re-
cent interviews with Diverse, grown children recalled how dinner-
time chatfer featured generous helpings of their parents” vesearch
and teaching, slong with sides of university politics and activism.
Parenis didn't consciously steer their progeny into their profes-
sional spheres but welcomed them as colleagues, sometimes even
Becoming pedagogically influenced. OF course, so-called shop talk
Havors the present-day conversations between both generations.

Sharraa, a 2009 Diverse Emerging Scholar whose research ex-
amings refations between racial groups, including the influence of
African-American-inspired hip hop culrore on musicians of South
Astan descent, has often related to her parents as their academic
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peer. Her maother, D, Midam Sharma, & lopgiime University of
Huwail professer of Asian studies, initiated 2 course abowt South
Astans in England and their diaspors largely in response 1o her in-
trigue with her daughter's research. The two are as likely w attend
conferences together or invite each otheér 1o serve as a discussion
panelist as they are 1o have a mother-daughter phone chat

Follawing parents into the academy is not withour challenges,
particafarly when scholars dre overshadowed by their more famous
parents. And, sometimes, a boundary between parent and child is
warranted — if only temporarily.

Dr. Brmeterio Glero, executive dean at Monroe Community Col-
lege’s cempus in downtows Rochester, 1Y, savs that when his
term on the fnstitution’s labor management team overlapped with
that of his son Christopher as facalty umon representative, the two
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PEOFL BY CARL SHANETF

Mare cong d with bashketball and hip hep, a5 a teenager MK, Asante
rebufed peopie’s aitempts to draw bim into conversations about his
father Dr. Molefl Asante’s {inset) academic work. Today, he is an asso-
ciate professor of creative writing and fitm at Morgan State University.

agreed not to discuss work whenever they met for brunch along
with ather family, "We were cleady on opposite sides on hot topies
fie tenure, health lnsrance.”

Christopher Otero-Plersante is an associate professor of English
at an MUC campus on the edge of Rochester. Whes advocating for
facalty, Christopher “was 5o passionate, transparent and so far to
the left on all the issues that no ope accused him of boing undoly
influenced by me,” Emeterio savs, “And 1 told my colleagues of
our agreement to not discass work outside of work, 1 also recused
vself entirely from the negotiating team. That would've heen 2
nightmare.”

While recounting detalls of that three-year period, he sounded
move ke a4 nail-biting parent than a pubupon administrator,
though, “Chris held the flag high for facnlty, no
doubt. I worried that i he ever wants to hecome
# dean, bis words as ynjon rep could become a
problemy But he did what he thought was best.”

Christopher still invites Emetenio to faculty par-
ties at his home. "It purely social, The faculty see
me as @ human, and 1 get & chance 1 hear about
pedagogy and thelr passions, thelr hewrtaches. My
son has helped me bridge the gap between teach-
ers and the sdministration, and | became a better
administrator because of it.”

Home Training

MK, Asante, an wssodate profegor of crestive
writing and film at Morgan State University, cred-
its his multitasking abdities and multiple creative
wutlets to watching, throughout his childhood, his
Temple University professor parents juggle their
interests in scholarship, art and coramunity actiy-
ism. His father, Dy, Molell Kete Asante, 8 2 profes-
sor of African American studies whose views on
Afrocentricity — the idea that people descended
from Africans should view themselves as agents
rather than as objects on the fringes of Burope
have been debated and dissected by scademicians
for decades, His mother, Dr, Karlumu Welsh, pro-
fessor of dance, created Urafundalad, & dance tech-
nique combining dlements of fraditional Afvican
dartce with Afvican-American dance foras,

“The academic life B0t just on campus; if's about grasscoots
work and a professor’s relationship with community,” says MK, a
critically acclaimed filmumnaker. As a teenager he dabbled te writing
and when he started considering x career that merged writing with
flm amd teaching, he looked to his parents as examples of the pro-
verbial Renussance people,

Meanwhile, Nitashas Sharma was capivated by chilidbood dinner
uible chatter that was infused with news of whatever her Univer-
sity of Hawall professor parents were doing & any given time to
brew and spice the young ethnic studies program and nationwide
movement, Her mother Miram researches South Asian gender
wsues, agrarian relations and colondalism and her late father, Dy
fagdish Sharma, taught history. The professors ranted about aca-
demic departmental politics too, “Twondered what talk abowt race
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discrimination and gender discrimination was doing to Nitasha,”
Biriam revalls,
Sirnilarly, wnion oh

igations daring various stretches of tme
caused Miriam {o remain on campaus late, might alter night, going
hoane Jong after fagdish bad put Nitasha to bed,

But rather than congider ber mother’s absences as absolute nega-
tives, Nitasha accepted it as necessity. Tt actually gave me insight
into work struggles.”

Nitasha grew to understand how the famidy’s travels o far-flung
places tke Japan, Singapore and South Korea informed her par-
ents” tesching and scholarship, She envolled at the University of
California, Santa Cruz, ceriain of an academls career for herself,
although uncertain of what discipline. Finding the racial cimate
on campus stifling compared to the more multionitural Hawadi,
Mitasha studied hip hop and culure as o refuge, She went on 1w
become 4 anthropotoghst like Mivkern. Nitasha's parents were un-

Raised by professor parents, Dr. Nitasha Sharms as ¢ ohild came o
appireciste the “freedoms an academic fife offered.” The Northwestem
University professor is pictured Bere with her mother, e, Midam Sharma,
g professor 5t the Unlversity of Hawaill,

official mentors, her father an unofficial editor of journal articles.
“He was so attentive be would know what page 1 was on. T would
abways have to tell him 1o go away,” Nitasha savs fondly of her fa-
ther.

Parental Pride

Naturally, the campus itself has always been central for children
of such two-generation families. An MCC administrator since
1982, Emeterio Otero recalls an adelescent Christopher running
up and down campus halls and plaving in empry dassrooms @
times when he had 1o work late.

Some of the chilidhood campus hilinks are tough to five down,
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Whittler College tiansfer admissions counsclor Gabriel Chalwdén, pictured
hare with his father, longlime Whittler Spanish professor Hafss! Dhabrdn,
has & hard Hme Hving down his childhood campus hifing,

Gabriel Chabrdn, a 28-vear-old wransler admissions counselor
at Whittier College in Cabifornia, enjoys sochlizing after-hours
with colleagues. But occasionally, he lacks a comwhack during
good-natared trash k. Because his father, D, Rafael Chabrin,
is a longtime professor of Spanish there, “some of my co-workers
rettember e as a teenager, skateboarding, doing goofy kid stif”
Gabriel says, “They romind me of that whea they want the upper
hand.”

There are rare moments in which Gabriel feels 8 vears old.
Because the school enrolls omly 1509 students, he encounters
familtar people constantly — mcluding his father. Several times,
Ciabriel has been chatting with a visiting professor or new school
employee who doesn’t know Rafael when the latter spots thewm,
gring broadly and strolls over 10 say “hello.” As svon as Rafael in-
troduces himself, he clasps Gabriel's shoulders, announcing, “This
is my son!”

“He says this out of pride, and | don't mind at all,” Gabriel says.
“But I do feel my ears tarn red.”

Mitasha had dmilar moments as 2 graduate student when
she was introduced in casual conversation by sepior scholars as
“Mirtam Sharma'’s daughter” And MK recalls plenty of times
a5 a teenager when academicians pulled him aside on cumpus st
Ternple “to ask some obscare question about my dad’s views. I
told them to talk to him. My world was basketball and hip-hop.”

Yet over thme, the reputations of the younper generation ¢in
eival that of their famous parents. MUK, recalls a passerby stopping
him and his father and launching into conversation. The passerby
had recognized MUK, from TV interviews promoting his films,
When a friend of the passerby joined them, the latter introduced
the senior Asante as merely "MK g dad”

“Drad was tickled,” the vounger Asante says.

But the family name can also become a source of consternation
for the children of two-generation academic families. indeed, sev-
eral famities declined to be interviewed for this anticle, citing dif-
feulties the children have had with scholars who dor't take them
seriously despite their accomplishinents, While Nitasha has never
encountered such challenges herself, she hopes her peers in other
families don't ake them too personally. "It might be scholarly
politics. Someone uses a fomily name against someone because it's
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the first thing he can grab. We all have and will have rejections and
criticisins of our work, regardless of who we are, or aren’t.”

She learned plenty about navigating through stormy academic
wiaters from not ondy her parents, but also fromt senior schobirs she
approached long ago simply by saving, “U'm Jagdish's and Mir-
any’s daughter. Would you help me?” Sl it's comforting to con-
ficke in his parents, MK says. He and his father each gained tenure
anid published their first books before age 30, Because most faculty
don’t reach those midestones when they're so voung, they have
sometimes alred petty jealousies within earshot of one of the As-
antes, “Dad has reminded me to focus on my work and let that
speak foritsell” £
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