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University of Pittsburgh

Monique Smith, manager, faculty diversity and development,
University of Pittsburgh

For Monique Smith, dedication to service led her to make the move
to the education field from working as a fiscal program specialist in
the Allegheny County Department of Human Services at the start of
2021. She was a 2019 graduate of CORO Pittsburgh Women in
Leadership and in the 2023 cohort of The Advanced Leadership
Institute (TALI) Emerging Leaders Program. In her current role at the
University of Pittsburgh, she is charged with faculty development
and increasing diversity by creating equity-minded programs,
training and events. Smith also is active in the Urban League Young
Professionals of Greater Pittsburgh. And she founded a company,
The Noir Co., to promote Black winemakers.

What led you to work in education?
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Higher education found me! When I was recruited to lead in this role,
I was nervous because I was changing careers; however, I felt that I
was called to be a change in this space. Each one of us is here to be
of service to others, and although I was changing careers, my
transferable skills and my dedication to service led me to accept the
challenge to work in education.

What accomplishment are you most proud of during your
career?

I am always most proud of the impact made on the lives of those I
serve. When I receive feedback about how an event, program or
policy has impacted someone’s life, it brings me great joy and
reminds me why I continue to do heart work.

What has made an impression on you in your role?

In 2022, my team and I planned and organized an awards dinner that
recognized five extraordinary Black faculty for their contributions to
our institute. The awards dinner was in honor of a founding center
director and dean emeritus and a celebration of that center’s 20th
anniversary. Also, during that evening, the founders’ family received
a proclamation from the City of Pittsburgh. The energy in the room
was indescribable, and the feedback we received from faculty about
“how they felt seen” truly made an impression on me to continue to
be the change that is needed at our institution. Secondly, as part of
our continuous efforts to build community among faculty, we
recently visited the August Wilson African American Cultural Center
with a group of our Black faculty and their families. We held a
networking reception and had the privilege of experiencing a private
guided tour of Emmai Alaquiva’s “OPTICVOICES: Mama’s Boy”
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exhibit. It was great to connect with faculty outside of academia and
create space for us to see each other fully.

What are the most immediate challenges with improving
diversity in the faculty ranks, and what approaches do you
think can overcome those challenges?

Two of the most challenging barriers are the lack of control over the
climate in a particular environment and the silos that exist among
faculty. There are several approaches we can take to overcome these
challenges, starting with collaborative meetings with the DEI officers
to discuss the current climate in various areas and develop
institutional solutions to improve the work environment for faculty.
We can then brainstorm creative ways to build a stronger community
amongst faculty.

What led to you founding a company to promote Black
winemakers?

Black people make up less than 2% of the winemakers and brand
owners in the United States. After receiving my first bottle of Black-
owned wine, I was intrigued and interested in learning more about
not only their brand, but (also) how many other Black-owned wine
brands were out there. After much thought, The Noir Co. was
birthed. We are a boutique wine consulting firm whose products and
services are specially curated to contribute to the increase in Black
people immersed in the industry through equity, exposure,
expansion and education. I encourage wine drinkers around the
world to sit back and sip Black!

What is your favorite portrayal of a teacher or educator in
books, movies or television?
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My favorite portrayal of a teacher or educator is Janine Teagues,
played by Quinta Brunson on “Abbott Elementary.”

Ethan Lott
Data Editor - Pittsburgh Business Times
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