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ASU Center receives prestigious grant from the National Endowment for the 

Arts 
 

Virginia G. Piper Center for Creative Writing to present over 25 events showcasing Indigenous 
arts and culture programming as part of NEA Big Read in Spring 2021 

 
Tempe, AZ—The Virginia G. Piper Center for Creative Writing at Arizona State University has 
been awarded a prestigious Big Read Grant from the National Endowment for the Arts to 
present a month of talks, readings, book clubs, and other dynamic events and programs around 
Indigenous culture and the literary arts in Spring 2021. 
 
"For over 16 years, the Piper Center has been a catalyst for connecting area arts and culture 
organizations and serving communities through innovative, inspiring, and accessible 
collaborative programs," states Arizona Poet Laureate and Director Alberto Ríos. "With an 
extensive network of valued partners within Arizona State University and throughout the state, 
the Piper Center has the structure and community investments needed to deliver a deeply 
meaningful and transformative experience through the NEA Big Read." 
 

"A page-turning masterpiece of literary fiction": The Round House by Louise Erdrich 
 
The NEA Big Read: Phoenix is centered around The Round House by Louise Erdrich 
(Anishinaabe). Winner of the National Book Award in Fiction for 2012, The Round House is a 
classic coming-of age story blended with elements of memoir, detective novels, and oral history 
that "tells the suspenseful tale of a 13-year-old boy's investigation and desire for revenge 
following a brutal attack on his mother that leaves his father, a tribal judge, helpless in his 
pursuit to bring the perpetrator to justice” (NEA).  
 
Exploring justice, family, and personal history through an Indigenous lens, the Piper Center is 
organizing a dynamic and extensive line-up of interconnected performances, workshops, and 
other conversations with university partners and other organizations from the larger 
community. 
 
 



 

 

New work from acclaimed poet Layli Long Soldier 
 
For the keynote event, acclaimed poet Layli Long Soldier (Ogala Lakota) will develop and 
present new work commissioned by the grant in a reading and conversation moderated by ASU 
professor, poet, and MacArthur Fellow Natalie Diaz.  
 
Long Soldier has a deep history of social activism and has received numerous recognitions and 
awards for her work, including a Lannan Literary Fellowship, a Whiting Award, and a National 
Books Critics Circle award. Her debut collection, Whereas, uses the language and occasion of 
President Obama's 2009 congressional apology to Native Americans to challenge "the making 
and maintenance of an empire [ . . . ] transforming the page to withstand the tension of an 
occupied body, country and, specifically, an occupied language" (Diaz). 
 

Over 25 panels, workshops and performances 
 
Beyond the keynote, the NEA Big Read: Phoenix will feature a variety of programs spanning 
poetry, storytelling, library science, the humanities, and more, including:  
 

• Diné Poetry Reading: A reading and panel of Diné poets curated by poet and professor 
Jake Skeets (Diné), winner of the 2020 Whiting Award and the 2019 National Poetry 
Series 

• Oral History and Family Archive Workshops: A series of oral history and family archive 
workshops with the Labriola National American Indian Data Center and local poet 
Amber McCrary (Diné) 

• Storytelling Event: A storytelling event curated by Liz Warren of South Mountain 
Community College 

• Political Action: A panel reconvening members of the Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women Committee (HB 2570) with Arizona House representative Jennifer Jermaine 

• Land Recognition: A panel on the ethics, politics, and craft of land recognitions with ASU 
professors and staff with David Martinez (Akimel O'odham/Hia Ced O'odham) Felicia 
Mitchell (Chickasaw), and Alex Soto (Tohono O'odham) 

• Literary Salons: A literary salon on decolonization with Associate Professor Amanda 
Tachine (Diné) 

• Book Clubs: Numerous book clubs and reading groups with Burton Barr Central Library 
 
While many events focus on or are intended for Indigenous individuals, all events are open to 
the public. With a few exceptions, the majority are free.  
 



 

 

To share The Round House throughout the community, the Piper Center will be distributing 
over 750 books to the public for free. Community members will also be able to check out 
unlimited copies of the e-book for three months through the Phoenix Public Library. 
 

Addressing a critical national and local issue 
 
Within The Round House's larger themes, the Piper Center will place a particular focus on the 
issues that form the central conflict of the novel: missing and murdered Indigenous women and 
girls (MMIWG). 
 
"Violence against Native women and girls exceeds that of any other group in the United States," 
explains Dr. Traci Morris, who directs the American Indian Policy Institute (AIPI) at Arizona State 
University. "While Native women make up less than 2% of the national population, nearly 40% 
of all women involved in sex trafficking cases are Indigenous." 
 
Several efforts have taken steps to address this problem over the last year. The Arizona 
Legislature formed a local task force to study MMIWG through HB2570 in May 2019. A similar 
committee was established by an executive order from Donald Trump that November. 
 
Unfortunately, a lack of reliable data and standardized collection practices among local, state, 
federal, and tribal governments make it virtually impossible to assess the extent of the issue, let 
alone address it.  
 
"Native women in Arizona disappear three times when they go missing: they disappear in real 
life, they disappear in the data, and they disappear in the media," states state representative 
Jennifer Jermaine (LD18). "With HB2570 we are examining the systematic gaps in data 
collection and resource allocation from the State-level. We are also partnering with Tribal 
leaders and federal agencies to begin to solve communication and coordination problems that 
have complicated search, rescue, and recovery efforts." 
 
Similarly, the AIPI recently received a grant from the Media Democracy Fund to analyze crime 
reporting flows, algorithmic bias, and other complex systems around collecting information. 
With improved data sets and reporting practices, governments will be able to create more 
effective polices and legislation.  
 
At the same time, statistics alone can't provide the political, social, and historical context in 
which these crimes take place, nor can they capture the experiences of individuals, families, 
and communities who are forced to live through it. Most importantly of all, these issues risk 
reducing their identities to that of mere victims, simplifying a rich and dynamic humanity.  

https://www.azleg.gov/legtext/54leg/1R/bills/HB2570P.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-establishing-task-force-missing-murdered-american-indians-alaska-natives/


 

 

 
Through this grant, the Center aims to extend and deepen the discourse around Indigenous 
perspectives, raise awareness and activism surrounding missing and murdered Indigenous 
women and girls, and honor the lives and stories of Native American storytellers, artists, and 
community members. 
 
“With its NEA Big Read programs structured around the work of indigenous women and social 
justice, the Piper Center has once again demonstrated its commitment to embodying the 
mission of The College," states Jeffrey Cohen, Dean of the Humanities at the College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences at Arizona State University. "The future of the Humanities is here.”  
 
For more information about the NEA Big Read: Phoenix, visit the Piper Center's website at 
http://piper.asu.edu/nea-big-read.  
 
About the Piper Center 
The Virginia G. Piper Center for Creative Writing at Arizona State University is non-academic 
university center dedicated to offering classes, talks, readings, workshops, and other literary 
events and programs for the larger community. As a center, we aspire to be a point of 
reference in people's lives—a way of orienting oneself in relation to others, of finding a 
direction—by creating individual, social, and cultural moments of significance around creative 
writing and the literary arts. To learn more about who we are and what we do, visit our website 
at http://piper.asu.edu.  
 
About the NEA Big Read 
A program of the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in partnership with Arts Midwest, the 
NEA Big Read is designed to broaden our understanding of our world, our communities, and 
ourselves through the joy of sharing a good book. The Virginia G. Piper Center for Creative 
Writing at Arizona State University is one of 78 not-for-profit organizations to receive a grant to 
host an NEA Big Read project between September 2019 and June 2020. More information 
about the NEA Big Read is available at https://www.arts.gov/national-initiatives/nea-big-read.  
 


