
    
“Give light and people will find their way.” Ella Baker
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To My Dear Unita Blackwell
Young Women Leaders

You give me great hope! Looking at the picture of your smiling faces sitting on my desk, as I 
write this, I am reminded of our most recent time together during the commemoration activities 
of Freedom Summer 1964. Our trip to Philadelphia and Meridian, Mississippi, retracing the final 
steps of civil rights leaders Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner and James Chaney is fresh in my 
mind and in my heart. We have come a long way in the past 50 years since these three young men 
were murdered. However, we all know there are things we still need to do in our communities. This 
requires that you step into your leadership roles with authenticity and authority. 

As you become more beautiful and confident young southern rural black women, I expect you to 
“lift as you climb.” This kind of leadership will not only advance your pathways but will also open 
pathways for those around you. Never forget there is a child that you can influence and the more 
children we lift up, the better our communities and our world will be. 

There is no more critical time than now, and your voices should be raised through this newsletter, 
on social media, and where you stand now to speak up for what you know is right and fair. Speak 
up for opportunities at good schools. Speak up for access to quality and affordable health care. 
Speak up for good jobs that pay enough to provide for the quality of life you so dearly deserve. 

Remember Andrew Goodman’s, Michael Schwerner’s and James Chaney’s lives were taken because 
they took a stand. After 50 years, we should not be afraid to stand up and speak up in our 
communities when we know that we can create greater opportunities for ourselves and the young 
people who come after us. Study hard at school, and study the world around you. Fix what you can.

Your beautiful faces greet me every day when I am in the office. 
But we need to hear from you. MAKE SOME NOISE!

With all the love I can give,
 

Oleta 
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Sometimes planning ahead 
seems like it takes so much 
effort. But here are a few 

facts you may not have known. 
When you plan ahead :

• Stress levels diminish; 
• Chances for insomnia      

decrease; 

• You wake to a purpose  
(Who doesn’t want that?!); 

• You get to delegate. While 
planning, you may discover 
your schedule is too full to 
accomplish everything. In 
that case, you can delegate, 
reschedule meetings, etc.;  

• You won’t find yourself 
asking “What should I do 
now?”  

 
Source: theproductivitypro.com

VOICES
C

o
u

rt
es

y 
W

en
d

o
ly

n
 s

te
v

en
s 

   
    

    

“Whatever you are,  
be a good one,” is one of the 
many quotes my grandmother repeated 
over and over throughout elementary 
school, and I still hear it now. This quote, 
attributed to the 16th president of the 
United States, Abraham Lincoln, has 
influenced me significantly in my search 
to discover what I am good at.

I have joined more organizations, 
sister circles and youth groups 
than I can name, attempting to find 
these things.  But one stand out is 
the Southern Rural Black Women’s 
Initiative for Social and Economic 
Justice (SRBWI). This human rights-
focused group is known for tackling 
barriers that face their namesake, 
such as gender, culture, religion, race 
and class. As part of SRBWI’s Unita 
Blackwell Young Women’s Leadership 
Institute, to prepare for the Mid-Year 
Meeting for the Institute in January, 
we read “Strength-Based Leadership: 

Great Leaders, Teams and Why People 
Follow” by Tom Rath and Barry Conchie, 
which included an online assessment.

The book authors stressed to be an 
effective and successful leader, one 
must know her strengths and work in 
them. The text offered four domains 
of leadership strength: influencing, 
relationship building, executing 
and strategic thinking.  The quick 
assessment asks readers to answer a 
series of questions.

My assessment indicated most of my 
strengths are in the executing and 
strategic thinking domains. Though I’d 
never thought about it before, having 
these strengths identified made lots of 
sense. As I started thinking about my 
journey to become a better individual, I 
recounted many times when capitalizing 
on my strengths, instead of trying to 
manufacture ones I don’t have, would’ve 
yielded more.To make sure my strengths 
are highlighted, there are several things I 
can do.                                

First, I need to plan to think about things 
ahead of time. For me, forethought is 
everything.If I allow adequate time for it, 
many obstacles that come about because 
of hasty decisions will take care of 
themselves.  I need to consider the “what 
ifs” of every situation and position myself 
as the leader in each “what if” situation.

Secondly, to ensure success, I need to 
study and reflect on effective leaders who 
have done what I am trying to do. For 
example, at my job, as a graduate schools 
admissions counselor at Delta State 
University, I have talked to several people 
who have held the position with my 
present employer and at other schools 
and universities to find the trends that 
lead to successes and failures. By looking 
at the effectiveness (and ineffectiveness) 
of others, I will be able to utilize the same 
resources and tactics to ensure personal 
and professional success.

Thirdly, I need to learn how to organize 
time efficiently. Between work, school, 
family and friends, there’s a lot of 
juggling. All four of these are important to 
me. Because of the resource “Strengths-
Based Leadership” has been for me, I am 
striving to 
set aside 
certain days 
to focus 
on certain 
parts of my 
life, without 
neglecting 
personal 
time. After 
all, isn’t that 
what good 
leaders do? 

Building Strength  
by Wendolyn Stevens

Not Enough Time in Your Day?
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pol·i·tick·in  \`pä-li-tik-in\  intransitive verb
to engage in often partisan political discussion or activity

Check here for the latest in politics in the region and resources that might 
make your life easier or open you up to another world of opportunities.

Every year around this time, advocacy 
groups gear up for the first three to 
six full months of the next year, also 

known in many states as the legislative 
session. The Children’s Defense Fund 
Southern Regional Office (CDF-SRO) and 
Southern Rural Black Women’s Initiative 
for Social and Economic Justice are 
no different. While we are uncertain 
about the types of legislation that will 
be introduced throughout the southern 
region, we are sure of what and who we 
are fighting for: children and families. 
 
CDF-SRO and SRBWI work in coalition 
with many advocacy groups to monitor 
and track legislation presented by each 
state’s legislation submission deadline 
each year. In short, we read through 
each bill and support those that are good 
for children and families. And, as can be 
expected, strongly oppose the bills that 
could cause harm to children, families 
and the communities in which they 
reside. As in sessions past, we continue 
to focus on education and particularly 
the passage of the budgets for each 
state’s Department of Education K-12 
budget, asking for full funding of the 
education formula.  
 
For example, in Mississippi, the state’s 

funding formula is called the Mississippi 
Adequate Education Program, often 
referred to as MAEP. 

We will continue to pressure the 
legislatures and governors of Florida, 
Georgia, Louisiana and Mississippi to 
do the right thing. One such thing is 
considering the hundreds of thousands of 
hardworking adults that would qualify for 
health coverage if their governors would 
decide to expand Medicaid under the 
provision in the Affordable Care Act. 

 In addition to education funding and 
Medicaid expansion, we also keeps a 
close eye on juvenile justice reform 
(particularly against zero tolerance school 
push out policies), for comprehensive 
early childhood education, expansion of 
childcare coverage vouchers for those 
who qualify and any other such issues 
that threaten a healthy, head, fair, safe 
and moral start for children and  
their families. 

To stay abreast of CDF-SRO’s and SRBWI’s 
views about what’s happening, follow 
our updates and calls to action via our 
social media outlets. You can also sign 
up to receive email alerts by visiting our 
website at http://www.cdf-sro.org.

POLITICKIN’
& POSSIBILITIES
Prep Time  
by Kim Robinson

Get On!
The digital divide is real, 

but here’s an opportunity 
to close the gap. 

EveryoneOn.org is a national 
effort to eliminate the digital 
divide through providing free 
or low-cost Internet and other 
tech services to Americans who 
otherwise would not be able 

to afford them in their homes. 
If you know any family who 
has been priced out of Internet 
services, please connect them to 
this resource. 

Through EveryoneOn.org, 
qualifying low-income individuals 
and their families can have home 

Internet options for $10/month 
or less. They can also have access 
to a low-priced computer.  

There are three ways to learn 
more and to see if a family/
individual qualifies:  Call 1.855.
EVRY1ON (855.387.9166); text 
“CONNECT” to 30364; or visit 

EveryoneOn.org. Users will have 
access to a zip code search tool 
to find resources/services in 
their area.

Of the 99 women serving in the 113th 
Congress, 14 are African American, and 
there are two African American non-voting 
delegates, representing the District of 
Columbia and the U.S. Virgin Islands. 
 
Of the 72 women serving in statewide elective 
executive offices, two are African American. 
 
Of the 1,789 women state legislators serving 
nationwide, 241 are African American. 

Of the 100 largest U.S. Cities, only one has an 
African American woman mayor. 
 
Source: Center for American Women in Politics at 
Rutgers University

Shirley Chisholm was a congresswoman repre-
senting New York’s 12th district from 1969-1983. 
She was also the first majority-party black woman 
candidate for the U.S. presidency in 1972.

African 
American 
Women 
In Elective 
Office



T H E  L I G H T H O U S E  |  O C T O B E R  2 0 1 4  |  V O L U M E  1  |  I S S U E  1 5

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT DECISIONS YOU MAKE AS A 
LEADER IN YOUR FIELD?
     As a sociologist, the most important decisions I can make is to 
speak out against structural inequality, both publicly and in the 
classroom. As there is much to be done and said as it pertains to 
inequality, I make the decisions to put myself ‘out there’ and advocate 
for justice, even if it comes at a cost. I also remind myself on a regular 
basis that I am a leader, regardless of the position I hold. 
 
SPEAKING OF SOCIOLOGY, WHAT REASON(S) IS IT IMPORTANT 
TO STUDY IT, ESPECIALLY AS IT RELATES TO WOMEN OF COLOR? 
     I consider the study of sociology to be of extreme importance 
in understanding the complex relationships, interactions and lived 
experiences of women, specifically women of color. I have found 
that studying and applying sociological knowledge can illuminate the 
multitude of issues facing women of color, as we navigate our daily 
lives. Being a woman of color that happens to be a sociologist places 
me in the position of giving centrality to our voices and experiences. 
It also gives me the opportunity to tell our story, and not have it be 
told by others.    
 
YOU’VE PUBLISHED A BOOK, “CABIN PRESSURE: AFRICAN 
AMERICAN PILOTS, FLIGHT ATTENDANTS AND EMOTIONAL 
LABOR (PERSPECTIVES ON A MULTIRACIAL AMERICA)” 
(ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, $55.27). THOUGH THE 
BOOK IS ABOUT THE AIRLINE INDUSTRY, HOW DOES IT RELATE 
TO THE EVERYDAY LIFE OF SOUTHERN, BLACK WOMEN? 
     Though the book is about the airline industry, it is also explicitly 
about gendered racism and the complex ways this can influence 
our daily interactions in whatever it is that we do. The book is 
useful for black women because it introduces the various ways 
that stereotypes can penetrate interactions and relationships with 
others. There are deep-seated stereotypes about the South and 
black women, specifically, that are “controlling images,” in that many 
assume they know what we are about before ever meeting us. 
     Accompanying these images are consequences that place an 
unfair amount of emotional work on black women as we attempt 
to navigate our lives and relationships. For instance, one experience 
that black female pilots shared was the perception that they were 
not pilots, but we’re often “mistaken” as part of the cabin cleaning 
crew. Though assumptions were made about women generally, no 
other group was assumed to be in that particular position. 
 
INTERESTING. PEOPLE AUTOMATICALLY ASSUMED THEY 
WEREN’T LEADERS IN THAT CONTEXT. WHAT RAMIFICATIONS, 
IF ANY, DO YOU THINK THAT HAS?
    There are many ramifications, both personal and professional. 
From a personal standpoint, these women, and many other 
professional women of color, have to constantly navigate the 
stereotypical and troubling notion that skin color, coupled with 
gender is a ‘uniform’ dictating a subordinate position in life. There 
is a great deal of emotion work at play with navigating the faulty 
ideologies of others. Fighting this narrative can best be explained as 
physically and emotionally exhausting. 
     Professionally, there are several consequences, but one 
consequence in particular is ensuring that they are not overlooked 
in terms of the great strengths they bring to the organization. These 

women are leaders on the aircraft 
and they have to work extremely 
hard to be recognized as such.   
 
IN WHAT WAYS COULD THEY 
EXERT THEIR LEADERSHIP?
     Many of the women that 
were assumed not to be leaders 
stood up for themselves in that 
space. They used their voices, 
positions, authority and superior 
performance to remind others, 
by speaking out, that they are in 
charge of the aircraft. For instance, 
when a passenger expressed 
concern that the pilot was a 
black female, the pilot in turn 
responded, “That’s fine. You can 
take the Greyhound!”
 
WHAT LEADERSHIP STRENGTHS ARE MOST IMPORTANT IN 
YOUR DISCIPLINE?
     In my discipline you must have the ability to think strategically 
and be innovative. You should also possess the ability to self-
motivate as well as be able to motivate others. As [sociologists] 
build meaningful relationships with others, having emotional 
intelligence is a must. 
 
WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO ENSURE YOU CONTINUE TO GROW 
AND DEVELOP AS A LEADER?
     I am continuously reading so I can stay informed about what is 
happening around me. I also rely heavily on mentorship from those 
that are around me. Amazingly, there is much insight to be gained 
from those that are leaders, regardless of occupation or particular 
position. I always remain reflective, constantly considering avenues 
for improvement. I do my best to remain aware that leadership, not 
always attached to position, is valuable.    
 
PEOPLE READING THIS WILL RANGE FROM EMERGING 
LEADERS TO ESTABLISHED ONES. WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU 
GIVE THEM, ESPECIALLY THE BLACK WOMEN AMONG THEM? 
     Get as much knowledge as possible on the position you desire to 
hold. I would also say that confidence is the key to being a leader. 
Know that you deserve to be in that position!

Louwanda Evans, PhD, is an 
assistant professor of sociology 
at Millsaps College, an author 
and shares her home with her cat 
and dog.
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DO THE MATH
According to the Organization of Black Aerospace 

Professionals, there are 71,000 commercial airline pilots in 
the United States. Of them, 674 are black and 14 of them 

are black women. 

Q(ueries)&A(wakenings)

First Class Leadership  
by Zoe Meeks, Natalie A. Collier
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PROVOCATIONS

At a point when most of America’s attention 
is focused on boys and young men of color, 
it is our moral obligation as southern rural 
black women to focus our energies on girls 
and young women of color. 
This does not mean that 
the work of giving boys and 
young men of color tools and 
resources to change their 
lives isn’t important. It is. Ida 
B. Wells

     Every time another young 
man is lynched in public 
by police officers for their 
very presence representing 
intimidation, my heart 
breaks. This means, sadly, my 
heart breaks often, and I’m 
reminded of my 16-year-old, 
honor roll, too-smart-for-his-
own-good, suave, football-
playing nephew. But I can’t think of him 
without then thinking of my beautiful from the 
inside out 18-year-old niece who’s in her her 
first semester at university. I have no delusions 
about what kind of world she’ll be joining soon 
and know it behooves us as women to not let 
what the men need in our society overshadow 
our own needs. Zora Neale Hurston

     As the number of boys of color being expelled 
and sent to juvenile detention centers slowly 
decreases, the number of girls entering the 
system is rising. They’re often labeled “too 
loud,” “aggressive” and “defiant.” Differences 
in culture might explain this, but it often 
goes much deeper. According to the Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 
just shy of 40 percent of system-involved 
young women have been abused. In fact, 
statistics say every 15 seconds a woman is 
battered. And here are a few more numbers 
to chew on. Women are the heads of 70 
percent of households in the country; 75 

percent of the teachers in classrooms K-12 are 
women; and depression is most prevalent in 
the southeast part of the country (specifically 
Alabama, Georgia and Mississippi), especially 
among black women, though we are least 
likely to seek help. Ruby Doris Smith-Robinson

     Women who have been beaten, battered and 
abused are rearing, preparing and effecting 
generations to come and making, on average 
29 cents less for every dollar earned by a 

man to do it. And I won’t bother 
to discuss the additional stress 
emotional labor Louwanda Evans 
explores in her book that adds 
to the workday many women 
of color endure. Yes, there are 
systems that oppose us that have 
facilitated much of the imbalance 
in our communities, but the 
leaders among us must do more 
than decry the system. We must 
also do what we’ve been called 
to do, what we say we do. Fannie 
Lou Hamer

     We, who call ourselves 
leaders and change agents in 
our communities, have a big 

responsibility. There isn’t much sexy about 
leadership, when it’s done right. It’s hard 
work and not for the faint at heart. It requires 
commitment but flexibility, and openness is 
also obligatory. You have to be smart. Smart 
enough to be confident in what you know and 
quick to acknowledge what you don’t. That 
takes humility, an often-overlooked hallmark. 
Most of us understand that leadership is a 
right, not a privilege. And southern black 
women know that even more than others, for 
we walk the fine line between being the ones 
who help and have been helped. We are not 
our sisters’ keepers. We are our sisters. We 
carry with us the spirits of those who’ve gone 
before us; we call their names. Lola Hendricks

     Anne Moody, Ma Rainey, Janie Barrett, Rosa 
Parks, Odetta Holmes, Raylawni Branch, 
Margaret Walker Alexander, Amelia Boynton, 
Ella Jo Baker, Zilphia Horton, Biddy Mason, 
Victoria Gray Adams, Gwendolyn Armstrong, 
the list goes on and on …

Notes and Numbers  
by Natalie A. Collier

Read a few things that worked for Xerox 
executive Ursula Burns. 

1. Be authentic.

2. Listen to those around you. 

3. Recognize that you can’t do 
everything yourself.

4. Take a stand for what you believe in. 

5. Compare your goals and outcomes 
to make better decisions. 

6. Enjoy what you’re doing.

Source: Center for American Women in Politics at 
Rutgers University

Ursula Burns is the first African American wom-
an to serve as the chairperson and CEO of Xerox, 
a Fortune 500 company. She is also #22 on Forbes 
Power Women List

Want to be 
a successful 
leader?
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“I sat on the grass and listened to the speakers 
[at the March on Washington] to discover 
we had  ‘dreamers’ instead of leaders leading 
us. Just about every one of them stood up 
there dreaming. Martin Luther King went on 
and on, talking about his dream. I sat there 
thinking that in Canton [Mississippi], we 
never had time to sleep, much less dream.” 

from “Coming of Age in mississippi” by Civil rights ACtivist And Author Anne moody

My title at work says little 
about what I do. What I’m 
committed to doing is finding 
ways to make young women’s 
lives better. —Unita Blackwell

Civil rights icons Fannie Lou 
Hamer and Ella Baker in 
1964 at a Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party gathering.
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NAME
Jelisa Harvey
HOMETOWN
Albany, Georgia
SCHOOL
Albany State University 
 

MAJOR
Education
LEADERSHIP PHILOSOPHY
To be the person I needed when I was 
growing up—a role model and positive 
influence in my life. That would’ve made a 
huge difference.
LEADERSHIP NO-NO
Discorage an aspiritng leader  
COMMUNITY-BASED PROJECT
Providing educational support for  
young people 
QUOTE TO LIVE BY
“Success is liking yourself, liking what you 

do, and liking how you do it.” Maya Angelou
FAVORITE BOOK
“Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl”  
... and the Twilight series!   
HOBBIES
Photography
FAVORITE COLOR
Blue
MOVIE YOU COULD WATCH OVER AND 
OVER
“The Five Heartbeats” and “Love & 
Basketball”
BIGGEST PET PEEVE
People who don’t cover their mouths when 
they sneeze and make gross noises when 
they clear their throats.  #ICan’t 
DOGS OR CATS?
Are you kidding?! My dog’s name is Byson!
TWITTER, FACEBOOK OR INSTAGRAM
 _NappybyNature_

Keep Up With Us  
http://srbwi.org   http://www.cdf-sro.org  

Each month, look here to learn a little about fellows of the 
Unita Blackwell Young Women’s Leadership Institute.WHO’S WHO?
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