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Leadership and Leverage: How White Women Can Use Their Privilege and
Power to Protect Black Women Leaders in Middle and Senior Management
Positions

Dr. Ershela L. Sims, WEPAN, Inc.

Dr. Sims is the Executive Director of the Women in Engineering ProActive Network. Prior to joining
WEPAN she served as Interim President of the SC Governor’s School for Science and Mathematics. She
was the first black person and first woman to lead SCGSSM. She began her career at GSSM as Vice
President for the Accelerate Virtual Engineering Program and later became Senior Vice President for
Virtual and Outreach Programs. Prior to GSSM, Dr. Sims was the Dean of Engineering and Technology
at the North Carolina School of Science and Mathematics. She has 25 years of experience as an industry
engineer and K-20 researcher, educator, and administrator; she was also a DEI practitioner across all of
those positions. Dr. Sims holds a BSE in BME from Duke University and PhD in BME from the UNC at
Chapel Hill. She is a lifetime member of the National Society of Black Engineers as well as a member of
several other professional associations including ASEE and BMES.

Dr. Sims serves her community through multiple boards including the Florence-Darlington Technical Col-
lege Area Commission, Columbia College Board of Trustees, and Cypress Adventures Board of Trustees
and as a member of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. Her accolades include the NSBE Dr. Janice
A. Lumpkin Educator of the Year Golden Torch Award, National Science Teachers Association Vernier
Technology Award and the NC School of Science and Mathematics Exceptional Contribution in Teaching
through Scholarship and Keeper of the Dream awards.

Stephani Page
Mrs. Serita W Acker, Clemson University

Serita earned her bachelor’s degree from Lander University and a Master of Education in Human Re-
sources and Development from Clemson University. Before becoming the PEER/WISE director in August
2015, Serita Acker was the Director of the Women in Science and Engineering program. Additionally,
she has over 25 years of experience in higher education, student support services, mentoring, and DEI
programs. She is a certified Global Career Development Facilitator and Life Coach. Serita Acker sees the
PEER/WISE’s primary role as providing student success programs and services that can equip students
with the resources they need to excel at Clemson University and achieve their educational goals to prepare
for success after graduation.

Serita is also a graduate of the Riley Institute for Diversity Leaders and Upstate Class of 2011 and is
also a Qualified Administrator (QA) for the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), the premier cross-
cultural assessment of intercultural competence, and National Coalition Building Institute (NCBI) Facili-
tator.

She has won several State and National Awards: the Thomas Green Clemson Award, Woman of Distinc-
tion by the Girl Scouts of Mountains to Midlands, the James E. Bostic Diversity and Inclusive Excel-
lence Award in 2017 as a diversity champion at Clemson University, Clemson University Woman of the
Year, Martin Luther King Jr. Award, Clemson University Board of Trustees Award, Women in Engineer-
ing Pro-Active Network Distinguished Service Award, Career Communications Magazine College-Level
Promotion of Education Award, National Association of Multicultural Engineering Advocates Award, Up-
state Diversity Award, Calder D. Elhmann Outstanding, Individual. In December 2021, she received the
College of Engineering and Computing and Applied Sciences Exceptional Staff Award and the WEPAN
University Change-Agent Award in 2022.

One of the highlights of her career was graduating from the Presidents Leadership Institute at Clemson
University in 2020.

Mrs. Acker was also featured on the cover of Insight into Diversity, a National magazine, September
edition, for her work at Clemson University.
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PEER and WISE received the 2018 and 2021 Inspiring Program in STEM Awards under her leadership
from Insight into Diversity Magazine. According to the magazine Diverse Issues in Higher Education, the
program marked a victory in 2018 when Clemson became the nation’s 13th-highest producer of African-
American undergraduates receiving baccalaureate degrees. When historically black colleges and univer-
sities are excluded, Clemson ranked eighth among predominantly white institutions.

The ranking is a crucial benchmark because African Americans remain underrepresented in engineering,
an in-demand field with high earning potential. While African Americans make up 13 percent of the
population, they hold about 4 percent of engineering degrees, according to the National Society of Black
Engineers.

She also served as MentorLinks Consultant for the American Association of Community Colleges in
Washington, DC and sat on many state and national boards to help promote STEM. She serves as the
National Society of Black Engineers Student Chapter and CU Black Graduate Student Association campus
adviser at Clemson University. She also serves as the campus Principal Investigator for the Louis Stokes
(LSCAMP) funding to encourage more underserved students to pursue Ph.D.s in STEM.

Recently, under Serita’s Leadership, PEER and WISE are now Implementation Partners for GE’s Next
Engineers Program, a $5 million investment to diversify the Engineering pipeline in Greenville and Up-
state.

In her spare time, she enjoys reading and, traveling and family. Her greatest joy is promoting education
and inspiring people to reach their goals.

Mrs. Beth Anne Johnson, WEPAN, Lamar Creative Co., Clemson University

Beth Anne Johnson is founder of Lamar Creative Co. LLC, a company that provides services in pro-
fessional coaching, consulting, and creative services through equity frameworks and retention practices.
Johnson knows companies and leaders can accelerate their success through creative innovation and strate-
gic thinking. She is the Community and Engagement Manager for the Programs of Educational Enrich-
ment and Retention (PEER) and Women In Science and Engineering (WISE) at Clemson University,
where she connects alumni and industry professionals seeking to work with the best talents and students
the state has to offer. Johnson was recently named the 2022 winner of the WEPAN Women in Engi-
neering Champion Award for her volunteer contributions to STEM education at the primary, secondary,
and collegiate levels for her work at Clemson. The WISE program was named winner of the Women in
Engineering Program Award for an outstanding woman in an engineering program that serves as a model
for other institutions. Johnson’s path to STEM equity work is a fascinating one. With undergraduate
degrees in English and the performing arts, she completed her graduate research as a leisure scientist in
parks, recreation, and tourism management at Clemson University. ~You can tell who’s equitable and
free by who can pursue leisure, so I started with a social justice mindset. It was interesting to see that
the statistics for woman-identifying athletes in male-dominated sports are like those for first-year incom-
ing engineering and computer science students.” In addition to owning her own business and her role at
Clemson, Johnson serves as the past president of the WEPAN Board of Directors. She is honored to serve
the WEPAN community alongside the executive leadership team. Together they will ensure WEPAN
continues growing, and create a strategic plan, mapping out goals and objectives for three, five, and ten
years into the future. Johnson is a writer, adventurer, and family woman outside of work. Together with
her partner, Adam, they raise two children. They spend their days rock climbing, eating good food, and
continuously seeking joy as a family.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stephani: Welcome everyone! Today I am joined onstage by powerful women, excited to share with you our topic at hand, “Leadership and Leverage.” I am Dr. Stephani Page and today we will be giving you five effective steps to help white women in middle and senior management effectively create equitable values among their teams and organizations.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: Here is today’s objective.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ershela: Today you will hear anecdotal evidence of the five steps today from myself, Dr. Page, Mrs. Serita Acker and Mrs. Beth Anne Johnson. We are a team of women that have shared in the development of these best practices and how in return, they have bettered our experiences within our prospective organizations. 

Ershela then goes into introductions.  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Serita: I lead many of our student meetings with a pause because, after all, we do hard work in diversity equity and inclusion. So here is a pause as a reminder to take the time to listen to yourself and honor your needs at anytime during our presentation.


Breakout questions
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: We are going to take three minutes to think of the following questions. If you will, jot out a few notes on a scratch sheet of paper and after three minutes, we will dive right in. [reads questions] These feel a little intense perhaps? Good, we are going to get outside our comfort zones today so why not start off our time together in the most bold way. 


My Results
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: Has anyone heard of the research by Elain Aron? She is a psychologist and creator of the term, “highly sensitive people.” Anyone every been referred to as intense? Great me too! As evidence of these questions. These questions are big right? How many of you felt a little vulnerable asking yourselves,” Is she going to make us answer these out loud?” The answer is no, but I will share with you mine. In 2016, I learned I was on the precipice of privilege. My life would change very little from the election results, except maybe a change in taxes. I could head down, power through and just get over these next four years OR do better to create a safe, more equitable world for the people I love. After all, my family comes in many colors, loves a beautiful hue of people and I could not live with myself to sit silently in my privileges. In 2020, I learned, ta da. I’m neurodivergent. Any body else? The time in our homes was one of the happiest times in my life, mind you, I had a lot of existential dread and anxiety about the events in the world but living on my terms, was wonderful. And I am here today because I believe in equity. Please note, my answer does not include any notion of “saving” and stepping into “white saviorism” but rather comes from the understanding that there are seen and unseen of historic and current oppressive systems and practices intended to keep all but the benefactors of white patriarchal, capitalistic systems in place.  


Step One: Reflect
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: The questions we started with today are what we call, “open ended” questions, meaning they are not yes or no questions but rather questions intended for you to reflect. This is an important lesson I learned in my executive coaching class. As a leader in middle to senior management this is essential. I would also encourage you to know that the dichotomy of right and wrong is a fallacy. There is a third option: better. What does this look like? 

Beth Anne then shares anecdotally and experience about protecting women of color’s hair and work place values experience from a WEPAN Emerging research workshop. She shares what she got “right” and what she could have done better. This is how she built trust with Dr. Stephani Page for her to come forward with her needs at work as well. Beth Anne then invites Stephani to share her insights from the experience.


New Data
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
https://www.instagram.com/reel/Cyy5FqpSmyi/


This Step in Action


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stephani shares how Beth Anne reflecting at the EiSCC meant to her and how this felt in her career journey and experience. 


Step Two: Name It
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: I come from a humanities and social science background. When we begin research, we start with our biases and paradigms because as a qualitative researcher, these bias can reflect in how we infer or evaluate the data. “This approach is in response to current society in which the systems of power, prestige, privilege, and authority ser to marginalize individuals who are from different classes, races, and genders…authors advocate for the emancipation of groups marginalized in society” (Thomas, 1993)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: If you are feeling “stuck” on where to begin on privileges this quiz can help. I encourage you to pull this up now on your phones but save it for later when not only can you focus on the questions but reflect on the results. It covers the gambit of privileges we experience in the world. I use this with clients and students. BA then shares how one of her students had more privileges than her as a brown woman. [BA be sure to pause here to allow them to pull up the site]
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: So many of us are researchers in this room and research really can help us navigate best practices. As a middle manager and senior manager, I put these steps in my own practice. I see the world in a conflict paradigm. My research practices, critical ethnography, reflect in how I see diversity and future research suggestions share how identities can intersect. Research is beautiful and wonderful but sometimes the question we must start with is too simple and cannot capture the macro theory at play and captures the micro theory. Therefore, as a higher education professional when I became a practioner of research, the lived experiences were not always captured by the research, especially in diversity. I pose the question to you, why is that? 

Research is beautiful but all to often, we have to focus on a simple question. For years, those of us in the diversity spectrum were missing in researching or objectified in research with inherent bias and harmful intent. Think Tuskegee Syphilis Experiments from 1932 to 1972, where the Public Health Service knowingly allowed Black men to remain untreated to the harmful effects of syphilis. (Babbie, 2017) Or worse the white terrorist, J. Marion Sims, that created the term female to argue that Black women weren’t women and therefore, subjected to harmful experiences without pain medication. Therefore, in better our practices, we better our research too.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne covers harmful stereotypes, need for code switching, and wearing a mask. She tells her perspective of situation in supporting her students, how they used their privilege and how she and Serita could behave in different manners when working with college leadership.


What stands out?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: Today’s conversation is at the intersection of identities for Black women. 


This Step in Action


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Serita details the experience of how Beth Anne was called into an office superseding the hierarchy mind you, and asked to be the subject matter expert. Beth Anne declined and stood her ground. Serita then shares how her Clemson experience pivoted from this experience.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ershela: I also share my testimony and career journey. Even more so, I want share how a supportive board and president’s team equipped me to make decision that’s made me feel seen and heard. This has created a healthy work environment. The difference? Belief, I can express what I need or when there is a concern. I am met with empathy and a problem-solving, “What does support look like for you?”


Believe their
experiences to honor
the intersections of
their identity.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stephani: While today focuses on the intersection of Black women, we want to point out that Black women can be queer, trans, disabled and have further identities that intersect with their work and are deserving of safety and value. I am the founder of Black AND STEM and I want to point out the power of the word AND here. And allows Black folk to include the intersections of their identities: Black AND Queer or Black, disabled woman. While today we recognize Black and womanhood, our conversation needs to continue to include our Black gender fluid and non binary siblings, our Queer folk, our disabled folk and more. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne leads an exercise on the experience of gender expression stereotypes. The example works for cis gender folks and is intended to teach that empathy is great but at the end of the day, if you are white, your empathy only gives you fractional understanding of the Black experience. 


This Step in Action


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ershela shares anecdotally what belief looks like. How support can be expressed and the difference it makes in maintaining talent in the work force. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stephani: As Beth Anne shared, her reflection in feedback made me able to approach her in better practices for WEPAN. Therefore, what to work place values that protect Black women look like?


This Step in Action


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stephani shares how WEPAN has created work place values contract that all employees, contractors, co pi’s are required to sign in order to work with WEPAN. She shares what needs to be included for other organizations to also uphold Black women’s value in their leadership.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: When I submitted the abstract for this presentation, my reviewer asked what made this work important to me. In each of my practice presentations, I cannot cover this slide without showing my heart. I have had the privilege to be loved, shaped, and celebrated by Black women. I am joined on this stage by a few of my sage mentors. I believed in more of myself because Dr. Sims and Rev. Acker, I have asked for more from my employers, I have believe in better for myself. I have been given space to heal, develop, grow, and do good. My heart has breathed a deep breath to meet the big feeler, do better, lift you higher because of Dr. Page. What more of a reason do you need? Because why it matters to me is because equity is essential as air and the Black women I have the privilege to love deserve that and more. 


My why...
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne:  Let’s look at the data. The statistics tell us just how lonely it is as a woman in STEM and to be a Black woman in STEM is even more so. Here’s an imperfect example, the film, Picture a Scientist. Here is some of the data it reports. 


What’s your data?

122
117
107 108 109
103
2 99 99
100 S6
90
50
0 I I I I I I I I
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
96 107 108 122 117 109 103 99 90 99
96 107 108 122 117 109 103 99 S0 99

Fof€e uxirgadnte saxknss inée Colicge of Enginecning Conpaing
& Ayxiied Saicnees at ClensonUniversity ae Black women.

Feirusy 2003 COoNECD Confrarce


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Serita: Look into & know confidently your institutions or organizations data. Looking at my home institution, I can report that in total 7% of the students in CECAS are Black women. These women are in 12 different majors. Think about that? 

My department specifically serves the first year class where they make up 3% in the first year class. And when I am recruiting (especially at our institutions) build better ethos with Black parents & students by doing so.


My why...
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: I am a public school educated girl through and through. I went to the state’s number one public university and graduated from an award winning public high school. I was taught to think critically and creatively, to be empathetic and understanding to experiences so largely outside my own lenses of privilege. These lessons did come from my home but were echoed in my community and schools. We are in a pivotal moment of history that is going to require those of us with privilege to be like Mary Wood. To do the hard work, to teach the hard stories, truths and needs for Black experiences and when we are attacked we rise together.  

The average income in the state $28,569, with the exceptions of Lexington, Richland, and Mt. Pleasant counties. This high school is in Lexington County. I am a critical thinker because of educators like Ms. Mary Wood so we need educators like her, and like every single member in this room. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: What makes this topic important to society? In 2015, a white terrorist entered Emanual A.M.E Church. You don’t need to remember his name but I do ask that you remember: Tywanza Sanders, Ethel Lance, Cynthia Hurd, Rev. Sharonda Singleton, Myra Thompson, Susie Jackson, Rev. DePayne Middleton-Doctor, Rev. Clementa Pinckney and Rev. Daniel L. Simmons Sr. 


Further stewardship
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: Remember, Google is your friend. There is a wealth of Black culture to explore and to be a steward of Black culture, I have created some honorable mentions. Know about the Divine 9 and wish your friends a happy founders day. Always try to say someone’s name and thank them when they correct you, do not apologize. Watch Black stories, I love the Hair Tales on Hulu and anything Ava Duvernay. Support Black businesses. Honeypot Co is one of my favorite Black woman owned businesses. Available at Target and CVS.  


The storms coming...
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Beth Anne: Emily Ladau, author of Demystifying Disability wrote this tremendous resource and even more so, she has a table and tool in this book for problematic jargon and what to use instead. With the rise of attack of DEI programs, what’s coming down the line is a rebranding for us all. We want to help you with that and equip you with your needs. So please talk to Dr. Page or Dr. Sims. We certainly want to support you. 


| am always arriving...
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Thank you
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