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Opening Keynote Speaker – 4:30pm, Friday 
Dr. Selwyn Vickers, Professor 

Senior Vice President of Medicine, UAB 
Dean, UAB School of Medicine 

 

 
 
Selwyn M. Vickers, MD, is Senior Vice President of Medicine and Dean of The University of Alabama 
School of Medicine, one of the ten largest public academic medical centers and the third largest public 
hospital in the USA. He is a world-renowned surgeon, pancreatic cancer researcher, and pioneer in 
health disparities research. Dr. Vickers is a member of the National Academy of Medicine (Institute 
of Medicine) and of the Johns Hopkins Society of Scholars. He has served on the Johns Hopkins School 
of Medicine Board of Trustees and Johns Hopkins University Board of Trustees. In addition, he has 
served as president of the Society for Surgery of the Alimentary Tract and of the Southern Surgical 
Association. As dean of The University of Alabama School of Medicine since October 2013, Dr. Vickers 
leads the medical school’s main campus in Birmingham as well as the regional campuses in 
Montgomery, Huntsville, and Tuscaloosa. He serves as chair of UAB Medicine’s Joint Operating 
Leadership Committee (JOLC) as well as The University of Alabama Health Services Foundation 
Board.  
 
Dr. Vickers earned baccalaureate and medical degrees from the Johns Hopkins University and 
completed surgical training there, including a chief residency. He completed two summer post-
graduate research fellowships with the National Institutes of Health and training at John Radcliffe 
Hospital of Oxford University, England and was an instructor of surgery at Hopkins for one year. In 
1994 he joined the UAB faculty as an assistant professor in the Department of Surgery. From 1995 to 
1999 he was a Robert Wood Johnson Research Fellow. From 2000 to 2006 he directed the section of 
gastrointestinal surgery. During his first tenure at UAB, Dr. Vickers received numerous honors, 
including the Argus Society for Excellence in Teaching Award numerous times, the Best Clinical 
Professor award, and the President’s Award for Excellence in Teaching. In 2000 he became the first 
member of the faculty chosen by students as commencement speaker. In 2006 Dr. Vickers became 
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the Jay Phillips Professor and Chair of the Department of Surgery at the University of Minnesota 
Medical School, where he served until his return to UAB in 2013.  
 
While at Minnesota, Dr. Vickers’ lab was instrumental in the development of an injectable cancer 
drug, Mannalike, which entered phase 1 testing in September 2013. Dr. Vickers has a financial 
interest in the pharmaceutical company licensed to develop the drug, Minneamrita Therapeutics 
LLC.  
 
Dr. Vickers continues to see patients and conduct research. He has had continuous NIH extramural 
funding for the last 25 years. His major research interests include: gene therapy as an application in 
the treatment of pancreatobiliary tumors, the role of growth factors and receptors in the oncogenesis 
of pancreatic cancer, the implications of FAS expressions and Tamoxifen in the growth and treatment 
of cholangiocarcinoma, assessment of clinical outcomes in the surgical treatment 
of pancreatobiliary tumors, and the role of death receptors in the treatment of pancreatic cancer.  
 
Dr. Vickers was born in Demopolis, Alabama, and grew up in Tuscaloosa and Huntsville. He and his 
wife Janice Vickers, who also is from Alabama, have been married since 1988; they have four children: 
Lauren, Adrienne, Lydia, and Benjamin.  



 Page 5 

 
 

 

Closing Keynote Speaker –  
11:45am, Saturday 

Derrick Johnson, President and CEO, NAACP 
 

 
 
On October 21, 2017, the executive committee of the NAACP National Board of Directors elected 
Derrick Johnson President and CEO. Derrick Johnson formerly served as vice chairman of the NAACP 
National Board of Directors as well as state president for the Mississippi State Conference NAACP.A 
longstanding member and leader of the NAACP, Mr. Johnson will guide the Association through a 
period of re-envisioning and reinvigoration. Born in Detroit, Mr. Johnson attended Tougaloo College 
in Jackson, MS. He then continued onto Houston, TX to receive his JD from the South Texas College of 
Law. In later years, Mr. Johnson furthered his training through fellowships with the Congressional 
Black Caucus Foundation, the George Washington University School of Political Management, and the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). He has served as an annual guest lecturer at Harvard 
Law School, lending his expertise to Professor Lani Guinier’s course on social movements, and as an 
adjunct professor at Tougaloo College.  
 
Mr. Johnson is a veteran activist who has dedicated his career to defending the rights and improving 
the lives of Mississippians. As State President of the NAACP Mississippi State Conference, he led 
critical campaigns for voting rights and equitable education. He successfully managed two bond 
referendum campaigns in Jackson, MS that brought $150 million in school building improvements 
and $65 million towards the construction of a new convention center, respectively. As a regional 
organizer at the Jackson-based non-profit, Southern Echo, Inc., Mr. Johnson provided legal, technical, 
and training support for communities across the South. 
 
In recognition for his service to the state of Mississippi, the Chief Justice of the Mississippi Supreme 
Court appointed Mr. Johnson to the Mississippi Access to Justice Commission, and the Governor of 
Mississippi appointed him Chair of the Governor’s Commission for Recovery, Rebuilding, and 
Renewal after devastation of Hurricane Katrina. 
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In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, Mr. Johnson founded One Voice Inc. to improve the quality of life 
for African Americans through civic engagement training and initiatives. One Voice has spawned an 
annual Black Leadership Summit and the Mississippi Black Leadership Institute, a nine-month 
training program for community leaders. 
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Session I  
2:00pm, Friday  

Allies & Blazers: The Women Who Integrated UA Greek Life  
 

The year was 2013, but it could've been 1963. Alabama was the last major university to have a 
completely segregated Greek system. It was our dirty secret that few talked about, especially if you 
wanted an invite to a party on Fraternity row. Good thing for sororities. After alumni and student 
boards vetoed a perfect candidate whose only fault was that she was Black, many sorority women 
said enough. They spoke out, they marched, and they demanded change--risking exile from their 
supposed sisterhood. But it worked, opening a door for women of color to join for the first time. 
Hear from the women who learned that being an ally takes sacrifice and from the brave women 
who have integrated Greek life at The University of Alabama.  
 
  
Moderator: Ross Green (Blackburn Fellow) 
  

 
Ross Green is a public affairs and strategic communications consultant at Kearns & West in San 
Francisco, CA. Ross helps both public-and private-sector clients improve policymaking and 
stakeholder collaboration to address the state’s most pressing challenges, such as improving public 
safety communications during catastrophic wildfires, reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the 
transportation sector, and closing the digital divide facing California’s public-school students. Prior 
to joining Kearns & West, Ross worked on several political campaigns to elect Democrats in California 
and his home state of Alabama. Ross graduated from The University of Alabama in 2014. He is also 
an alumnus of the Coro Fellows Program -Los Angeles.  
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Kevyn Armstrong-Wright (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
Kevyn Armstrong-Wright graduated from UA in 2015 with a Bachelor of Arts in English, and minors 
in Women's Studies and History. She is an assistant federal public defender in Birmingham, Alabama, 
where she provides criminal defense representation to the indigent. Prior to her work in public 
defense, she served as a law clerk to United States Magistrate Judge Gray Borden of the Northern 
District of Alabama. She graduated from Berkeley School of Law in 2018, where she was a member 
of the school's Death Penalty Clinic and worked on the case of an Alabama man on death row. 
Additionally, through the school's Post-Conviction Advocacy Project, she and a fellow classmate 
successfully assisted a California woman in obtaining parole.  
 
Caitlyn McTier (Blackburn Student)  
 

 
Caitlyn McTier is a senior News Media major at The University of Alabama and is a proud native of 
Sylacauga, Alabama where she serves on the Greater Sylacauga Resiliency Committee. Caitlyn is 
extremely dedicated to ending food insecurity on college campuses across the state of Alabama and 
is a founding member of the state’s coalition focused on fighting student poverty. At UA, she serves 
as the Vice President of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in SGA and as a member of Capstone Men and 
Women, the Blackburn Institute, The XXXI, and her sorority Chi Omega.  
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Caroline Bechtel 

 
Caroline Bechtel is a Technical Program Manager at Plaid, a Fintech startup that aims to democratize 
access to financial ecosystem. Before Plaid, she worked at Pinterest where she managed the technical 
infrastructure related to the community misconduct (i.e. pornography, political and health 
misinformation, graphic violence) and illegal content (ie. child exploitation, intellectual property 
infringement). She’s passionate about using technology to advance the lives of real people, which 
(mostly) counteracts the negative aspects of working in Silicon Valley. She graduated from The 
University of Alabama in 2015. Caroline lives in San Francisco with her husband Ross.   
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Session II 
2:00pm, Friday 

Coping in Times of Crisis: Your Mental Wellbeing  
 

In this session, we will discuss the importance of coping during times of crisis. We will examine the 
relationship between health and wellness and the importance of self-care. Participants will learn 
specific strategies to develop and support positive coping strategies and resilience. We also will 
explore the cultivation of Mental Wellbeing by offering a self-care menu of practical tools and 
resources that promote wellness.  
 
Abby Horton (Blackburn Fellow)  

 
Abby Grammer Horton is a full-time clinical instructor at the Capstone College of Nursing (CCN). 
She earned her Bachelor of Science in Political Science in 2006 from The University of Alabama. She 
later graduated from CCN with her BSN in 2010 and then an MSN in Rural Case Management in 
2011. She is currently enrolled in the Nurse Educator Doctoral Program at UA. Mrs. Horton 
currently teaches in Fundamentals of Nursing and Adult Health in the BSN Program. Mrs. Horton 
began her nursing career working on a Med-Surg Unit, specializing in caring for orthopedic, 
neurology, urology, and plastic surgery patients.  
 
After earning her MSN, she went on to teach for 3.5 years in a community college nursing program 
before joining CCN as a part-time clinical instructor in the Fall of 2014. Mrs. Horton’s interests in 
nursing practice include health policy reform, particularly those issues concerning orthopedic care, 
pain management, holistic care, access to care, spirituality, and Complementary and Alternative 
Medicine (CAM) Practices. She also has extensive experience teaching NCLEX preparatory classes 
and nursing leadership. Additionally, Mrs. Horton is active in the Alabama State Nurses Association 
at both the state and district level. She currently serves as the District II vice-president and is the 
immediate past president of the district. She is also the 2013 recipient of the ASNA New Member 
Excellence Award. Mrs. Horton is an active community volunteer and serves in many capacities 
including as a Meals on Wheels (Tuscaloosa) driver and Co-Chair of the Holt Elementary Adopt-A-
School Partnership via Junior League of Tuscaloosa, among other service initiatives.  
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Session III 
2:00pm, Friday 

The Next Generation of Civil Rights Leaders: 
High Schoolers Confront Legacies of Racial Discrimination 

 
This session will focus on young intellectuals and civic leaders at Central High School in Tuscaloosa, 
Alabama. Three students from History of Us, the first year-long African American history course 
taught in public schools in Alabama, will reflect on how their class prepared them to assume 
leadership roles in current protests over legacies of racial discrimination and violence. They will offer 
a vision of how young people can imagine and organize ways to address persistent issues of racial 
and educational inequality in Tuscaloosa and the state. The panel will be co-moderated by the two 
founders of History of Us: Ms. Margaret Lawson, a Blackburn Fellow; and Dr. John Giggie, Associate 
Prof of History at UA.  
 
Dr. John Giggie  
 

 
Dr. John Giggie is an Associate Professor of History and African American Studies and Director of 
the Summersell Center for the Study of the South at The University of Alabama. He is co-creator of 
“History of Us,” the first Black history class taught daily in a public school in Alabama; co-founder of 
the West Side Scholars Academy, an academic enrichment and social justice program for middle 
school students; and Director of “Alabama Memory,” an effort that seeks to recapture and 
memorialize the nearly 400 lives lost to lynching in Alabama.  
 
Margaret Lawson (Blackburn Student)  
 

 
Ms. Margaret Lawson is continuing her Masters in Teacher Education as well as entering the first 
year of her Masters in History program fulltime at The University of Alabama in fall 2020. In 2019, as 
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part of her graduate studies, Ms. Lawson was awarded a Community Engagement Graduate 
Fellowship from the Center for Community-Based Partnerships to work alongside Dr. John Giggie, 
Associate Professor of Southern History and Director of the Summersell Center for the Study of the 
South, and multiple community partners, including the Tuscaloosa Civil Rights Task Force, Stillman 
College, and Central High School, to create “History of Us,” a course inspired by the work of the Equal 
Justice Initiative and designed to train high school students to become producers of history as they 
explore the legacy of lynching and racial violence in their community.  
 

 
Delphia McGraw  
 
Ms. Delphia McGraw is a freshman at Spelman College and a graduate of Central High School in 
Tuscaloosa, AL.  
 
 
Noa Jordan  
 
Ms. Noa Jordan is a freshman at Howard University and a graduate of Central High School in 
Tuscaloosa, AL.   
 
 
Jashon Griffin 
 
Mr. Jashon Griffin is a senior at Central High School in Tuscaloosa, AL.  
 
 
Brandon Walton  
 
Mr. Brandon Walton is a senior at Central High School in Tuscaloosa, AL.  
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Session IV 
2:00pm, Friday 

Managing a Pandemic within a Pandemic 
 

Catherine Alexander-Wright will share her experiences and lessons learned while managing 
Domestic Violence services in the state's largest city (including two shelters) during COVID-19. She 
will also share information about the dynamics of relationship violence, including how working to 
eliminate this issue is connected to other social movements.  
 
Catherine Alexander-Wright (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Catherine Alexander-Wright is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker with 20 years of professional 
experience. She holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Social Work from The University of Alabama and a 
Master’s Degree in Social Work (with a concentration in Management and Community Practice) from 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She is a Certified Daring Way™ Facilitator-Clinician, 
having been certified by Brené Brown’s Daring Way™ Institute. She is also a fluent speaker/writer of 
Spanish. She started her career working for the Alabama Department of Human Resources as a child 
abuse/neglect investigator. She then moved to North Carolina, where she worked for a private law 
firm serving immigrant victims of crime, and later, for the court system as a victim/witness legal 
assistant. While in NC, she also served a domestic violence and sexual assault crisis response 
volunteer/advocate.  
 
She has spent nearly half of her career working with Latinx/immigrant families who were attempting 
to navigate the child welfare system and/or who were survivors of domestic violence/sexual assault; 
and those seeking community connections to advocate for themselves and their families. She 
transitioned from her role as Programs Director at the Hispanic Interest Coalition of Alabama 
(¡HICA!) in September of 2018, when she became the Director of Domestic Violence Services for the 
YWCA of Central Alabama. Serving Jefferson, Blount, and St. Clair counties, she managed a staff of 
approximately 45 employees, two confidential shelters, and a family law center. She was promoted 
to the role of Associate Vice President of DV and Supportive Services in March of 2020. She finished 
a multi-year term as President of the Board of Directors of the Jefferson County Children’s Policy 
Cooperative in January of 2020 and is the current Vice President of the Board of Directors of the 
Alabama Coalition Against Domestic Violence. Catherine is a graduate of the Alabama Organizing 
Project’s Grassroots Leadership Development Program and Leadership Vestavia Hills. She is member 
of Alabama Arise and the Interpreters and Translators Association of Alabama and is active in The 
University of Alabama’s Blackburn Institute Fellows Involvement Network. In her spare time, 
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Catherine enjoys spending time with her husband and five-year-old daughter, gardening, swimming, 
or reading.   
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Session V 
3:00pm, Friday 

Judge Frank Johnson's Role Upholding the Constitution 
 
Judge Johnson was a federal judge who, in his words, merely “did his job.” In doing so he, along with 
Mrs. Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King, helped change the world. In case after case, including 
the case of Parks, which challenged bus segregation, and the case allowing the historic Selma-to-
Montgomery March led by Dr. King, Judge Johnson stood firm in defense of the Constitution and the 
civil liberties it guarantees. His decisions dismantled Jim Crow and helped change the segregationist 
practices of the South, but his influence was by no means confined to the Southern states.  
 
Hon. W. Keith Watkins  
 

 
 
District Judge W. Keith Watkins was appointed by President George W. Bush to a vacancy in the 
Middle District of Alabama on December 27, 2005. Judge Watkins was elevated to Chief District Judge 
on May 18, 2011, and he served as Chief Judge until January 31, 2019. He assumed senior status in 
2019. A native of Troy, Alabama, Judge Watkins practiced law in Tuscaloosa for two years and in Troy 
for 28 years, with a broad general practice. He is a graduate of Auburn University and The University 
of Alabama School of Law. Among other positions in the bar, Judge Watkins is a Fellow in the Alabama 
Law Foundation and served as the Bar Commissioner for the Twelfth Judicial Circuit and as a member 
of the Alabama State Bar Task Force for Alternative Dispute Resolution. He served as the mediator in 
over 200 civil cases in state and federal courts in Alabama and Georgia prior to taking the bench. He 
is a graduate of Auburn University (B.S., 1973) and The University of Alabama School of Law (J.D., 
1976).  
  
  



 Page 16 

Session VI 
3:00pm, Friday 

Keeping Inherent Bias Out of Decision Making 
 
Inherent bias, now more than ever, has been shown to influence key decisions. This presentation 
uses modern references, commercials, and movies to help participants define and identify inherent 
as well as clearly outlines steps to take to counter these innate habits.  
 
Abigail Morrow (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
 
As a former television and newspaper journalist and, for the most recent 15 years, as a currently 
practicing attorney, Abigail Morrow has spent her life observing people for a living. During her legal 
practice, she has advised organizations from volunteer-based non-profits to complex multi-million-
dollar institutions as to legal obligations, compliance, and sometimes, just commonsense. Ms. 
Morrow earned her undergraduate degree from DePauw University and her law degree from The 
University of Alabama School of Law where she was also a member of the Blackburn Institute. She is 
a committed champion for her Birmingham community where she resides in Homewood with her 
husband, two children, and overly loving black Labrador.  
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Session VII 
3:00pm, Friday 

Community-based Alternatives to Prison in Alabama 
 
As COVID spreads through Alabama's prisons, and as Americans across the country take to the streets 
demanding fundamental changes to the criminal punishment system, calls for investment in 
community-based alternatives to prisons have grown louder. As we work to turn away from prisons, 
we must also carefully scrutinize how existing community-based alternatives actually work. This 
year, our team at the Alabama Appleseed Center for Law & Justice released a new investigative 
report: "In Trouble: How the Promise of Diversion Clashes with the Reality of Poverty, Addiction, and 
Structural Racism in Alabama's Justice System." We will discuss our findings & explore how leaders 
can thoughtfully expand community-based alternatives to prison.  
 
Leah Nelson  
 

 
Leah Nelson serves as Research Director at Alabama Appleseed, where she uses stories, data, and 
information to create white papers, reports, and written advocacy materials to support Appleseed’s 
campaigns. She is Appleseed’s principal expert on how fines and fees drive poverty and incarceration. 
Prior to joining Alabama Appleseed, Leah spent five years in the Capital Habeas Unit of the Middle 
District of Alabama Federal Defenders, supporting the appeals of death-sentenced individuals 
seeking new trials. Before that, she worked as a research and writing fellow at the Southern Poverty 
Law Center, covering white supremacy, nativism, the Patriot movement, and other forms of 
extremism for SPLC’s Intelligence Project. She has also worked as a journalist covering education 
issues and New York’s state judiciary.  
 
Leah is a 2006 graduate of Columbia’s Graduate School of Journalism, and a 2002 graduate of the 
University of Connecticut. Her work has been published by The Marshall Project, Salon, Alternet, the 
Intelligence Report, Hatewatch, In These Times, the Montgomery Advertiser, and elsewhere.  
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Dana Sweeney (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Dana Sweeney is a statewide organizer for Alabama Appleseed. His work focuses on the crisis of 
predatory lending in Alabama, and he is responsible for mobilizing communities across the state in 
coordinated efforts to curb the exploitative financial practices of predatory lenders. Prior to joining 
Alabama Appleseed, Dana worked as a Vote Everywhere Ambassador for The Andrew Goodman 
Foundation. While working in that capacity, he was selected as a recipient of the 2017 Hidden Heroes 
Award for leading a successful campaign to eliminate a $60 fee being imposed on thousands of 
students who wished to vote via absentee ballot at The University of Alabama. Dana also served for 
several years as the co-founder and director of The Outlet Literacy Initiative, which is a creative 
writing and poetry performance program for high school students in western-central Alabama.  
 
Dana graduated from The University of Alabama with a B.A. in English in May 2017. While attending 
school, Dana served as a White House Associate in President Barack Obama’s Office of 
Correspondence, studied public policy as a PPIA Fellow at Princeton University, and was named a 
Truman Scholar.  
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Session VIII 
3:00pm, Friday 

Weaponizing One's Whiteness (for Good): Proactive Allyship 
 

As more begin to grapple with conversations around what allies can and should do to help oppressed 
identities gain social acceptance, white women repeatedly come up as both barriers and critical 
partners to progress. In this panel, various women in positions of leadership will speak to how they 
maintain awareness of their privilege, educate themselves about their power and potential to be 
allies, and leverage their social advantages and professional platforms to combat various forms of 
oppression.  
 
Phillips Thomas Hornbuckle (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
Phillips Thomas Hornbuckle, J.D. (she/her/hers) is a native of Anniston, Alabama and obtained both 
her Bachelor's degree in international studies and her Juris Doctor at UA School of Law in 2009 and 
2012, respectively. A 2007 Fellow, she used her time in both programs to engage with peers and 
professionals on multifaceted and challenging state, regional, and national issues. Phillips’ passion 
for investing in people led to a career shift from law into student affairs.   
 
Phillips is currently the Director of the Office of Intercultural Student Life & Global Programming at 
York College of Pennsylvania in York, PA. Her department provides diversity and inclusion 
programming and international student support, and runs the York Cares Food Pantry, which 
supports students experiencing basic needs insecurity. She also supervises the Office of Spiritual Life 
and the Doris and Bernard Gordon Center for Jewish Student Life. She is the project director for state 
and federal grants that support campus-wide efforts to combat sexual violence and leads her campus’ 
committee focused on increasing voter engagement and turnout through the PA ALL IN 
Democracy Challenge and NASPA Voter Friendly Campus initiatives.   
 
Phillips is married to Dr. Chad Hornbuckle, and all of their free time is spent catching their breath 
while chasing their two children, Atticus and Etta.  
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Connie Ray Stockham (Blackburn Society Member)  
 

 
 
Since entering The University of Alabama School of Law in 1976, Connie Ray Stockham has been 
committed to excellence in learning and practicing law. Serving as the Vice President of the Student 
Government Association of The University of Alabama during her first year of law school, Connie 
quickly learned how to manage leadership and academic endeavors. Honored to serve as a law clerk 
for Federal Judge James Hancock on completion of law school, she saw firsthand the importance of 
clarity in communications and ethical advocacy. Connie has served as lead attorney in a broad range 
of complex litigated matters, ranging from bad faith and invasion of privacy to products liability; 
mass tort and environmental actions; insurance coverage and contractual disputes; reinsurance; 
construction matters; medical, nursing home and pharmaceutical malpractice; and personal injury 
and death cases of many types. Having handled over forty appellate cases, she is called on regularly 
to take on cases after an adverse judgment to handle appeal and retrial.   
 
Since 2002, Connie has served as adjunct faculty with the University Honors Program of The 
University of Alabama at Birmingham, offering law and bioethics related seminars. “Body Snatching 
to Organ Donation -Autonomy and Justice in Conflict and Balance” is one of the many well-received 
courses she has designed and taught.  
  
 
Robyn Hammontree  
 

 
 
Robyn Hammontree is a Senior Instructional Designer at The University of Alabama with over 10 
years of experience as an educator. In her current position, she works with instructors across all 
colleges to adjust, revise and develop curriculum for undergraduate and graduate programs. She 
specializes in interactive technology and learning methodologies for the next generation. At UA, she 
serves on the Professional Staff Assembly’s Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee and enjoys 
mentoring students interested in instructional design. Robyn is a graduate of Emerge Alabama, a 
leadership organization which trains women to run for office. She is a co-founder and board member 
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of Tuscaloosa Bail Out, which works to advocate for the eradication of cash bail and disrupt the unjust 
cash bail system in Tuscaloosa County. She is also the owner and artist of Hammontree Design, an 
instructional and graphic design firm specializing in custom graphic art. In her spare time, she enjoys 
reading 200 books a year, running marathons and drinking hot chocolate. She lives in Tuscaloosa 
with her husband, John.  
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Session IX 
9:00am, Saturday 

Public Leadership in a Time of COVID-19 
 

This session features government officials in Alabama from the federal, state, and local levels 
discussing their role in leading their communities during a global pandemic. Panelists will review the 
public response to the novel Coronavirus and the challenges and opportunities of collaborating and 
coordinating between various governmental agencies. Additionally, these elected and appointed 
leaders will provide unique perspectives on a variety of topics related to the impact of COVID-19 on 
public services. 
  
Moderator: Katie Boyd Britt (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
A native of Enterprise, Katie Boyd Britt is a graduate of The University of Alabama with a degree in 
Political Science and Blount Liberal Arts. Katie’s career began in Washington, D.C., as Senator Richard 
Shelby’s Deputy Press Secretary and later Press Secretary, serving as head of the department at only 
23. Katie then served as Special Assistant to then-University of Alabama President Robert Witt. After 
obtaining her law degree, she practiced law with Butler Snow LLP.  In 2015, she took a leave of 
absence to serve as Senator Shelby’s Deputy Campaign Manager and Communications Director 
before rejoining his team as Chief of Staff in 2016.Katie was then selected as President and CEO of 
the Business Council of Alabama in December 2018, where she works to build a stronger business 
community. In this role, she serves on numerous committees and task forces, including Montgomery 
United Transition Committee and both Governor Ivey’s Coronavirus Task Force and Broadband 
Working Group.  Katie resides in Montgomery with her husband and their two children, where she is 
involved in numerous civic, educational, and leadership organizations.  
 
 
  



 Page 23 

Hon. Robert Aderholt 
 

 
On January 3, 2019, Congressman Robert B. Aderholt took the oath of office to serve his twelfth term 
representing Alabama’s Fourth Congressional District. Aderholt is a member of the powerful House 
Committee on Appropriations, which has jurisdiction overfunding the operation of the federal 
government. He serves as Ranking Member of the Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice and Science 
and supports greater transparency, accountability and oversight to the appropriations process. 
Aderholt also serves as a member of the Agriculture and Rural Development Subcommittee and the 
Defense Subcommittee. Aderholt also serves as a commission member of the Commission on Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (commonly known as the Helsinki Commission). Prior to his election to 
Congress, Aderholt served as Assistant Legal Advisor to Governor Fob James as well as Municipal 
Judge for the city of Haleyville, Alabama.  Educated through Alabama's public school system, 
Aderholt went on to receive his B.A. from Birmingham Southern College and his J.D. from the 
Cumberland School of Law at Samford University. Born on July 22, 1965, and raised in Alabama, 
Aderholt and his wife, Caroline, have their residence in Haleyville along with their daughter, Mary 
Elliott, and their son, Robert Hayes. When Congress is in session, his family joins him in Washington, 
D.C. area.  
 
 
Hon. Tommy Battle 
 

 
Now in his third term, Mayor Tommy Battle is dedicated to creating jobs and diversifying Huntsville’s 
economic base. Through his leadership, the Mayor has assembled a coalition of regional leaders 
committed to recruiting industry, workforce development and high-quality education. As a result, 
Huntsville leads the state in new jobs and economic investment. The Mayor’s goal is to make the best 
possible use of Huntsville’s collective brainpower to ensure that the City becomes a global leader in 
innovation, research and development. GEO, Cyber, Energy and Biotech initiatives work to unite the 
City’s rich intellectual capital with new opportunities. A champion of teamwork, Battle strives to 
work collaboratively with leadership and citizens. Through the Mayor’s fiscally conservative 
leadership, the City has maintained a balanced budget and earned triple-A credit ratings from two 
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leading rating agencies every year since 2009. Triple A credit is a distinction held by a small 
percentage of municipalities in the U.S. As a result, Huntsville is in an enviable position of stability 
and growth that has earned it global attention.  
 
Born in Birmingham in 1955, Mayor Battle moved to Huntsville in 1980 after receiving a business 
degree from The University of Alabama. Four years later, he was elected to the Huntsville City 
Council, where he served as Finance Chair. His successful career as an entrepreneur and 
businessman, along with nearly 30 years of community service, effectively prepared him for the 
demanding role as the City’s chief executive officer, recruiter, and champion of Huntsville’s future. 
The Mayor is married to the former Eula Sammons, a retired kindergarten teacher. They have one 
son, Drew, daughter-in-law, Lauren, and grandsons, George and Benjamin.  
 
 
Hon. Jo Bonner   

 
Former Congressman Jo Bonner is currently serving as chief of staff to Gov. Kay Ivey. Bonner joined 
the Ivey Administration in December 2018, as the governor’s senior advisor. Bonner had previously 
served as interim executive director for the Tuscaloosa County Industrial Development Authority, a 
position he had held since December 2017. Additionally, Bonner served as vice chancellor for 
economic development or The University of Alabama System for the previous five years. 
 
For more than a decade, Bonner represented Alabama’s First District in the U.S. House of 
Representatives. He was first elected to 108th Congress in November 2002 and was successfully 
reelected to five additional terms. As a student at The University of Alabama, Bonner worked on 
Capitol Hillas an intern for Congressman Jack Edwards. After graduation, he returned to Washington 
as press secretary and later chief of staff to Congressman Sonny Callahan. He parlayed his almost 18-
years-experience as a staffer into a convincing win in a crowded Republican primary during the 
summer of 2002. Bonner never lost an election and ran unopposed in the November 2012 general 
election. In Congress, Bonner earned a reputation as a respected and influential voice of reason in 
both Alabama and Washington. He was a member of the House Appropriations Committee, where he 
served on three key subcommittees, as well as the House Ethics Committee. Widely respected on both 
sides of the aisle, Bonner was selected by House Speaker John Boehner to serve as chairman of Ethics 
during the 112th Congress. Bonner has received numerous awards including the Distinguished 
Public Service Awarding 2013, the highest honor the U.S. Navy bestows on a civilian. In 2016, the 
Business Council of Alabama (BCA) created the inaugural “Congressman Jo Bonner Spirit of 
Leadership Award” and honored Bonner as its first recipient.  
 
Bonner earned a B.A. degree in Journalism from The University of Alabama in 1982. He is married to 
the former Janée Lambert, of Mobile, and they are the parents of a daughter, Lee, age 23, and a son, 
Robins, age 20.   
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Session X 
9:00am, Saturday 

Covering Politics in a Time of Crisis 
 
Alabama journalists have made headlines in 2020...for doing their jobs. CNN's Kaitlan Collins, a 
University of Alabama graduate, has been a frequent target in White House press briefings. Blackburn 
Fellow Victor Luckerson has been chronicling the history of Black Wall Street and the ongoing Black 
Lives Matter movement in Tulsa for the New Yorker, including President Trump's campaign stop 
there earlier this summer. The New York Times' Elaina Plott, a Tuscaloosa-native, has built a 
reputation for in-depth profiles of conservative icons. In a conversation with John Hammontree, 
Collins, Luckerson and Plott will discuss the hurdles and challenges to covering politics and social 
movements during a divisive time.  
 
Moderator: John Hammontree (Blackburn Fellow & Advisory Board Member) 
 

 
John Hammontree is managing producer of Reckon by AL.com and a member of the Alabama Media 
Group editorial board. He is also host of the Reckon Interview, an award-winning weekly podcast. In 
2017, John was awarded the Green Eyeshade Award for Best Editorial Writing in the Southeast and 
was a finalist for the Scripps Howard's Walker Stone Award for Opinion Writing. John is a graduate 
of The University of Alabama, member of the Advisory Board for the Blackburn Institute and a 
member of the Alabama Leadership Initiative.  
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Elaina Plott 
 

 
 
Elaina Plott is a national political reporter for The New York Times. She previously covered the White 
House for The Atlantic, where she also wrote extensively about the transformation of the Republican 
Party in the Trump era. An Alabama native, she is currently based in Washington.  
 
 
Kaitlan Collins 
 

 
Kaitlan Collins is a CNN White House Correspondent based in Washington, D.C. Since joining the 
network in 2017, Collins has broken several stories in her coverage of the Trump White House, 
including major staff departures and consequential policy decisions. In the past two years, she has 
traveled with President Trump to at least half a dozen countries. Collins also reported extensively on 
the Senate special election in her home state of Alabama. In 2018, Collins was included 
in Mediaite's list of the 50 Most Influential people in News Media. She was also named to 
Crain's NewsPro's 12 to Watch in TV News in January of 2019, as well as one of Forbes magazine's 
"30 under 30: Media" in the same year. Collins joined CNN from The Daily Caller, where she served 
as the White House Correspondent covering the first few months of the Trump administration and 
the 2016 election. Collins is a graduate of The University of Alabama.  
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Victor Luckerson (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
Victor Luckerson is 2011 Blackburn Fellow and 2012 graduate of The University of Alabama, where 
he studied journalism and history. At UA, Victor was the editor-in-chief of The Crimson White for two 
years, leading the news organization’s coverage of the April 2011 EF-4 tornado. He also founded a 
digital news outlet called Changing Tides as a freshman. At both outlets, Victor led coverage critiquing 
the University’s racist history and the ways that history persisted into the present day, from the 
prevalence of Confederate monuments on campus to the segregated Greek system.  
 
After graduating Victor joined Time magazine as a business and technology reporter, and later 
continued similar coverage at The Ringer in 2016. However, his passion always remained in 
exploring how race shapes our framing and understanding of history. In 2019 he left his job at The 
Ringer to move to Tulsa and write a book about the city’s historic Greenwood district, which was 
destroyed by a white mob in 1921. The book will be published by Random House in 2022.  
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Session XI 
9:00am, Saturday 

Race Relations 2020: The Conversation... 
 
This session provides concrete steps to approach conversations of race in school systems, 
corporations, and leadership boards at the highest level. Attendees will learn how to collect data 
regarding race that drive successful initiatives. Participants will also engage in activities that provide 
insight as to why good intentions could have dire consequences to people of color.  
 
 
Terry Lamar (Blackburn Advisory Board Member)  
 

 
 
Dr. Terry Lamar graduated from The University of Alabama in 2003 with a bachelor’s degree in 
Education and membership in Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. He is currently the Director of Equity 
and Educational Initiatives of Hoover City Schools. At the secondary education level, Dr. Lamar has 
experience as a physical education teacher, school counselor, and an assistant principal. He gained 
further leadership experience as an assistant principal and school principal in elementary education 
during which he obtained a doctorate from Samford University.  
 
Dr. Lamar has a passion for working with at-risk students and providing guidance to families in need. 
He is a strong advocate for empowering youth with the personalized tools they need to make wise, 
lifelong decisions. Dr. Lamar is a CLAS Certified Instructional Leader.  
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Session XII 
9:00am, Saturday 

The Resilient Leader:  
Taking Care of Yourself so You Can Take Care of Others  

 
The Resilient Leader, presented by author, speaker, and consultant, Jim Owens empowers leaders 
and teams to endure crises without sacrificing themselves or their relationships with one another. 
Combining his own experience as a risk and sales professional, as well as a bank CEO, Jim Owens 
shares far more than theories of resilience, helping leaders and their teams prepare for the "meteors 
of chance that unexpectedly land in our paths." Drawing on resources from neuroscience, 
communication theory, change management strategies, and history, the session will also address 
decision-making and risk management tactics that can help individuals and organizations limit the 
downside risk of the crises they face.  
 
 
James I. Owens, Jr. 
 

 
 
For more than thirty years, author, speaker and principal consultant Jim Owens has held leadership 
positions in national, international and community banks. He has built and led teams through 
mergers, sales, acquisitions and process improvements. As a former banker, Jim has a keen grasp of 
how a culture built on trust, understanding, strategic planning and diligent execution of plans can 
reduce turnover, improve top line revenue and lower operating costs. With the help of his team of 
associate consultants, when appropriate, he’s able to complement his own expertise with their 
assistance. Jim is the author of 40 Lessons in Leadership and the forthcoming Negotiation and 
Solution Selling for Bankers.  
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Session XIII 
9:00am, Saturday 

Leading in Uncomfortable Spaces:  
Navigating the Downsides to Being a Minority Leader  

 
Many underrepresented students, professionals, and leaders experience imposter syndrome and 
discomfort as they navigate various academic, professional, and social spheres. Those that feel 
"othered" because of their identity may struggle with finding practical ways to overcome our sense 
of alienation or inadequacy, particularly in spaces that often don't reflect the life experiences or 
diversity of the communities to which we belong. This session is designed to share perspectives and 
strategies from women of color navigating their desire to remain authentic, while surviving in spaces 
not used to their presence. 
 
Moderator: Jade Hill (Blackburn Fellow)   
 

 
Jade Hill is a graduate of The University of Alabama. During her time at UA, she majored in 
International Studies with a minor in Spanish, graduating Cum Laude with several honors, including 
being a reoccurring student on the Dean’s List. Jade was extremely involved in numerous campus and 
civic organizations during her time at UA. Allowing her passion for working with kids to come to the 
forefront, she was one of five members who spearheaded her Blackburn class project to help the 
foster care crisis in Tuscaloosa, leading to the creation of the Foster Care Informational Summit and 
the Roundtable Talk Discussion. Jade has always allowed her drive and optimistic heart to be a 
resounding voice for people who did not have voices to help themselves. As a result of this deeply 
engrained passion, she is actively pursuing a career in law, to be a force that aids marginalized 
communities who are disproportionally targeted in the criminal justice system.  
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Sehar Ezez (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
Sehar Ezez is a graduate of The University of Alabama with a Bachelor of Arts in the prelaw track, 
with majors in History and Philosophy. Sehar is a fellow of the 2013 Blackburn Class. She is currently 
pursuing a Masters in Accounting from The University of Alabama at Birmingham and working as a 
Treasury Coordinator with a residential real estate corporation in Dallas, TX. Sehar was the recipient 
of the Coca Cola first generation scholarship, and is the first in her family, South Asian Muslim 
immigrants, to graduate and pursue a professional degree. Growing up in Marengo County, the heart 
of the impoverished Black Belt Sehar’s lifelong priority is to advocate for improved socio-economic 
conditions for Alabama’s most vulnerable and often overlooked individuals.  
 
 
Akiesha Anderson (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Akiesha Anderson is a policy attorney and criminal justice lobbyist. Her work at Alabama Appleseed 
focuses on policy development, legislative advocacy, coalition building, and engaging with public 
officials. As a Montgomery-native, Akiesha received a bachelor’s degree in Sociology from Alabama 
State University. She also earned a Master’s in Public Administration from Auburn University-
Montgomery and a law degree (along with a Certificate in Government Affairs) from The University 
of Alabama. Over the years, she’s had the honor of working with several civil rights organizations, 
elected officials, a university, and a think tank: the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), National 
Center for Lesbian Rights (NCLR), the Human Rights Campaign (HRC), U.S. Congresswoman Terri A. 
Sewell (Al-07), the Montgomery County Commission, UCLA School of Law, and the Williams Institute. 
She is also a member of several service-oriented organizations including the National Lawyers Guild 
and Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc.  
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Jilisa Milton (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Jilisa grew up in Birmingham, AL. She graduated from The University of Alabama with her bachelor's 
degree in Social Work in 2012, and in 2019 became the first person at The University of Alabama to 
obtain a JD/MSW dual degree. She is currently working at Alabama Disability Advocacy Program as 
an Equal Justice Works Law Fellow. Jilisa works in the black belt on behalf of children with disabilities 
to ensure they are receiving the services they are entitled to and are receiving community-based 
services instead of being involved in the school to prison pipeline.  She is a former Fulbright Student 
and Fulbright Alumni Ambassador, and has worked at civil rights and public interest 
organizations such as Equal Justice Initiative and Center for Constitutional Rights. Jilisa is also the co-
founder of Black Lives Matter (BLM) Birmingham. Her passion issues are racial justice, economic 
development, mental health, and criminal justice reform.  
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Session XIV 
10:45am, Saturday 

Leading on Racial Equity amid Social Unrest  
 

This panel will feature leaders from the government, corporate, and non-profit sectors addressing 
issues of racial equity and social justice. Panelists will give special attention to the civic response to 
nationwide protests this summer, in the aftermath of the death of Mr. George Floyd. Additionally, 
each leader will explore the responsibilities of individuals and institutions in identifying and 
confronting injustice.  
 
 
Hon. Randall Woodfin  
 

 
 
Randall L. Woodfin was sworn in as the 30th mayor of Birmingham, Alabama on Nov. 28, 2017.  A 
native of Birmingham and graduate of Cumberland School of Law, Mayor Woodfin is an attorney and 
former president of the Birmingham Board of Education. Throughout his career, he has worked in 
various positions for the City of Birmingham, which is why he’s committed to bringing a new vision, 
a new dedication and a new energy to a city where he wants citizens to have every opportunity to 
work, play and grow to their fullest potential.  His dedication to his hometown and to others 
developed when he was 15 while working as a bagger at a supermarket in Birmingham. It was at the 
supermarket where Mayor Woodfin learned the importance of “Putting People First,” a concept he 
carried on to Morehouse College, then to law school and finally into his career.  
 
Today, that slogan is at the core of his administration. But those words are more than a slogan or 
theme. They are a strategy. They represent how Mayor Woodfin does business to bring the best out 
of and to Birmingham. In order to make Birmingham a laboratory for progress, the mayor is working 
to bring improvements to economic development, neighborhood revitalization, education/career 
opportunities for students, the city’s 99 neighborhoods and crime. He recently announced a crime-
fighting plan to put more police officers on the streets; implemented a customer service program to 
improve relations with the public and boost employee morale; increased the city’s messages through 
various media and social media platforms; and hired a team of talented people to focus on workforce 
development, small business growth and civic innovation.   
 
One part of his vision is that, by 2020, have Birmingham be seen as the destination for women and 
minorities to launch their business because they know that the city’s ecosystem is built for them to 
thrive. Birmingham is and has always been a city for builders, from steel mills to startups. Mayor 
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Woodfin is working to put Birmingham in a position to be a magnet for the next generation of 
purpose-driven builders interested in spurring innovation and catalyzing entrepreneurship and with 
the community as they soar to success.  
 
 
Rich Bielen 
 

 
 
Rich Bielen is President and Chief Executive Officer of Protective Life Corporation. He joined 
Protective Life in 1991 with responsibility for the company’s securities portfolio and became Chief 
Investment Officer and Treasurer in 2002. He became Vice Chairman and Chief Financial Officer in 
2007. In January 2016, Mr. Bielen was named President and Chief Operating Officer. On July 1, 2017, 
he became the President and Chief Executive Officer of Protective. Bielen began his career at Arthur 
Andersen and Co. in 1983 and left as a Senior Accountant in 1986. He then joined Oppenheimer & 
Co., Inc. as a sales analyst focused primarily on new product development, eventually earning the 
position of Senior Vice President. He has over 35 years of experience in the financial services 
industry. Bielen serves as Vice Chairman of the Board of Trustees for Children's of Alabama. In 
addition, Mr. Bielen serves on the boards of the Birmingham Business Alliance, Leadership 
Birmingham and United Way of Central Alabama. Mr. Bielen is a Certified Public Accountant. He 
earned a Master of Business Administration and a Bachelor of Science degree from New York 
University. 
 
  
Rev. Dr. Robert Turner (Blackburn Advisory Board Member)  

 

Rev. Dr. Robert Richard Allen Turner is a millennial who is passionate about his calling to serve this 
“present age” by speaking truth to power, and by following the Word as printed in Isaiah 61 to 
“preach good tidings to the poor…heal the brokenhearted…proclaim liberty to the captives, and the 
opening of the prison to those who are bound.” Currently, Dr. Turner is the pastor of Historic Vernon 
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A.M.E. Church, in Tulsa, Oklahoma, which has the only edifice which survived the 1921 Race Massacre 
on Greenwood. Additionally, Dr. Turner is now the Academic Dean for Jackson Theological Seminary, 
in Little Rock Arkansas. He sits on the National African American Reparations Commission, Board of 
Trustees for the American Village, the 1921 Race Massacre Centennial Commission, Tulsa Mass 
Graves Oversight Commission,  President of the Historic Greenwood Main Street District, the Board 
of Directors for the Terence Crutcher Foundation, North Tulsa Task Force, Demanding a Just Tulsa, 
and the Advisory Board of the Blackburn Institute of The University of Alabama and the chairperson 
of the board for the Turner Ministry Association 501(c)3. 

Dr. Turner has been featured on CBS’s 60 Minutes and Evening News, ABC, BBC, MSNBC (Chuck Todd, 
and Andrea Mitchell’s show) CNN, NPR Here and Now and the Euronews, Washington Post, LA Times, 
and New York Times, along with Politico, and several other national and international publications 
and news outlets. 

A cum laude graduate from the Honors Program at The University of Alabama, he majored in Political 
Science with a minor in Spanish. Rev. Turner was the first Black Chief of Staff for the Student 
Government Association at The University of Alabama and was honored as the 2004 University of 
Alabama Most Outstanding Male Student. In addition, he was featured on CNN concerning The 
University of Alabama’s Faculty Senate Apology for slavery that took place on their campus. 
Moreover, Rev. Dr. Turner helped lead a movement, which caused The University of Alabama to 
recognize the presence of two slaves, Jack and Boysie, who were buried on the college campus. 

Rev. Turner graduated with honors from the Interdenominational Theological Center’s Turner 
Seminary in Atlanta, GA, with a Masters in Divinity. He later received his Doctor of Ministry from 
United Theological Seminary in Dayton, Ohio. In his dissertation, Rev. Turner coined the phrase, 
“Prophetic Civic Engagement,” and highlighted Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as a shining example of this 
concept. He is a 1999 graduate of Alabama Boys State, a 2013 graduate of Leadership Mobile, an 
ordained clergyman, and a lifetime member of Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Inc. 

He is pastoring his sixth church thus far. The first was Waymon Chapel A.M.E. Church in Brierfield, 
Alabama where he was instrumental in putting a new roof on the church increased membership. The 
second was Ward Chapel A.M.E. Church in Selma, Alabama where he was involved in repairing the 
floor. The third was St. Paul A.M.E. Church in Mobile, Alabama where he created the St. Paul 
Community Resource Foundation along with updated the sound system, renovated sanctuary and 
educational building, acquired computers and other appliances and greatly increased the size of their 
membership and financial development. The next was St. Paul A.M.E. Church in Tuscaloosa, Alabama 
within the Taylorville community while there he has increased the land mass by half, created a youth 
choir. The fifth is St. James A.M.E. Church Birmingham, Alabama in the Avondale Community, where 
in his first year God has blessed them to develop a website, renovate the fellowship hall, began a food 
pantry and to start a children’s church. 

Turner has been married for over 14 years to fellow University of Alabama Alumna and Mississippi 
native, Shere Turner, M.B.A. They have two boys, ages 9, and 7, Robert Richard Allen Turner II 
(Deuce) and Malcolm Robert Martin Turner (Bobby). Together they founded the Turners Unlimited, 
LLC and the Turner Ministry Association 501(c)3. 
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Session XV 
10:45am, Saturday 

The Fight for the Noblest Democracy: Women's Suffrage in Alabama  
 
This 25-minute short documentary gives a very broad overview of the national women's suffrage 
movement and features those who fought for the right to vote for women in Alabama. The filmmaker, 
Jenna M. Bedsole, will discuss the creative process and answer questions about the suffrage 
movement in Alabama. 
 
 
Jenna Bedsole (Blackburn Fellow & Advisory Board Member)  
 

 
Jenna Bedsole, a shareholder in the Birmingham office, is the Practice Group Chair of the Labor & 
Employment Group. As Practice Group Chair, she is responsible for the strategic plan and initiatives 
for 68 Labor & Employment lawyers in 12 offices in seven states. She has represented employers in 
a broad range of employment matters, including the defense of cases under federal and state 
employment laws. She has successfully enforced non-compete and non-solicitation agreements and 
obtained judgments against former employees who took confidential information and trade secrets. 
With the recent increase of wage and hour law cases, she has defended employers successfully in 
both single plaintiff cases and collective actions. Ms. Bedsole conducts management and employee 
training relating to workplace issues, drafts handbooks and employment agreements, provides policy 
review, and regularly counsels employers to ensure compliance with applicable employment and 
labor laws.  
 
She produced and directed the documentary, Stand Up, Speak Out: the Nina Miglionico Story. The 
documentary premiered at the Sidewalk Film Festival and aired on PBS. She recently wrote, produced 
and directed the documentary short, The Fight for the Noblest Democracy: Women’s Suffrage in 
Alabama.  
 
She lives in Birmingham with her husband, Chess, and her two daughters, Helen and Cameron.  
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Session XVI 
10:45am, Saturday 

Student Leadership During a Time of Crisis  
 
During times of crisis, leadership is often assumed by those with the wisdom to draw upon previous 
experiences or thrust upon those with the potential to lea and the passion to call for change. But 
where the crises involve a campus community, there is an uneven power dynamic between students 
and institutions--the student population's collective knowledge undergoes periodic resets with 
turnover while institutional knowledge stretches back much longer and with fewer interruptions. So 
how can and should leaders leverage both to effect positive and impactful change? In this session, 
panelists will share experiences and engage in discussion with attendees around leadership 
challenges, sources of strength, and ways student leadership can and should be carried forward into 
one's professional and personal life after college.  
 
 
Victor Luckerson (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Victor Luckerson is 2011 Blackburn Fellow and 2012 graduate of The University of Alabama, where 
he studied journalism and history. At UA, Victor was the editor-in-chief of The Crimson White for two 
years, leading the news organization’s coverage of the April 2011 EF-4 tornado. He also founded a 
digital news outlet called Changing Tides as a freshman. At both outlets Victor led coverage critiquing 
the University’s racist history and the ways that history persisted into the present day, from the 
prevalence of Confederate monuments on campus to the segregated Greek system. After graduating 
Victor joined Time magazine as a business and technology reporter, and later continued similar 
coverage at The Ringer in 2016. However, his passion always remained in exploring how race shapes 
our framing and understanding of history. In 2019 he left his job at The Ringer to move to Tulsa and 
write a book about the city’s historic Greenwood district, which was destroyed by a white mob in 
1921. The book will be published by Random House in 2022.  
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Amanda Bennett (Blackburn Fellow)   
 

 
Amanda Bennett, an Atlanta native, earned a Bachelor's degree in English and African American 
Studies from The University of Alabama in 2016. As a fellow of the 2016 Blackburn class, Amanda 
worked as a lead organizer of the student activist group We Are Done, which released a list of 
demands concerning the campus's rape culture, rampant racial discrimination and islamophobia, and 
marginalization of LGBTQ+ students and faculty. The We Are Done movement presented a list of 
demands to the administration, which led to the opening of a Multicultural Center on campus, a DEI 
office, and more.  
 
 
Phillips Thomas Hornbuckle (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Phillips Thomas Hornbuckle, J.D. (she/her/hers) is a native of Anniston, Alabama and obtained 
both her Bachelor’s degree in international studies and her Juris Doctor at UA School of Law in 2009 
and 2012, respectively. A 2007 Fellow, she used her time in both programs to engage with peers and 
professionals on multifaceted and challenging state, regional, and national issues. Phillips’ passion 
for investing in people led to a career shift from law into student affairs. Phillips is currently the 
Director of the Office of Intercultural Student Life & Global Programming at York College of 
Pennsylvania in York, PA. Her department provides diversity and inclusion programming and 
international student support, and runs the York Cares Food Pantry, which supports students 
experiencing basic needs insecurity. She also supervises the Office of Spiritual Life and the Doris and 
Bernard Gordon Center for Jewish Student Life. She is the project director for state and federal grants 
that support campus-wide efforts to combat sexual violence and leads her campus’ committee 
focused on increasing voter engagement and turnout through the PA ALL IN Democracy Challenge 
and NASPA Voter Friendly Campus initiatives.   
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Sean Hudson (Blackburn Fellow)   

 
Sean Hudson (he/him/his) is native of Bessemer, Alabama and a 2012 Blackburn Fellow. He earned 
his Bachelor of Social Work with a minor in evaluation psychology at UA in 2012 and his Master of 
Arts in Social Service Policy and Research from the University of Chicago (UChicago) in 2014. During 
his time at UA and as a Blackburn Fellow, Sean advocated for more robust supports for current and 
foster youth entering postsecondary education. He also strongly advocated for strong equity-
conscious policies and supports for Black and LBTQ+ students. For this work, Sean received the 
Realizing the Dream Horizon award in 2011. Sean now lives in Chicago, Illinois and is currently the 
Director of Research and Strategic Planning at Harry S Truman College, one of the City Colleges of 
Chicago, where he oversees the research, evaluation, and strategic support for the college. He is also 
a part-time Lecturer at the UChicago–School of Service Administration, where he teaches a research 
course on using data for management, strategic planning, and policy analysis. During his spare time, 
Sean volunteers as a Coach for One Million Degrees, an organization focusing on improving academic 
outcomes of low-income, minority students. As a Coach, he works exclusively with LGBTQ+ youth 
attending community colleges in the Chicagoland area. He also volunteers at Brave Space Alliance, 
the first Black-led, Trans-led LGBTQ Center located in the South Side of Chicago.  
 
 
Greg Foster (Blackburn Fellow)  

 
Greg Foster was raised in Tuscaloosa County, Alabama. He attended The University of Alabama, 
majoring in International Finance with a minor in Spanish (Bachelor of Science -1995), and he was a 
member of the first Blackburn Institute student class (1994). After his undergraduate education, he 
attended the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, where he received a 
Master in Public Policy (M.P.P.) with a focus on International Trade and Financial Policy. After 
graduate school, he went to work in Latin America for a large Fortune 500 company, developing 
markets in Mexico, Central America, the Northern part of South America (Colombia, Venezuela and 
Ecuador), and the Caribbean. Greg has visited four of seven of the world's continents, and he speaks 
Spanish with a southern accent. In the 2002 election cycle, Greg was a candidate in the Democratic 
primary for State Treasurer for the State of Alabama. In 2004-2007, Greg attended The University of 
Alabama School of law, where he received a Juris Doctorate (J.D.) Since graduation, Greg has practiced 
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law for more than 12 years, which he has dedicated to representing individuals (and/or their 
entities) that were harmed due to the acts or omissions of another and were personally injured, 
experienced the death of a loved one, or had property damage or financial harm. Greg lives in 
Birmingham with his wife and his daughter, who starts the 10th grade this year, if COVID-19 does 
not foil the fall term.  
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Session XVII 
10:45am, Saturday 

Lessons Learned about Public Health Communication during a 
Pandemic from Front Line Healthcare Workers 

 
There is a tremendous amount of information shared during a pandemic. Often, the signals are 
crossed, and misinterpretation of messaging occurs. This is a public health failure and leads to 
disastrous consequences. Unfortunately, miscommunication and fake news was rampant during the 
pandemic. As health care providers who directly cared for patients during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we will share our experiences and highlight the importance of clear and direct communication to the 
public. We have a diverse set of experiences as nurses, medical students, and physicians working in 
various clinical settings from federally qualified health centers, intensive care units, primary care 
clinics, and academic medical centers.  
 
 
Dr. Koushik Kasanagottu (Blackburn Fellow)  
 

 
Dr. Koushik Kasanagottu was pinned as Blackburn fellow in 2014 after graduating UA with a 
Bachelor of Science. He attended medical school at University of Alabama School of Medicine and is 
currently training at Johns Hopkins Bayview in Internal Medicine. His interests have focused on 
implementation science, specifically how to translate public health research into policy. He has 
worked as a health policy fellow in the Maryland Senate on legislation regarding COVID-19, 
community health workers, and direct primary care. Dr. Kasanagottu also was the founder of 
Alabama Diabetes Education Team, a non-profit organization that provides health education sessions 
in rural and underserved communities in Alabama to promote healthier lifestyle changes. To 
recognize his work, he has received the Leadership and Community Service Award from UAB School 
of Medicine, one of three premier awards given to a graduating senior. During the pandemic, he 
worked on the front lines taking care of patients with COVID-19 in Baltimore, Maryland. He has 
written and was featured in USA Today, CNN, Huffington Post, TIME, Fox5 DC and others about public 
health messaging and prevention of infectious diseases.  
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Matthew Kiszla (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
 
Matthew Kiszla, having joined the Blackburn Institute in 2018 and been pinned as a Fellow in 2020, 
is a recent graduate of UA. He is currently pursuing a dual MD/MPH degree from The University of 
Alabama at Birmingham with concentrations in primary care and health policy. Working throughout 
the American COVID-19 epidemic for UAB in Mobile, he has experienced how Alabama's largest 
medical systems have addressed the crisis and how local governments have interacted with those 
efforts. Matthew is pursuing a career in helping to shape the state's health care policies.  
 
 
Dr. Cathy Skinner (Blackburn Fellow) 
 

 
Dr. Catherine Avery Skinner, MD is an Associate Professor of Family Medicine at the College of 
Community Health Sciences at The University of Alabama. Dr. Skinner received her undergraduate 
degree in Biology at The University of Alabama where she was honored to be in the inaugural class 
of Blackburn Fellows. After graduating from The University of Alabama School of Medicine, she 
completed the Tuscaloosa Family Practice Residency Program where she served as chief resident. 
Following residency, Dr. Skinner completed an Obstetrics Fellowship in Austin, Texas and then 
practiced in rural Pickens County, Alabama for 10 years offering full-spectrum family medicine, 
including obstetrical care. In 2014, she returned to UA to follow her passion of teaching medical 
students and residents full time. Dr. Skinner is double board certified in Family Medicine and Family 
Medicine Obstetrics. She is active on the Board of Certification for Family Medicine Obstetrics where 
she serves as Vice-Chairman. Dr. Skinner also serves as Chairman of the Regional Perinatal Advisory 
Council and is active on the Alabama Maternal Mortality Review Committee. In addition, she serves 
as the Director of the Obstetrics Fellowship at UA and actively teaches medical students and 
residents. Dr. Skinner is currently enrolled in Harvard University’s Principles and Practice of Clinical 
Trials which is a collaborative distance-learning program examining clinical research. Colleagues 
from 20 different countries examine recent clinical trials regarding COVID-19 weekly. Additionally, 
she was recently appointed the CCHS COVID-19 Liaison to the UA College of Engineering.   
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Session XVIII 
10:45am, Saturday 

The Tuscaloosa Civil Rights History and Reconciliation Foundation  
 
Where does the mistrust of police come from? How can we link history to its legacies of today? How 
do leaders challenge civil rights history silence? Several factors helped shape the TCRHRF: The 
formation of the Tuscaloosa Civil Rights Task Force (now Foundation), creation of the Civil Rights 
History Trail, involvement of Tuscaloosa civil rights foot soldiers and enabling the concept of racial 
reconciliation. Taken together they offer the necessary ingredients for discussion of pro-active, 
sustainable leadership and fellowship in this "Contemporary Time of Crisis". Co-presenters will be 
the Co-leadership of the TCRHRF: Mr. Tim Lewis and Dr. Scott Bridges and Tuscaloosa foot soldier 
Mr. Danny Steele.  
 
 
Dr. Scott Bridges  
 

 
Dr. Scott Bridges, Professor Emeritus, University of Alabama. Former Director of the Creative 
Campus, and Founder of the annual "Realizing the Dream" tribute to Dr. King (1990). Presently serves 
as Co-President of the Tuscaloosa Civil Rights History and Reconciliation Foundation. Arts and Civil 
Rights Advocate since forever. Professional musician, with membership in The U. S. Army Band 
(Pershing's Own), The Wolf Trap-Kennedy Center, New Jersey, North Carolina and Tuscaloosa 
Orchestras, and solo appearances with Birmingham S. O. and in China, Korea, Japan, France, Italy, and 
Ecuador. Served as Chairman of the Northport Planning and Zoning Board, Tuscaloosa Library and 
Tuscaloosa "Culture Builds" Planning Committee. Son: Andrew (Wildlife Biologist), Son, Michael 
(artist, potter) Wife Mary Jo (horticulturalist) Favorite past times Tennis and collecting African Mask  
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Tim Lewis  
 

 
A great connector of potential, resources and technology, Tim Lewis' storied business career began 
in 1987.Originally the only employee of the appropriately named T.A. Lewis and Associates, today 
"the really good engineer who can talk" is now President of TALA Professional Services, an 
international innovation and technology firm with a global clientele. Tim’s combination of capitalistic 
and altruistic values has made him a much sought after speaker, trainer and advisor in a variety of 
sectors. Distinguished honors he has received include the Blue-Chip Enterprise Initiative Award, 
Small Business Person of the Year, and Minority Business Leadership Award. Additionally, Tim 
currently serves as Co-Chair of the Tuscaloosa Civil Rights History and Reconciliation Foundation, 
Chief Innovation Officer of the Equal Justice Initiative, Chief Experience Officer of The Gateway and 
on the boards of Junior Achievement, UAB Health System, UA Health Services Foundation, 
Birmingham Business Alliance, and Lawson State Community College Foundation. Member of the 
Circle of Love Fellowship married to Phyllis Lewis and has a daughter Courtney, grandson Jaxon, and 
son-in-law Zach. 
 
 
Danny Steele 
 

 
Danny R. Steele was born in 1949 to the late Charlie and Eleanor Steele in Tuscaloosa, AL.  He is a 
1967 graduate of the mighty Druid Dragons of Druid High School.  He received his Bachelor of Science 
Degree in Sociology from Mississippi Valley State University in Itta Bena, MS, in 1971In 1972 he 
graduated from the National Executive Institute in Mendham, NJ.  In 1984 graduated from Jefferson 
State Community College of Birmingham, AL, where he earned an Associate Degree in Funeral Service 
Education.  He presently holds the title of National License Funeral Director and Embalmer and is a 
former Eye Enucleation Technician of the Alabama Eye Bank.    
 
He is currently a member of Bailey Tabernacle Christian Methodist Episcopal Church in Tuscaloosa, 
AL, where he serves as the Adult Sunday School Superintendent and the worship service greeter.  Mr. 
Steele is a former District Executive of the Detroit Area Council Boy Scouts of America in Detroit, MI, 
where he lived for eight years and a former board member of the Arts Council of Tuscaloosa, AL.  He 
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was appointed to the Alabama Board of Funeral Services by former Governor Jim Folsom and 
reappointed by former Governor Fob James and served as a former Board of Directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce of West Alabama. He served as a former chairman of Maude L. Whatley Health Center 
and is currently Chairman of McDonald Hughes Community Center and a former member of the 
Downtown Redevelopment Committee of Tuscaloosa.   
 
Mr. Steele hosts a 30-minute radio program on two gospel stations every Sunday morning where he 
touches the lives of listening audiences with gospel music, funeral announcements, pre-need 
information, Black Biblical Heritage and community church   announcements.  He is a foot soldier and 
participant in the Civil Rights Movement in Tuscaloosa, including Bloody Tuesday, June 9, 1964.  He 
was the Chairman of Alabama Mississippi Blues Production/Festival; Chairman of Knight Sound 
Production; and Chairman of Steele/Range Group.   
 
He is a member of AFDMA (Alabama Funeral Directors & Mortician Association, Inc.), NFDMA 
(National Funeral Directors & Mortician Association, Inc.) and a member of Kappa Alpha Psi 
Fraternity.  He has received several awards and certificates for his outstanding service to the 
community. Steele is the co-owner of Van Hoose and Steele Funeral Home, Inc.  Van Hoose and Steele 
Funeral Home have been in business since 1923 and is the oldest African American business in 
Tuscaloosa, AL.   
 
He and his lovely wife Regina are the proud parents of two beautiful daughters; Danielle Steele 
Williams (Keith) in Tuscaloosa, AL, and Stephanie Steele Wheeler (Rodney) in Douglasville, GA.  We 
have four precious grandchildren; Kennadi Elise, Kendall Mekhi, Ty Logan and Sage Demi.  For 
relaxation he enjoys spending time with his grandchildren; watching sports; training dogs; and 
listening to music. 
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