
Harris Search Associates hosts the second “Think Tank” on  
Women of Color in Academic Engineering & Presents the Harriet Tubman Award

Inspired by the courage of Harriet 
Tubman – “Don’t ever stop. Keep going.” 
– and the achievements of African-
American and other women of color
professors of engineering, Harris Search
Associates is honored to host a
reconvening of the 2017 “Think Tank” to
build on the success of these women and
to sponsor the Tubman Award for
Advancing Women of Color in Academic
Engineering.

Held in conjunction with the annual 
meeting of the American Society for 
Engineering Education (ASEE), both the 
Think Tank and the award presentation 
will take place in the Deer Valley meeting 
room of the Marriott City Center, 220 
South State Street, Salt Lake City on 
Sunday evening, June 24, 7:00-9:00 pm.

Dr. Pamela McCauley from the National 
Science Foundation was the spark for the 
idea of a “think tank” and will again serve 
as moderator. Harris’ JoAnn Fax will 
chronicle the discussion so that nothing is 
lost from the discussion that takes place. 
At the same time and in keeping with the 
protocol of the 2017 session, nothing said 
will be attributed to a specific individual.

The Think Tank will open with a welcome 
and then move to presentation of the 
Harriet Tubman award. The award 
recipient will be asked to launch 
discussion by sharing with the group the 
persons and factors that enabled her to 
succeed in an academic field in which less 
than 1 percent of the 27,000 engineering 
faculty are full professors who are African-
American women.

From there, the Think Tank becomes an 
open discussion moderated by Pam 
McCauley in which women of color 
address these critical questions:

1. Which of the success factors presented
and discussed are likely the more potent
and systemic ones for advancing African-
American and other women of color in
academic engineering?

2. Which of those factors can be
“translated” and designed as services to
aspiring women of color?

3. Are there existing services that
approximate those described in 2), what
are their sources, or what resources would
be required to create and offer those
services?

Invitees to this year’s Think Tank are first 
and foremost the African-American 
female professors of engineering, women 
whose success attests to their diligence 
and persistence. Their achievements serve 
to confirm that advancement, while often 
extraordinarily difficult and demanding, 
can be made. And these remarkable 
women are also in a position to consider 
and be considered for leadership posts 
within universities, their current one or 
another. From such posts, these women 
can exert still more influence.

Invitees include the members of ASEE’s 
several efforts to advance women and 
diversity in engineering education. They 
have given much and can enrich the 
Think Tank discussion.

More than 260 deans of engineering – 
virtually all are signatories to ASEE’s 
diversity pledge - are invited to the Think 
Tank and asked to identify faculty and 
doctoral students who might benefit from 
attending the Think Tank.

Finally, we heard from some of you 
concerning persons you felt had much to 
contribute to the discussion and we 
extended invitations to them.

Harris Search Associates, an IIC Partners member firm, is a leading 
global executive search and board advisory consulting firm.  Our 
practice is focused on identifying and attracting leaders to support 
the growth of clients in the areas of research, science, engineering, 
academic medicine and commercial enterprises. Clients include the 
foremost universities, research parks, institutes, academic medical 
centers and commercial organizations driving global innovation 
and discovery. 



Some of the costs of the 2017 Think Tank 
were supported by a grant from NSF for 
which we are grateful. Moreover, staff at 
the Foundation asked us to submit a 
proposal to ADVANCE with which to 
build on the intelligence coming out of 
the discussion. We did so. While we have 
not had official word, we do not 
anticipate being awarded a grant in this 
round of funding. 

However, and, again, informally, we have 
been asked to revise and resubmit a 
proposal with which to implement the 
ideas and designs coming out of the 2017 
and this year’s Thank Tanks. We intend 
to do so and are pleased to have Dr. Talea 
Mayo, Assistant Professor of Civil, 
Environmental and Construction 
Engineering at the University of Central 
Florida, serve as PI on the revised 
proposal which she and Rick Skinner, 
senior consultant for Harris, will develop 
based on what we hear and learn from 
your discussions. 

Dr. Skinner will continue to serve as 
“communicator” to all parties involved in 
the Think Tanks. The contribution of as 
much as one third of his time to this 
undertaking reflects the commitment of 
Harris Search Associates to advancing 
diversity as means to strengthen academia, 
a commitment also attested to by our 
having placed women and persons of color 
in more than a third of nearly 900 searches 
carried out over the firm’s 20 +years. 

There is much work to be done. The 
barriers men and women of color 
encounter in their chosen professions 
remain formidable and it would be 
understandable for many to throw up 
their hands and give up their ambitions. 
Data tell us that is not an infrequent 
action.

But the women who make up the core 
element of the Think Tank tell us that 
success in academic engineering can be 
achieved. It is neither easy nor for the faint 
of heart. But the stories of these women 
can also guide us in designing a network 
of support that will make success for 
others less daunting.

If persons you know are interested in learning 
more about the Think Tank, please have them 
contact:

Dr.  Richard Skinner, Senior Consultant

Email:thinktank2018@harrisandassociates.com
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