
Women In POWER

Consider this classic riddle: A father and 
his son are in a car accident. The father 
is killed and the son is seriously injured. 
When the son is rushed to the nearest 
hospital, the surgeon says, “I can’t 
operate, because this boy is my son.”

Lessons in leadership for 
FSU’s future alumnae

Stumped by the identity of the 
surgeon? So were the majority of 
respondents in a recent Boston 
University study, in which 86 percent 
never considered that the surgeon 
could in fact be the boy’s mother.
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This brainteaser reveals that gender biases remain 
deeply rooted. No wonder, then, that for women, 
the glass ceiling is still in place. In the U.S., fewer 
than 5 percent of  Fortune 500 CEOs are female, 
and women make up only about 15 percent of  op-
ed departments, corporate boards and Congress 
— even though they hold half  of  professional 
positions, outnumber men on college campuses 
and earn more business degrees.1

If  the current pace of  progress continues, men 
and women won’t have equality in the workplace 
until 2095, according to the World Economic 
Forum — which, for perspective, is roughly 
around the time nanotechnology might make it 
possible for humans to take an elevator into space.

FSU WOMEN TAKE THE LEAD
For the past three years, Florida State University’s 
Women’s Leadership Institute (WLI) has given 
future alumnae an intensive primer on how to leap 
over this gender gap. The three-day event 
connects 49 undergraduate women with 
female FSU faculty, staff  and alumnae 
to unravel subtle but powerful gender 
stereotypes that can keep women out 
of  leadership roles and question their 
capacity to lead.

“As women, we need to be educated 
on the gender biases we’re sure to face, 
not to fear them, but to challenge them 
and to rise above,” says 2014 program 
participant Brianna Watts, an FSU 
senior, Student Government Association 
member and CARE student majoring in 
social sciences. “After being part of  WLI, I now see 
gender bias as a motivator to prove society wrong 
about what women can or cannot do.”

Women have always played a vital role at FSU, 
which was the Florida State College for Women 
for 42 years and at one point the third-largest 
women’s university in the country. In recent years, 
that legacy of  empowering women has been taken 
to a higher level.

Seven years ago, Women for Florida State 
University (W4FSU) was formed to engage 
alumnae who have a passion for FSU, to educate 
women on different ways of  investing in the 
university and to celebrate women who are 
mentors and role models.

Looking to make a transformative impact on the 
female student population, W4FSU approached 
Laura Osteen, director of  the Center for Leadership 
and Social Change at FSU. She immediately zeroed 
in on a Women’s Leadership Institute as a perfect 
complement to the center’s other programs 
that foster leadership, identity development and 
community engagement in students.

“We still live in a 
world that throws 
up barriers to 
women who 
lead or try to 
effect change,” 
Osteen says 
about developing 
WLI, which was 
recently honored 
as a program 
of  excellence 
by the National 

Association of  
Student Affairs. “We don’t want this fact to 
discourage our future alumnae, but we also don’t 
want them to trip up on it.”
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To address the tough challenges of  leading as a 
woman, the center, in partnership with W4FSU, 
created a curriculum of  speakers, discussions and 
small-group exercises that explore frameworks of  
leadership, reflect on how women are taught to 
be women and look at the strategies of  successful 
female leaders.

LEARNING FROM ALUMNAE
At the third annual WLI, which took place in early 
October in Dodd Hall, one such role model was 
Sophia Danvers (B.A. ’97, M.S. ’99). She delivered 
the keynote address on her experience at Cisco 
Systems, where she leads a global marketing team 
for cloud computing as manager of  integrated 
marketing and communications.

She credits her success as 
a six-time All-American on 
the FSU track team with 
helping her jump over barriers 
blocking her career ambitions. 
“Being an athlete, I learned 
to push myself  through 
things that are uncomfortable 
because I want that end goal,” 
says Danvers.

With her bachelor’s degree 
in creative writing and 
communication, and her master’s degree in 
marketing/sports administration, Danvers says 
that she initially struggled to find her footing in 
the high-tech world of  computer engineering. 
“I wasted a lot of  time feeling inadequate, 
even apologizing in meetings for my lack of  a 
technology background,” she says.

“It took me a while to reconcile 
that my diversity in thought and 
perspective had just as much 
value, that excelling in business 
was not about conformity and 
fitting in. I started excelling once 
I began celebrating the things 
that make me unique. For so 
long, I was afraid of  coming 
across as that black girl writer 
who was a jock.”

For WLI, Danvers and other 
alumnae are a rich resource of  women who are 
leading in their personal and professional lives.

CLEARING THE CEILING
The success of  women 
such as Danvers is all the 
more inspiring when you 
consider the dynamic 
outlined in “The Double-
Bind Dilemma for Women 
in Leadership: Damned If  
You Do, Doomed If  You 
Don’t,” a study referenced in 
WLI discussions to illustrate 
the depth of  the gender gap. 
In the report, researchers 

at Catalyst, a nonprofit 
advisory organization, found that not only is 
women’s leadership talent often underestimated 
and underutilized, but when women do become 
leaders, they are often judged by higher standards 
for lower rewards. They are also seen as competent 
or likable, but rarely both.

2014 WLI participant 
Megan Miller, a junior 
and Student Alumni 
Association member 
studying editing and 
writing, says the program 
portrayed a compelling 
picture of  the forces 
that can affect women’s 
leadership potential. 
“We looked at the role 
of  women in society as 
conditioned through toys, 

represented in movies and 
how female politicians are more heavily scrutinized 
than their male counterparts,” she says.

LEADERSHIP
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Over the three days, the group of  49 undergraduates 
is broken down into groups of  seven to take issues 
deeper. “We mapped a diagram of  adjectives that 
showed that those used for men — ‘decisive,’ 
‘strong,’ etc. — are often the same adjectives used 
to describe an effective leader,” recalls Miller, who 
was so inspired by the program she served on the 
planning committee for this year’s institute.

In addition to exploring the 
restrictions of  gender bias, these 
small-group exercises also reveal new 
frameworks such as the Emotionally 
Intelligent Leadership model, in 
which leadership is a learnable skill 
based on developing healthy and 
effective relationships.

Marcy P. Driscoll, dean of  FSU’s 
College of  Education, says she was 
honored to participate in WLI last 
year and facilitate these discussions. 
“As someone who’s done well in my 
career, I consider it a responsibility to support 
other women and to help future alumnae be the 
best they can be. It was so amazing to see the 
depth of  conversation that these 18- to 22-year-
olds are willing to engage in,” she says. “It was 
intense, and I think it made a lasting mark.”

It’s not just the undergraduates who are benefiting. 
Jenay Sermon (M.S. ’08, M.S. ’09), an FSU doctoral 
student in instructional systems and learning 
technologies, was a small-group facilitator this year 
and called the event “transformative.”

“WLI made me reflect on my own life experience 
and realize that some of  the self-doubt I had 
internalized may have been the result of  an 
external bias,” says Sermon, whose graduate 
research focuses on goal setting and self-regulation 
in first-generation college students.

Over the years, women at all stages of  their 
careers have benefited from WLI’s open dialogue, 
heightened awareness of  gender bias and emphasis 
on leadership skills. But it’s the 49 undergraduates 

each year, future 
Seminole alumnae, 
who are poised to 
gain the most from 
establishing their 
intentions in 
their formative 
academic years.

“At WLI,” says 
Sermon, “they can 
look at their future 
selves and understand 
who they would like to 

be, not just this semester 
but throughout their college years and into their 
careers.” She hopes this year’s young women left 
with the confidence to “honor their own truths, 
and be bold and assertive when you know you’re 
right and believe things can be done better.” 
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