
in tuition,” Johnson says. “This year is 
financially difficult for my family with my 
mother  deciding to finish her degree. This 
scholarship helps me out tremendously.”

Jason Kirksey, OSU’s associate vice 
president for institutional diversity, sees 
the importance of gifts like Emerson’s.

“I think this scholarship gives us 
further opportunity to attract some of 
the best and brightest diversity students 
to OSU,” he says. “This particular award 
enabled us to attract a student we other-
wise wouldn’t have been able to. These 
types of awards are certainly incredibly 
valuable to the institution, enhancing the 
quality of students in terms of our mission 
within the division.”

Since her time at OSU, Emerson has 
developed a passion for diversity  through 
mentoring at-risk high-school students for 
a handful of local Baltimore corporations. 
As coordinator of the mentoring program, 
she helps students development profes-
sional and life skills. 

“At the time, Baltimore had a high 
school dropout rate of more than 50 
percent. The goal for these students was 
graduating from high school,” she says. “If 
they don’t graduate high school, they are 
less likely to get a job and more likely to 
need social services. Many times if they’re 
not able to have their basic needs served 
by these programs, they may turn to 
crime, ultimately creating a terrible cycle. 
Stopping that cycle early is our intent.”  

Many of her students remain in 
contact through college as well. They look 
to Emerson for assurance and advice on 
financial aid and other obstacles associ-
ated with college. She is ecstatic about 
one of her students who graduated from 
college cum laude and is attending his first 
year of law school at Tulsa University. 

Emerson is a vice president of 
Constellation Energy in Baltimore. She 
received her MBA from The University of 
Chicago Booth School of Business. She 
is a member of the Knowledge is Power 
Program (KIPP) Baltimore Board of 
Directors, which oversee the operations of 
two successful Baltimore charter schools. 
She is also a Trustee of the Arts Education 
in Maryland Schools Alliance and on the 
executive committee for the United Way 
of Central Maryland Women’s Leadership 
Council. 

Emerson says she was very fortunate 
to have her grandmother, Maxine Weber 
(’86 education administration alumna), 
as a mentor who taught her that through 
education anything can be accomplished. 

“Education provides a brighter future. 
Many students don’t have the vision of 
the importance of an education because 
no one in their family or community has 
graduated from college,” Emerson says.  

Because one of her goals is to provide 
quality education to our youth, she supports 
and encourages others to get involved.

“Government aid isn’t going up with 
the cost of tuition rising. There simply 
isn’t enough out there to be offered,” 
Emerson says. “Students today need 
private aid. More people need to give to 
students and realize how beneficial giving 
any amount can be for a student’s future.”

OSU embraces the value of diversity to 
provide students with the best educational 
experience possible.

“We are committed to helping the 
university maintain and cultivate an envi-
ronment that is socially, culturally and 
globally competent. We strive to broaden 
the role of diversity on campus in terms 
of really promoting and celebrating differ-
ence and recognizing contributions that 
all individuals bring to the university,” 
Kirksey says.

BRITTANIE DOUGLAS
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If you encourage 
more people with 
different ethnic 
backgrounds to  

come to campus, 
this leads to a more 
diverse student body 

where everyone  
feels welcome.”  

— Deb Emerson

Diversity is increasingly empha-
sized on college campuses 
across the country because it 
enhances social development, 

expands worldliness and prepares students 
for work in a global society. 

Deb Emerson, who was named one 
of Maryland’s top 100 women by the 
Maryland Daily Record in 2011, due to 
her professional achievement and commit-
ment to community leadership, supports 
attempts to diversify OSU’s campus 
through a scholarship fund.

Emerson, a native of Alva, Okla., says 
she wasn’t exposed to the value of diver-
sity until living in Baltimore for 10 years.   

“It wasn’t until I lived in a very diverse 
city that I was aware that we should all be 
enlightened on the importance diversity 
brings to our working and community 
environment,” says Emerson, ’93 political 
science. “I think people are more comfort-
able if they are around other people who 
are like them. If you encourage more people 
with different ethnic backgrounds to come 
to campus, this leads to a more diverse 
student body where everyone feels welcome.”

She established the Emerson Endowed 
Scholarship as an award for inner-city 
students with significant financial need. 
Her goal is to increase diversity on 
campus by supporting and encourag-
ing students from an inner-city school 
in Oklahoma to attend OSU. Emerson 
provides more than financial support. She 
also meets with her scholar recipients 
when she returns to Stillwater for sporting 
events. Emerson, an avid OSU sports fan, 
has not missed a Cowboy home football 
game in years. 

Her gift qualified for the Pickens Legacy 
Scholarship Match, which will increase 
the total impact of her gift to $126,312. 
Eventually, it will produce more than 
$6,000 in annual scholarships. The first 
recipient is Danica Johnson of Oklahoma 
City, a sophomore studying nutritional 
sciences with an allied health option.

 Johnson’s mother, inspired by her 
daughter’s educational achievement, has 
decided to return to school and pursue a 
degree in accounting. 

 “This scholarship is important for 
my future because it helps me pay for the 
costs of college, especially with the raise 
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