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Brittany Watson, second left, and Dr. Deborah Williamson, third left, 
the 2014 Earl B. Higgins Achievement in Diversity Award recipients 
join Deborah Higgins, far left, and Marsha Higgins, sisters of Dr. Earl 
B. Higgins who helped present the awards to the recipients.

photos by Anne Thompson, Digital Imaging

Community nurse advocate, student leader honored

It’s not just what they do promoting diversity in the MUSC community and the 
Charleston area — it’s who they are. Described by colleagues as passionate and 

zealous, the two newest recipients of the Earl B. Higgins Achievement in Diversity 
Award, embody the very qualities Higgins himself shared with the world.

Deborah Williamson, DHA, RN and Brittany Watson, a second–year student in 
the College of Medicine’s class of 2016, were honored at the 19th Annual Earl B. 
Higgins Achievement in Diversity Award presentation and reception Wednesday, 
April 2 at the Wickliffe House. Higgins’ two sisters, Deborah and Marsha, as well as 
MUSC faculty, staff and students attended the event to recognize and celebrate the 
two recipients. 

The late Dr. Earl B. Higgins was the director of Affirmative Action and Minority 
Affairs at MUSC for four years until his passing in 1992. Known for paying special 
attention to recruitment, retention and enrichment programs that increased 
representation of minority students at MUSC, Higgins also worked tirelessly to 
recruit minority faculty members and ensure equal opportunities for all employees. 
He served as a mediator in race relations and gender issues; seized opportunities to 
promote a harmonious learning and work environment; and built bridges between 
the university and the community.

Deborah Higgins spoke about her brother’s devotion to diversity.
“My brother was a true warrior for diversity and he believed that everyone had 

something important to offer, that the community was a better place when we 
brought everyone together,” she said. 

She also complimented the character of the award recipients: “There are some 
people who have knowledge or skills or compassion and then there are people who 
have all three. These two women we are honoring today have all three and are doing 
things that make the community better.” 

Williamson, this year’s faculty recipient, is the associate dean for practice in 
the College of Nursing. In 2005, she established the Hispanic Health Initiative, a 
program within the CON that addresses communication, cultural effectiveness and 
health equity through student participation in community activities. Under her 
leadership, the HHI procured resources from federal, state and private sectors to 
increase access to primary care services for unfunded Latinos, promote health literacy 
and provide health care resource navigation.

The Hispanic Health Initiative Scholars, the CON honors program associated with 
the HHI, is in its eighth year and continues to be very popular among students, with 
more applicants than spaces available. As a result of Williamson’s efforts, and those 
of others in the CON, minority student enrollment in the accelerated BSN (Bachelor 

of Science in Nursing) program has increased from 10 percent in 2007 to 23 percent 
in 2013.

As she accepted her award, Williamson recognized she couldn’t have done it alone.
“As I look around and see all of the familiar faces, folks I’ve worked with over 

the years, I’m reminded that it takes all of us, all of us continuing to work toward 
improving diversity within our community because we all know that life is much 
richer and much more meaningful when we share with each other and work to 
improve the health and well-being of everyone in our community,” she said.

As the ceremony drew to a close, Willette Burnham, Ph.D., director of the Office 
of Student Diversity, echoed Williamson’s sentiments.

“We can’t do this work alone. Each and every one of us makes a difference. None 
of us alone is accountable for changing the climate on this campus. We each have a 
responsibility,” she said.

Watson was recognized for her work with the MUSC’s CARES Clinic, a no-cost 
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    27th Annual Update in Psychiatry: Clinical Brain Stimulation

June 5–7, 2014
Francis Marion Hotel

387 King Street, Charleston, SC 

This year’s event will focus on clinical applications of the four brain stimulation 
methods currently approved by the FDA. Topics include brain stimulation 
methods for treating anxiety disorders, neurobiology of depression, brain 
stimulation methods for treating epilepsy, therapies for stroke and rehabilitation 
and more.

Sponsored by the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences. Contact Caitlin Norfleet, 792-0175 
or visit http://www.musc.edu/psychevents to register.
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Health
at work
Susan Johnson

The April is Fitness 
Month at MUSC and 
the Office of Health 
Promotion and the 
Wellness Center are 
teaming up to make it 
easy and fun to get fit at 
work. When employees 
are healthy, fit and 
active throughout the 
day, they are less likely 
to stay home due to 
illness and are more 
likely to increase their 
productivity due to having higher 
energy levels. Regular physical 
activity can also help reduce stress, 
improve moral and decrease employee 
turnover. Throughout April, 
employees and students will have 
many opportunities to engage in 
physical activity, exercise and learn 
about the benefits of physical fitness. 
Participants may also win prizes for 
participating in the Monthly Mindful 
Challenge. Sign up today and get fit 
with MUSC.

Wellness Events
q April Monthly Mindful Challenge 
— Focus on Fitness: Try a new exercise 
or workout this month. Look for 
opportunities to expand fitness horizons 
with demos and classes, as well as a Free 
Day at the Wellness Center on April 16. 
Employees who choose to participate in 
the challenge will be eligible for prizes 
by completing a short survey at the 
beginning and end of the month. One 
employee will be featured each month 
in our “spotlight on wellness” feature 
in the Catalyst. To begin, take the first 
April Monthly Mindful Challenge 
survey at https://redcap.musc.edu/
surveys/?s=KqAMYfXGdd. Final survey 
will be sent via email at the end of the 
month to those who take the first survey. 
q MUSC Employee Fitness Series: Free 
Fitness Xpress class, 4:15 to 4:45 p.m., 
April 16, Wellness Center. Register at 
musc-empwell@musc.edu.
q Free day of fitness at the Welllness 
Center —Visit the Wellness Center on 
April 16 for free classes and tours all 
day. Ask about the MUSC Employee 
XPRESS membership, a limited access 
and affordable membership, 792-5757.

q Fitness Fest at the Fitness Park: 
From 11:30 a.m. to 1 p.m., April 
23. Located on the grass behind the 
Drug Discovery Building. 
11:30 a.m. to 12 p.m. — Meet the 
Wellness Center trainers and get 
posture and injury prevention advice 
and other tips.
12 to 12:30 p.m. — Fitness (Hoola) 
hooping with Carole Wiggins. 
12:30 to 1 p.m. — Zumba with Prisca
q Chair massages: Free massages 
are offered to employees midday on 
Wednesdays. Look for broadcast 

messages for locations and times. 
q Farmers Markets: Enjoy fresh fruits 
and vegetables from local farmers on 
Tuesdays, 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. (Harborview); 
Wednesdays and Thursdays, 8 a.m. to 6 
p.m. (ART); and Fridays, 7 a.m. to 3:30 
p.m. (Horseshoe).

For information on MUSC wellness 
events, contact johnssa@musc.edu or 
whela@musc.edu.

Urban Farm
q Lunch and Learn — 12 to 1 p.m., 
Topic: Dietetic Interns will focus on 
flavoring using herbs and spices used in 
Hispanic cuisine. In event of rain, the 
program will be held in the portico of 
the Education/Library building. Email 
urbanfarm@musc.edu to get the Farm 
Newsletter
q Sunset Work & Learns, 4 to 5 p.m., 
Thursday; Take home fresh produce 
in return for work effort on the farm. 
Open to MUSC employees, students and 
community.
q Early bird maintenance — Wednesday,  
7:30 to 8:30 a.m. 
q Third Saturday Family–friendly  
work and learn — 9 to 11 a.m. April 19; 
bring a plastic bag and take home fresh 
produce in return for your work efforts 
on the farm. Wear closed–toe shoes. 
No experience or prior knowledge is 
necessary. Open to all MUSC employees 
and students and general community.  

For information, contact Susan 
Johnson, Ph.D., johnsusa@musc.edu 
or Suzan Whelan, whela@musc.edu for 
information about employee wellness.

Events, speakers, classes or any other 
ideas are welcome. Like us on Facebook 
and stay informed about all MUSC 
wellness events.

Employee Wellness
program that serves a diverse patient population. Selected as the clinical director of 
Marketing and Development for the program during her second year, Watson recruits 
and trains new volunteers to assist in caring for patients who aren’t able to afford 
health care.

As the vice president of the Multicultural Student Advisory Board, Watson plans 
and executes programs and activities that foster an interprofessional and diverse 
culture on campus.   

Thanking the selection committee, Watson said, “I’m so honored to attend MUSC 
because diversity is valued here. It’s in every aspect of everything done and it truly 
enhances the learning experience.”

Interim MUSC President and Provost, Mark Sothmann, Ph.D., was also in 
attendance and offered his thoughts. 

“One only has to look at the names of previous recipients of the Higgins award to 
get a sense of what I call leadership in these individuals. What struck me, as I read 
through both the biography of Dr. Higgins and also the names of those who received 
the award in the past, is that diversity, in their mind, was not a particularly special 
initiative that they were engaged in. It was a function of their leadership, deeply 
engrained in them,” he said.

Sothmann made mention of the diversity retreat scheduled for April 16 to be led 
by Burnham and Joan Herbert, MUHA Organizational Performance director. The 
retreat, which will include more than 120 individuals from MUHA and MUSC 
including physicians and representatives of the six colleges, will be, according to 
Sothmann, one of the most inclusive, detailed and committed efforts on the part of 
the university relating to diversity and inclusion. 
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