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Message from 
the President

 Now that you’ve settled into 2013, it’s a good idea to check the security 
of your online identity. That’s the advice of Albany State University 1988 

alumnus Antwan Banks, a senior security engineer at Atlanta-based Turner 
Broadcasting. Banks, featured in this issue of Aspire is fighting on the front lines 

of a new espionage battle. He warns readers to beware of Internet predators waiting 
to steal social security numbers, addresses and birth dates from personal computers just as thieves rob 
wallets and purses. “When I’m on vacation or away from home, I don’t post photographs or anything in 
real time on Facebook,” said the ASU computer science major who graduated, rose through the ranks of 
the U.S. Army and was later awarded for service to his country.

His is a fascinating story about the rewards of remaining focused in the pursuit of professional 
and personal goals. The rising football star left the comfort zone of Stone Mountain, Georgia to play 
football at Albany State, joined the ROTC, then discovered an interest in computer programming. 
Today, Banks is engaged in an exciting second career that combines his IT expertise and military 
experience. 

Another alum (with the same last name) met the love of his life at ASU, married her and together 
they’ve become the university’s best recruiters. Rodney and Neshanta Banks are active members of the 
ASU DeKalb County Area Alumni Association. If you don’t believe in love at first sight, you may after 
reading their story.

Two ASU business administration graduates have dedicated their lives in service to their 
communities.  Carla Hawkins links organ donors to patients who need lifesaving transplants.  Dena 
Jackson builds homes for the homeless, provides disaster relief for hurricane victims and helps the 
disenfranchised. 

All of the stories in this issue you’re about to enjoy underline Albany State’s influence and impact 
in the lives of its alumni, students and staff. It is my hope that you’ll carve out some time to savor the 
lessons their histories teach. Each personal account about the time spent at ASU will make you proud 
and smile.      

Sincerely,

Everette J. Freeman
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Message from 
the Vice President

There are pivotal moments in life when men and women make a crucial 
connection as a result of being in the right place at the right time. Movements 
that shaped the course of our history occurred when that all important link was 
made.  Some may call the intersection “luck”; others use the terms “providence” or 
“destiny” to describe it.  Regardless of the word, a willingness to dig deeper to explore the meaning of 
the connection can yield good energy and lead to positive outcomes that are life changing. 

 The winter issue of Aspire features ASU alumni whose connections to each other, their communities 
and the world have impacted all of us in some way. Just as plugging an appliance into a power supply 
generates electricity, so ,too, has their connection sparked energy that improves the quality of life for 
everyone touched by their skills.  

  Antwan Banks used his expertise in the military’s global communications division to keep our 
information private and secure from cyber criminals. Carla Hawkins provides a lifesaving link to patients 
desperately in need of new organs such as kidneys. Rodney and Neshanta Banks’ love connection has 
become a pathway to ASU for prospective students in the Atlanta area. Their unwavering financial and 
recruitment support has helped spread the Albany State story.  Finally, in this issue, find out how Dena 
Jackson’s ASU training supports global initiatives that eradicate substandard housing.  

 It is my desire that you become inspired by the stories contained within these pages and that you 
will work, as they have done, to connect ASU to the people and resources needed to continue into the 
next century. As ASU alumni connect to each other, to the faculty, staff, and most importantly the next 
generation of Rams, we will all see a new “Golden Age” for our beloved alma mater. 

Sincerely,

Clifford Porter, Jr. ’94
Vice President for Institutional Advancement
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Banks working with computer equipment.



There is no shame in admitting fear, but the key is to learn to overcome it. Antwan 
Banks remembers feeling apprehensive not long after leaving the hallowed grounds of 
his alma mater in 1988. A deployment to Saudi Arabia, a world away from the red clay of 
Georgia, brought on the uneasiness. 

“You want to talk about mental challenges,” said Banks, a senior security engineer at 
Atlanta-based Turner Broadcasting; “Take a 22-year-old kid, drop him in the 
middle of a foreign desert and tell him he’s providing communications for the 
first wave of an invasion into a hostile country. How do you prepare for that?” 
he asked rhetorically, then answered the question.

“I was lucky because I had the mental toughness to get through it and was 
physically and mentally up for the challenge. I’d been through Albany State’s 
football program. ASU prepared me to meet all the challenges that the military 
and life presented. Everything I am today, I owe to Albany State.”

Banks is a decorated war hero who retired from the U.S. Army after 22 
years of service. While in the military, he played a crucial role in fighting a 
new battle that came to be known as cyber warfare. The knowledge honed 
during his years of military service has led to an exciting and fulfilling second 
career. for the man revered by mentors and former teammates at ASU.

“I’m not the least bit surprised at Antwan’s success in the military and in the 
business world,” said Dan Land, an NFL veteran who was an All-American 
teammate of Banks at ASU. “He was the type of guy who always had a plan, 
a vision. At the end of our college careers, he told me, ‘You go ahead and do 
your NFL thing. I’ll be ready to make my way.’”

Land acknowledges Banks’ academic prowess. “He was always one of the 
smartest guys in the room.”

Albany State’s head football coach Mike White, an ASU assistant coach in 
the mid-80s said he recognized Banks’ potential even then.

“He was just a good kid, a guy who had his head on straight,” White said. 
“The success story that he has become, that’s the kind of guy he was while 
here.”

Banks’s story cannot be told without mentioning the influence and guidance of ASU 
coaching great Hamp Smith. 

“I’ll be honest with you, I’d never even heard of Albany State when Coach Smith 
and Ron Wood came to my house to recruit me. I had a good career at Charles Lincoln 
Harper High School [in Atlanta], and I was being recruited by Grambling and Southern. 
But when Coach Smith and Ron Wood came to my house to recruit me —he recruited my 
mom — then everyone in my family decided that I would be going to Albany State!”

A bit of culture shock awaited the recruit in 1983 upon arrival to College Drive, some 
200 miles from home. Gone were the trappings of Atlanta’s city life. A slower-paced 
environment in the cocoon of a close-knit Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Conference 
school took some getting accustomed to. His transition included getting to know star 
standouts already on the Golden Rams team. 

After evaluating the team’s talent, Banks voluntarily moved to the fullback position 
soon after training began. Coach Smith’s offensive strategy centered on the fullback, 
and Banks became the featured back, rushing for just short of 1,000 yards and winning 
acclaim as a rising football star. 

“It’s funny! After my early success, a lot of people told me I should start planning for 
a career in the NFL. I remember being in ROTC with Greg Lloyd from Fort Valley (our 
programs were combined), and he told me he was going to quit ROTC. He said, ‘Banks, 
you’re probably going to end up going pro, so you might as well quit ROTC, too.’ But 
something made me stick it out.”

Lloyd became a Pittsburgh Steelers star, but Banks remained in the ROTC and joined 
the army in 1988 as a second Lieutenant. Adaptability was the launch pad to success, and 
hard work caused his military career to soar. 

“I was an average student when I got to Albany State, but the thing I brag about most 
is how the whole ASU community helps you become the best you can be,” he said. “My 
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instructors, Mrs. Connie Leggett and Dr. Gwendolyn Campbell, especially would not let 
me get away with anything; and taught me how much better off I’d be working harder 
and doing things right the first time.”

Banks majored in computer science, developing a passion for what then was an 
emerging industry. 

“I thought I hated computers, but what I really hated was programming. The computer 
field is very broad and when I started to hear about what Bill Gates had done and how 
computers were going to be so vital in the future, I got interested,” Banks said.

 After graduation came an assignment to Fort Stewart in Hinesville, GA. Shortly after a 
nine-month stint in the Middle Eastern conflict known as Operation Desert Storm, Banks 
was awarded a bronze star. With his wife Jada (a former ASU Passionette) and daughter 
Jasmine, the family’s next move was Mainz, Germany.

“A renewed affinity for computer technology occurred while providing network 
connectivity during Operation Joint Endeavor in Germany. The Company Commander of 
the 141st Signal Battalion led his company into Bosnia, Herzegovina.

During his second tour [in Germany], Banks thrived as Automation Officer serving in 
roles such as Network Operation Security Center Officer for the Army’s portion of the 
European network, IT project manager 
for the largest joint command and 
control exercises in Europe and Data 
Network Engineer for several military 
missions. After returning stateside to 
attend the army’s computer science 
school, he shipped back to Saudi 
Arabia to serve as Network Operation 
Center Officer for all military 
communications in the Middle East.

“God really put me in the right 
places at the right times,” he said. “I 
got all of the training in the army that I 
use today. In Germany, we discovered 
that the Chinese were hacking into our 
computers, and I was blessed to be in 
the unit that worked to counter what 
they were doing. It was really amazing 
geek stuff.”

A yearning to be closer to home 
sparked a transfer of the Banks 
family to Fort McPherson in Atlanta 
after completion of a tour in Saudi 
Arabia as military advisor to the Saudi Arabian 
Chief Information Officer (CIO). Many stints 
to Kuwait and Afghanistan handling IT project 
management and cyber security broadened the IT 
expert’s skills. A promotion to Lieutenant Colonel 
was the culmination of a stellar military career. With 
professional goals fulfilled, Banks retired.  

“That time in my life was amazing. There were 
ups and downs; but I look at all the things I did in 
the Army. I went skiing in the Swiss Alps, visited 
the Coliseum and the ruins of ancient Rome, rode a 
gondola in Venice, walked the Great Wall of China, 
went inside the pyramids of Egypt and Buddhist 
temples in Thailand. I’ve been to Spain, Mecca and 
Dubai.”

The Golden Rams football recruit never dreamed 
that the ASU computer science degree would lead to 
a career of international intrigue and adventures. 

At Fort McPherson, he continued in cyber 
security as part of the civilian force. The Fort 
Macpherson base closure and relocation to South PO
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     Banks with daughter, Jade Banks.      

     
     Banks in a training session.
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Carolina led to another move - this time to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta. 

Last year, a call from Turner Broadcasting caused another gear shift to 
Corporate America. 

“Just as cyber security had become a vital part of my mission in the 
army, cyber espionage and cyber security have become vital to Corporate 
America,” Banks said. “Turner called me to become a part of their new 
security group to protect their networks.” 

Today, Banks has added senior security engineer to his dossier. 
“I’ve always dreamed of working for CNN. All of Turner’s networks 

— TBS, CNN, Cartoon Network, TNT — are being brought under our 
security umbrella. We’re in the beginning stages of putting some exciting 
new security tools, policies and procedures in place to get this venture off 
the ground.”

With an eye on future Internet developments, Banks said Turner is 
smart to create a system to protect its investments.

“There is so much happening in cyberspace that people don’t know 
about,” he said. “Criminals are making more money now through cyber-
crime than they ever did selling illegal drugs. . I think we’re going to be 
able to do some exciting things at Turner.”

While Banks adjusts to a new role, his three daughters are carefully 
developing career paths that resemble traces of their father’s. Jaquilla the 
oldest daughter is majoring in social work at Georgia State University. 
Jasmine, who began a career as a scholarship athlete 
at Clark Atlanta University before tearing an ACL, is 
studying computer science.

Youngest daughter Jade is studying forensic 
science at ASU in the criminal justice program.

“I’ve never read a more impressive resume,” said 
Banks’s old coach. “We were all proud of how hard 
Antwan worked when he was playing football at 
Albany State. But we’re even prouder of what he’s 
accomplished since then. He’s an inspiration for all 
of our athletes.”

The days of learning about leadership at ASU and 
how to become a contributing world citizen are ever 
present as Banks begins a new chapter. 

“Coach Smith and everyone else at Albany State 
were a very big part of my life. Most schools, when 
they start looking at recruiting students, take as many 
of the diamonds as they can find. Then, they polish 
them off and say ‘look what we did.’ When I got to 
Albany State, I was a piece of coal. They put the 
right amount of pressure on me and turned me into a 
diamond - something I’m proud of.”

Banks pauses, momentarily overcome with 
emotion.

“I love my school. No matter what I do in life, I’ll never be able to repay Albany State. 
All I am today, I owe to my alma mater.”

      

          Banks in Afghanistan giving a lesson.

     Banks works on an assignment in Afghanistan.
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Carla Hawkins, Education Coordinator with LifeLink 
Georgia, with ASU students.
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The opportunity to give a life-saving organ to a patient in need is a gift that 
beloved Albany State University sports information director Edythe Bradley 
considered special.  She signed up to be a donor through LifeLink, an organization 
that encourages organ donation and provides emotional support to the families 
of donors. After passing away last year, Bradley’s wishes were fulfilled. Today, 
her gift of life is remembered not only by organ recipients and their families, but 
another ASU alumna who understands the significance of the organ donor process 
when it comes to saving lives in the African American community.    

Albany State University alumna Carla Hawkins is fulfilling her purpose as the 
education coordinator with LifeLink. “I find my work very fulfilling. It feels good 
to know I have a small part in saving lives,” explained Hawkins. “And to meet a 
person that has donated an organ is such an exhilarating feeling, a life-changing 
experience!”

Hawkins’ position requires extensive travel throughout Georgia. She speaks to 
church groups, school assemblies, and civic organizations, specifically residents of 
minority communities. After researching her audience, she tailors the information 
to fit their needs. For instance, she may open the session by singing a song which is 
a “good way to break the ice.” She often has people whose lives were saved share 
their stories. Family members of patients are also invited to tell their stories.  

Bobby Howard, Hawkins’ manager at LifeLink, praises the determination and 
stamina of his employee. “Carla is hard working and the dedication to her job 
speaks for itself,” he said. “She has been an outstanding addition to the LifeLink 
family. Carla always has a smile and takes time to listen to 
the needs of people.”

It’s a trait she learned early in her career. Hawkins 
remembers the story of a woman who lost her 16-year-
old son to a drunk driver. The mother longed to meet the 
person who received her son’s heart. “She always wanted 
to meet the person to hug her and feel her son’s heart beat,” 
Hawkins said. The women met and hugged. Now, they 
travel throughout Georgia extolling the importance of organ 
donation.

Peggy Lyons received a liver from a 4-year-old boy 12 
years ago, and also joins Hawkins on trips to educate the 
public. “We have the power to save lives,” said Lyons. “I 

By Michael J. Ross

    

      Hawkins receives ASU’s trophy for most donors.  Hawkins signs up organ donors at Ram Raid.

   



enjoy working with Carla, and you can tell she cares a lot about helping those in need.” 
Lyons has been a volunteer with LifeLink for 12 years. A few months ago, she met the 
mother of her donor. “The occasion was a moment of gratitude for me and a moment of 
closure for her.”

Hawkins pointed out that 
60 percent of  patients in 
Georgia who are waiting 
for kidney transplants are 
African-Americans.

A big part of her job 
is fighting myths about 
organ donation in the black 
community. One commonly 
held belief among potential 
black donors is that an 
over-zealous physician in 
an emergency room can  
harvest a patient’s organs 
without permission. “A 
doctor is not authorized to 
make that kind of decision. 
He or she doesn’t know 
if that patient has HIV or 
cancer,” she said.  

Hawkins’ education at 
Albany State prepared her 
for success at LifeLink. The 
Albany native always knew 
ASU was the right place 
for her  because it fit her academic goals. 
“I knew Albany State would be great for 
me, because I would have the support of 
my family. Plus, I wouldn’t have all the 
distractions that come with attending a 
school in a larger city,” she explained. It 
did not hurt that the president of Albany 
State at the time Dr. Portia Holmes 
Shields personally extended an invitation 
to become a part of the ASU family in 
2000.

Hawkins chose to major in business 
management because of a knack for 
promoting, marketing and organizing 
events. She honed those talents 
by winning a national award and 
participating in the Distributive Education 
Club of America (DECA), an organization 
at Albany High. “My success in DECA 
competitions reinforced that I should 
major in business management,” said 
Hawkins.

The ASU alum says the school colors 
of gold and blue courses through her veins. “Albany State is so much of who I am today 
and a big part of my professional success.” While at ASU, Hawkins said the faculty, staff, 
and student body challenged each other. “My experience at Albany State taught me to 
always be on my A-Game. There was no room for half stepping in anything I did. Doing 
the bare minimum was not accepted. The faculty and staff were like many mothers and 
fathers to me. They cared about me.”  

She remembers the real-world experiences that were a part of the rigors at Albany 
State. “Successful business leaders would come every few months and talk to us about 
what it took day-to-day to succeed in business,” the former marketing club president 
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     Hawkins discussing the importance of being an organ donor.

    
     Hawkins in ASU Homecoming Parade.
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remembered.  
About two and half years after graduation, Hawkins 

became a recruiter at her alma mater in the admissions 
office.  

Her experience as an Albany State recruiter was a 
precursor to her success as an organ donor educator.  “I 
do a lot of presentations, and it is something I enjoy. I 
love interacting with the public and providing them with 
valuable information,” said the organ donor educator. 
“Once again, I have to be on my A-Game, the same work 
ethic I learned as a student at Albany State University.”

Frederick Suttles, Associate Director of Admissions, 
who worked with the young recruiter at Albany State, 
said he realized quickly that she would do great things 
in her professional career. “I remember Carla as being 
energetic, talented and dedicated. She was extremely 
professional and held herself to the highest standards,” 
said Suttles.

When the ASU alumna isn’t on the road on behalf 
of Lifelink, she’s singing gospel songs and spending 
time with one of her closest friends, Coco, a Shih-
Tzu Maltese mix. “She is so loveable, intuitive and 
always brightens my day.” Apparently, Hawkins’ gift  is 
transferred not only to members of her audience and the 
LifeLink family, but anyone she meets, including furry, 
four legged creatures.   

To become an organ donor, check the appropriate 
box when applying for a driver’s license, register at 
a Life Link event or complete a form online at www.
donatelifegeorgia.org.

Hawkins poses with Little Miss ASU- Columbus chapter.
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Rodney and Neshanta Banks, ASU Alums.
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It was love at first sight when Rodney Banks 
glimpsed Albany State freshman and majorette Neshanta 
Cunningham. Confident that the pair would become a 
couple and marry, he revealed the secret to his mother 
who visited the campus during an Albany State football 
game in 1978.

“I told my mom, I said, ‘That majorette down there is 
going to be my wife,’” Banks mused.

That was more than 34 years ago, before Rodney and 
Neshanta Banks graduated from Albany State, married 
and began professional careers that led the couple from 
modest beginnings in Atlanta to globe-trotting executives 
in leadership positions at AT&T and the Coca-Cola 
Company.

The couple obtained graduate degrees after leaving 
the Good Life City; and today remain staunch supporters 
of Albany State. Giving back to their alma mater is an 
enduring family tradition. Active in their alumni chapter, 
the Banks are the proud parents of ASU senior Shawna 
Banks, 21 and Shamir Banks, 25, a graduate of Spelman 
College and the University of Iowa.

Neshanta recruits from the sidelines, swaying the 
children of friends and relatives with her 
upbeat, yet “hard sell” approach. 

“Whenever someone asks about schools, 
the first thing I ask them is, ‘Have you ever 
thought about Albany State University?’” 

Since high school, ASU’s biggest fan 
promotes the university to anyone who’ll 
listen, according to a hometown friend who 
followed Neshanta from Atlanta to Albany.

“She actually encouraged me to attend 
Albany State from high school,” said 
classmate Pamela Tillman.   

Tillman’s daughter, a Clark Atlanta 
University freshman, was strongly 
encouraged by Banks to attend ASU.

“They are on her, making sure she stays 
in school,” Tillman noted, adding that her 
friend periodically teases, “Are you ready to 
transfer to Albany State?”

In addition to recruiting, the couple 
supports activities of the ASU DeKalb 
County Area Alumni Association by 
volunteering with scholarship fund-raisers 
such as the $100,000 Club, the Quarterback 
Club for the athletic department and the ASU 
Foundation’s general fund.

“I just think the world of Rodney and 
Neshanta. They are the best kept secret as far 
as recruiting for Albany State and advocating 
on the university’s behalf,” Tillman said.

An appreciation for the benefits of a good education was transferred to Neshanta 
through her mother Dorothy Cunningham, a licensed professional nurse, who refused to 
let the loss of her husband derail plans to provide a first class education to the couple’s 
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      Rodney #46 on the field as a Golden Ram in 1982.

      Neshanta as a Stallion in 1982.



children (Terri Cunningham, Neshanta’s 
sister, is also an ASU graduate and Albany 
educator).

“My mother always had this yearning 
for learning. And she always said to us 
when we were growing up, ‘When you 
go to college.’ It was never, ‘if you go to 
college,’” she said. “In 1978, Neshanta 
Cunningham arrived on campus to study 
business administration with an emphasis in 
marketing. Today, she applies the theories, 
policies and practices learned in her role as 
an executive assistant to a Coca Cola senior 
vice president and general manager.

Banks held administrative and 
management positions for 20 years at AT&T 
prior to joining the beverage company. The 
executive credits the personal attention 
offered by Albany State faculty for her 
success, which includes the completion 
of a master’s degree in human resources 
management from Troy University.

“You are not a number at Albany State. 
They provide that personal touch,” she said. 
Retired English professor Dr. Sandy Cohen 
got her attention during an 8 a.m. literature 
class that on cold days, she planned to skip. 
Students in his class quickly recognized his 
passion for the subject and stayed put.

“I didn’t necessarily know what I wanted 
to be, but I knew I wanted to study business 
because everything in life revolved around 
business,” she said.

Cunningham was a member of the Tau Beta Sigma band sorority, was 
named Miss Band and served as Miss Kappa Alpha Psi for two years. 
Her future husband pledged loyalty to the Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, 
Incorporated, and members of the organization became a surrogate family. 

“Those guys were just like brothers to me. They really looked after me. 
We are still in contact to this day,” she said, reminiscing about experiences 
in Wiley, Gibson, and Andrew Halls.  The role as an ASU Golden Stallions 
majorette holds the fondest memories.

“The band, was the love of my life,” she recalled.
“I loved marching. It was just a thrill marching up and down the field, even 

at practice. I loved hitting that line on eight: ‘One, Two, Three, Four, Five, 
Six, Seven, Eight!’ And then march. I loved it.”

Another of her college friends, ASU 1982 class member Kim Geter, said 
the glimmer in Neshanta’s eye radiated her enthusiasm for marching. 

“It goes with her personality. Even now, with whatever she does, she gives 
it 100 percent,” Geter said.

Banks led the team for two years. A photograph in the 1982 edition of the 
Ram yearbook shows her in uniform with a determined smile, high kicking 
her way through what proved a challenging season for the football team. The 
book chronicled the planned return of the legendary Hampton Smith as head 
football coach of the Golden Rams. 

Interestingly, it was Smith, then an assistant coach, who convinced Rodney 
Banks to attend Albany State as a freshman football player in 1976. Rodney 
was also reared in Atlanta, where his mother worked with the U.S. Postal 
Service and his father was a mechanic with Marta, the city’s public transit 
system.

“I came home from school one day, and Hamp Smith and a couple of his 
coaches had come to my home to talk to me about Albany State,” said Banks.  
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      Neshanta with Miss Albany State
      A’aliyah Arnold 2010.

      Rodney is a member of the Kappa Alpha Psi organization.
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The football player dreamed of flying jets for the 
Air Force and saw Albany State as the way to reach 
the goal.

“I didn’t want to go to the Air Force without a 
degree. That’s when I really started thinking about 
Albany State. It wasn’t that far from home.” 

Recruited as a safety, following a strong high 
school career as an outside linebacker, Banks 
relinquished the position to stronger players after 
two seasons.

At ASU, he learned how to maximize his 
potential.  

“The study of human behavior just intrigued me. 
I always felt like that was my niche,” he said. I was 
one of those guys who really liked my major.”

Former psychology department faculty 
member Dr. Edward Chang was “a very worldly, 
knowledgeable” professor who provided real world 
examples to support text book information, said 
Banks.  “He always said, ‘You can do more. You 
can do better.’ I always remember him for that.”

Two years into college, a new interest evolved 
when the young man met the woman of his dreams.    

“I knew I wanted her to be my wife. It was just 
one of those things. Corny, but it happens,” he said, 
then quickly emphasized an admiration for his 
partner’s intrinsic values. 

“While Mrs. Banks is beautiful on the outside, she is triple that on the inside,” he said.
The pair got to know each other before dating.
“We seemed to have the same goals and values,” said Neshanta.
Banks’ college roommate, Clinton Lowther of Atlanta, remembers the day his friend 

was smitten. 
“I remember him saying, ‘I saw this girl and 

I’ve gotta have her.’ He was very persistent,” 
Lowther said.  

Despite the determination to snag his future 
wife, Rodney’s personal life never got in the way 
of his studies, according to Lowther.

“He was one of those early risers. He would 
get up early in the morning, get breakfast 
and complete his classes in the morning,” 
recalled Lowther.

Banks married the woman who 
captured his attention, secured a 
position at Clayton General Hospital in 
Atlanta; then later joined AT&T. The 
psychology and leadership training he 
received at Albany State was valuable in 
management positions and assignments 
which included trips to Paris, Amsterdam 
and London.  Banks matriculated at the 
University of Jacksonville in Florida 
and earned a master’s degree in business 
administration.

Albany State represents much more 
than the place where a love connection 
was made. “We believe in the Blue and 
Gold. Albany State helped us to become 
the successful people that we are today. 
And we will never forget that as long as 
we live,” Mrs. Banks said.

     
      Neshanta with Miss Albany State
      A’aliyah Arnold 2010.

    Neshanta is a member of the Alpha Kappa Alpha organization.

      Neshanta and Rodney
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16 By Pearlie Bowser

Dena Jackson - Women Build’s national event planner 
for Habitat for Humanity.
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     Dena Jackson’s generosity 
touches her neighbors in Albany, 
Southwest Georgia, and international 
citizens no matter the age, ethnicity or 
economic profile.       

 Last year in March, she led a group 
of 11 volunteers to Nicaragua where 
they built a house for a family in La 
Gallina, a municipality of San Rafael 
Del Sur. The volunteers assisted in the 
construction of the house using blocks 
made of soil and cement.

 Hurricane Katrina left Mississippi 
families homeless in 2005.  While 
some watched news images from 
home, the humanitarian with a 
healing heart traveled to the center 
of devastation and helped rebuild the 
Gulfport coastal community.

Closer to Albany, in Sylvester over 
100 pairs of socks were distributed 
to residents of Sylvester Health 
Care, Inc. Students in the Dougherty 
County School System received school 
supplies, and cash donations were made to teachers who are members 
of the Albany State University Sylvester/Worth Alumni Chapter 
during the holidays in 2012.

 Born on Albany’s east side to Roger and Ella Linkhorn, Jackson 
was taught the spirit of giving by observing her parents in action. 
“I have always witnessed them helping people - whether it was the 
elderly in our neighborhood, or driving kids to school who missed 
the bus. I remember people always knocking on our door for food, 
cooking supplies, $5 and a ride. They lived their Christian faith.”

Last year, during an interview on ASU’s “Realizing Potential” 
alumni television series, Jackson described why her work is 
important. “I am pursuing my passion, doing something I love, doing 
something that gives me peace, helping people, whether its people or 
co-workers, or the elderly and homelessness.”

Eager to use the information gleaned as an ASU business 
administration graduate, Jackson secured her first job in the banking 
industry as a sales trainer and was promoted to branch manager. 
Recognizing a gap in services offered at the bank, she talked to 
clients about financial planning and the benefits of good credit. While 
employed at Regions Bank (formerly First State Bank and Trust), 
Jackson learned about an organization whose mission mirrored her 
own philosophy. After spending 20 years in the industry, the banking 
executive reviewed her short and long term goals, then joined Habitat 
for Humanity National in Americus, GA. The full-time contract 
employee in the human resources department later became a full time 
employee with the nonprofit organization that serves more than 3 
million people worldwide in the construction or repair of affordable 
homes.  

A dream job that uses business administration expertise coupled 
with years of banking experience under the auspices of a worldwide 
outreach organization has the ASU alumna grateful she learned how 
to multitask at Albany State.   

CommUnity 
ServiCe iS A 
FAmily AFFAir 

     Jackson with coworkers at Habitat for Humanity.

      Jackson with Pre-Alumni President.



Retired ASU business professor 
Dr. Rosa Okpara taught her the 
importance of accountability. “Dr. 
Okpara taught me to be on time,” 
Jackson remembers. “She always 
began promptly and ended on time.” 

 According to Okpara, “Dena 
was a pleasure to work with and an 
inspiration to her classmates. Her 
pleasant and vivacious personality 
was contagious.”  

Okapra concentrated on teaching 
leadership, planning and organizing, 
accountability, responsibility and 
punctuality. “Dena is among the 
small group of advisees that still 
warm my heart,” she said.

Dr. Mollie Brown, retired 
ASU faculty member, dean and 
administrator with a long list of 
career accomplishments served 
as the role model who taught 
Jackson the value of interpersonal 
competency. “Self-respect, respect 
for others and self-confidence are 
essential skills when you are in a 
position of leadership,” Brown said.

She also received support from 
confidante, friend and classmate 
Kathryn Randall-Hampton. They 
made a pact to earn bachelor’s 
degrees together. “We were both 
older, non-traditional students who 
didn’t exactly fit the ‘typical’
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Jackson with Sylvester scholarship recipient, Brandi Johnson.                       

From left: Dena Jackson, Melvin 
Jefferson, Paula McDonald, and Chiquita 
Green at National Alumni Conference.

     Jackson at Habitat Headquarters.
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college student mold. We found support in each 
other through our pact,” Randall-Hampton said. 
“We would study together, take the same classes, 
make sure assignments were completed on time 
and be prepared for tests. We accomplished our 
goal of graduating together in the spring of 2000,” 
she added. 

Jackson is Women Build’s national event 
planner which is a program also under the 
umbrella of Habitat for Humanity. Building 
homes in a third world country caused the ASU 
alumna to appreciate what many Americans take 
for granted.

“The volunteers did not have the [luxuries] of 
home such as indoor plumbing and safe drinking 
water. There was no electricity,” Jackson said. 
This year, Jackson’s group plans to travel to 
Africa. 

With a full schedule, Jackson still finds time 
to serve as president of the ASU Sylvester/
Worth Alumni Chapter. “The Sylvester/Worth 
Chapter has a significant presence in the alumni 
association and is certainly respected at the 
university,” said Wendy Wilson, former ASU 
Alumni Affairs director. “The group has a unique 
energy that I have yet to see duplicated.”

 The energy derived from the organization’s 
leader flows to its members. Jackson enjoys 
spending quality time with her husband, Montrell 
most. He works fulltime for Lowe’s Companies, 
referees little league sports, serves as an umpire 
for the ASU baseball team and is an ASU junior studying health and physical education. 
Apparently, community service is a family affair.

Jackson with Montrell Jackon, husband.

      Jackson poses at habitat home.
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miSS ASU WinS 
verizon 

WireleSS ConteSt

Clarence Benford, Royal Gentleman, Asia Cook, Miss Albany State, 
and Stevie Johnson, Verizon Wireless.
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Determination, dedication and the ability to rally 
support are a winning combination.  If you don’t 
believe it, just ask Miss Albany State University, Asia 
Love Cook.  She is the grand prize winner of a national 
contest called the 2012 “Ultimate Reign Competition” 
sponsored by Verizon Wireless.  The prize totals 
$15,000 and will support Cook’s community service 
initiative called, “Be The Key and Unlock the Life” for 
the American Red Cross. In the package are a $5,000 
scholarship award and a “tech pack” that includes a 
Motorola Droid 4G Smartphone and Xyboard tablet, a 
Bluetooth headset and a $150 gift card valued at $1500. 

Cook, a senior biology major, is a 2009 graduate 
of Dougherty Comprehensive High School. She 
campaigned for the support of ASU classmates, 

students, faculty, staff, alumni, family members and 
the community, who clicked a link on a website to 
cast their vote. Over 10,000 votes won her the contest. 
Cook also received over 1 million impressions online 
from social media posts and the websites of news 
organizations.

“My winning this competition is solely from my 
faith in God, the never ending support of my mother 
and father, the Albany community and last, but not 
least, my Unsinkable Golden Rams family. I am elated 
to be blessed with the award because the competition 
was fierce, ” Cook said. The money will be used to 
promote the importance of donating blood. Several 
blood drives, a 5K charity run and community outreach 
programs are planned.

miSS ASU WinS 
verizon 

WireleSS ConteSt

Cooks mother, Lasonda Carter. ASU, SGA, and Royal Court.

Cook poses with sisters of Delta Sigma Theta.
1st Attendant Reniyah Gay and 
Delvon Lewis.

Clarence Benford, Asia Cook, 
and Ryan Cameron.
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Maurice Johnson, a 2001 ASU 
graduate completed a productive year 
after appearances on Hawaii Five-O, 
The Vampire Diaries, For Better 
or Worse, Joyful Noise and several 
movies, print ads,  television dramas 
and  commercials. The Augusta, 
Georgia native is a recruiting 
business partner for the third largest 
global travel management company 
and when time permits serves as a 
personal trainer to a few celebrity 
clients and athletes. At the university, 
he participated in the ASU Theatre 
Ensemble, C.A.A.M.(the Center for 
the African American Male), the 
Golden Rams Football Team and is a 
member of the Chi Epsilon Chapter of 
Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Inc.

Doris Glover, a 1977 graduate 
serves on the Board of Directors of 
the National Education Association.  
She represents the state of Georgia as 
the senior NEA director. 

Dr. Renaldo C. Blocker, a 2003 
graduate and research associate at 
Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in 
Beverly Hills accepted a Healthcare 
Systems Engineering Research 
Appointment at the Mayo Clinic 
in Rochester, MN. Dr. Blocker’s 
research background includes 
addressing human factors and 
ergonomics issues in cardiovascular 
surgery, chronic kidney disease care 
and trauma care procedures. He 
received a doctorate degree at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison in 
industrial and systems engineering.   

Dr. Carlos Williams, a 1993 ASU 
graduate was recently appointed as 
the health affairs attaché to the U.S. 
Mission in Papua, New Guinea, 
Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu. In the 
position, he is the principal health 
advisor to the ambassador and the 
regional advisor to the U.S. Pacific 
Command on global /public health 
engagements. 

 

Brittany Burton, ASU Class 
of 2011, recently married ASU 
classmate Javiante Jenkins on 
November 3, 2012. They reside 
in Augusta, GA where Javiante 
is pursuing a master’s degree in 
business while working in restaurant 
management. His bride is developing 
two small businesses. “Nothing 
better than ASU LOVE!” she says.

Ladalia Postell, ASU Class of 
1964 has authored and published 
ten books to date. She is working on 
an eighth book of inspirations and 
poetry.   

  Maurice Johnson   Dr. Carlos Williams

     Doris Glover

Golden Rams to watch
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     Dr. Renaldo C. 
          Blocker

Carlos D. Williams, MD, MPH, MBA 
Commander, US Navy 
U.S. Health Affairs Attaché  
and U.S. Pacific Command Regional Global Health Advisor 
U.S. Embassy in Papua New Guinea 
(Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu) 
Internal Medicine/Pediatrics and Global Health 
 

Dr. Williams currently serves as the Health Affairs Attaché to the U.S. Mission in PNG, Solomon 
Islands, and Vanuatu.  In this position he is the principal health advisor to the Chief of Mission and the 
Regional Advisor to the U.S. Pacific Command on global /public health engagements. 
 
Prior to being appointed to his current  position, Dr. Williams served as the US Navy Surgeon General’s 
Special Advisor for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response (HA/DR) and Liaison to the 
Uniformed Services University for Health Sciences (USUHS) as the Director of Education and Civil 
Military Medicine for the Center for Disaster and Humanitarian Assistance Medicine (CDHAM).  During 
this time, he also served as Chair of the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Health Affairs 
(OASD(HA)) Medical Stability Operations Working Group’s Education and Training Committee.  In this 
position, he led the effort which resulted in the approval for DOD’s first Global Health Education and 
Training Consortium. In this capacity, he also developed the first interagency course partnered with 
USUHS and Johns Hopkins University titled Global Health Strategies for Stability (GHSS).      
 
Dr. Williams was the principal agent for a hallmark USAID/USAFRICOM funded program conducting 
sustained engagements in over 14 African nations that focused on crisis response and disease 
surveillance.  In this capacity he worked in coordination with other US government departments, 
numerous United Nations agencies, and international and national non-governmental organizations to 
improve partner nations’ disaster response capability. This program resulted in the development of over 
14 African nation’s national continuity of operations plans and for the first time, bilateral educational 
partnerships. 
 
Dr. Williams deployed to Iraq in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom where he served as Head of 
Pediatrics and staff internal medicine physician caring for military personnel and Iraqi civilians.           Dr. 
Williams has served as Deputy Director of the Military Enteric Diseases Program at the Naval Medical 
Research Center in Silver Spring, Maryland and was principle investigator and associate investigator on 
several first-in-human vaccine trials.   

Dr. Williams holds an appointment as assistant professor at USUHS, as adjunct professor at Morehouse 
School of Medicine, and holds a clinical and academic appointment at Walter Reed Military Medical 
Center in Bethesda, Maryland.  He has received numerous awards to including the National Medical 
Association’s 2011 Presidential Citation, 2005 GME-Teacher of the Year, the Defense Meritorious 
Service Medal, three Navy and Marine Corp Commendation Medals, and the Presidential Unit Citation 
for his unit’s work in Iraq.  He is currently a member of the Morehouse School of Medicine MPH 
Advisory Committee and is a past Executive Committee member of the American Academy of Pediatrics 
Section on Internal Medicine and Pediatrics. 
 
Dr. Williams graduated with honors from Albany State University with a Bachelor of Science in 
biology and a minor in chemistry. He went on to earn his Doctor of Medicine from Morehouse School of 
Medicine in Atlanta, Georgia.  After medical school, he completed his internship and residencies in 
Internal Medicine and Pediatrics at Wayne State University in Detroit, Michigan and later earned his 
Master of Public Health (MPH) in international health (humanitarian assistance and disaster response 
(HA/DR)) and Master of Business Administration (MBA) in health leadership and management from 
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland.  Dr. Williams also holds an International Diploma in 
Humanitarian Assistance (IDHA) from Fordham University in New York, New York and has completed a 
faculty development program in health disparities and education.  

   Brittany Burton
  Javiante Jenkins

   Ladalia Postell  
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