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Kooken and Brown-Ajayi Earn Inaugural Inclusive Excellence 
Awards 
April 6, 2018 

BLOOMINGIDN,III. - Wendy Kooken and 5ha,la 

Brown·Ajayi have been named leIS recipients of 

the inaugu ral Pres ident's Award fo r Inclusive 

Excellence at II linoi! W~leyan Unw .... sity. The 
award rec ipients, announced at Friday's annual 

Faculty·Staff Recogn ition Celebration. were 

nominated by student!, faculty and stllff, and 
\.elected by The Un jversity (oune;! for Diverfty: 

(IKQ). 

Wendy Kooken 
An ass illant professor of nurs ing. Kooken was 
described by a studMt nominator as "the 

people's champion becaul.e she is constantly 
putting the needsoflludents befo re he r own so 
that she can make sure Illudents) are getting 

what !they) ne-ed from facu lty," Anothe r !luden! Sharla Brown·Ajayi ~ett) and Wendy Kooken (r>ght) were recognized by 
!./lid, "Dr. Kooken is aware and address~ the President Erlc Jensen (middle) as recipients of the inaugural President's 
different cultura l needs of her students including Award fof Inclusive Excellence at Illinois We~eyan. 
socia l, emotional, and cognftive need!. Or. 
Kooken leads ajudgement·freeclassroom and 
incorporates cultu ral sensitivity in lecture!.' 

Colleagues noted Kooken"s efforts to create a dynamiC and inclusive learning environment in the classroom. ·Wendy mentors 

students and supports student-led research and scholarship projects in diversity, and encourages colleagues to do the same; 
accord ing to a faculty nominator. Another faculty nomination Stilted that "intercultura l fluency permeates her classroom and 
interactions with students, stllff and fe llow faculty colleague!." Kooken·s research has included an ana lysis of important th ings 

African American women with breast cancer had to say about their experiences and their treatment. Kooken also discussed in 
an article how to provide nursing students with a means to know homeless men as people, not just 110meles!." According to 
a colleague, :itudents have consistentty reported that her method changed everything about the way they perceive 
homeless people, as well as other vulnerable and underrepresented groups." 

Kooken received an AAS. in nursing at Illinois Centra l Co llege in 1985. She earned a B.S.N. in 1999 and a M5.N. in Nursing 
Admin istration in 2002 from Bradley University. Her Ph.D. and post doctoral fe llowship were completed at Indiana University 
in 2008 and 2011. respectively. Prior to joining the faculty at Il linois Wesleyan in 2012, Kooken tIIught fo r Bradley University, 
Western Il linois Un;versity.lndiana University in Indianapolis. and for KIInsas University Medical Center. 

Her nursing positions have been diverse and include post anesthesia ca re at Pekin Hospital, tissue services coordinator for the 
American Red Cross and American Tissue Services Foundation, and staff nurse at Crittenton care and Counseling in Peoria. In 
recognit ion of her work to increase the diversity of donor families from diverse backgrounds, Kooken was fiown to 
Wash ington D.C. where, in 2000, she was presented the American Red Cross Second level T<ffany Award for Employee 
Excellence. 



Sharla Brown·Ajayl 
The Stonior Administrative Msistant to the Provost. Brown·Ajayi manages the daHy operations ofthe Provost's office and is the 
liaison betW<!i'n the Provost and all internal and external constituents. 

Brown·Ajayi was described by a nominating faculty member as having ' be<:ome a fo rce for inclusion and support for diversity 
on CIImpus: The nomination continued, "She is ki nd in her interactions with others and insightful about their struggles. She 
has a st rong cOre of beliefs about the way the wood is and the way the world cou ld be when individuals like her speak up, and 
out, and make diversity and inclusiveness actionable.' 

Since joining Il linois Wesleyan in 2012, Brown·Ajayi has served the University as the Office Coordinator for MCLUHispanic 
Studies and the l anguage Resource Center and as the Senior Administ rative Msistant to the Mellon Center for Curricular and 
Faculty ~velopment. She is the co·founder and co· di rector of the rwu l anguage School for Kids, and she serves as the 
advisor of the IWU Black Student Union, Brown·Ajayi is also a co·founder and co·chili r of the rwu Black Facu lty and Staff 
Association, and she served on the inaugural Unity Gala planning committ<!-e,ln these roles, Brown·Ajayi "quickt)-, yet 
effectivet)-, puts into action the intentions of many," 

Additiona lt)-, Brown·Ajayi has partic ipated in the Search AdVOCllteNalidity, Equity & Diversity in Hiring Workshops, the Office 
of Diversity and Inclusion Safe Zone Training, and she attended the Posse Plus Retreat. 

"Sharla isa dynamic ~rhouse ofa leader whom students and colleagues seek for guidance and mentors hip; according to 
a faculty member. :ihana not ont)- creates change, she leads others in thei r efforts to create a more inclusive work 

envi ronment for all: 

Brown·Ajayi earned her bachelor's in history from Illinois State University and has over 1 C years of experience in education 
administ ration, 

About the President 's Award for Inclusive Excellence 
The President's Award for Inclusive Excellence - presented to a faculty member and staff member annualt)- - is intended to 
recognize outstanding cont ributions made by individuals that champion diversity, inclusion, and sustained commitment at 

Illinois Wesleyan University. The Award for Inclusive Excellence is intended to recognize the commitment of Illinois Wesleyan 
faculty and staff who have made exceptional efforts in ce lebrating diversity and demonstrating a commitment to advancing 
inclusion to create a SlIfe and supportive community, 

Recipients of The Award fo r Inclusive Excellence are recognized at the springtime Faculty·Staff Recognition Celebration and 
receive a one-time monetary award of S I,COO for their leadership. Award<!-es display understanding of the dynamic issues 
surrounding the intersectional ity of race, gender, gender identity, ethnicity, relig ious her itage, national OOgin, socioeconomic 
status, diSllbi lity, and sexual orientation, 

Alumni, students, staff and/or faculty will once again be invited to submit nominations next year, Nominations submitted this 
year will also be considered for 2019 President's Award for Inclusive Excellence, The University Council fo r Diversity (UCD) and 

the previous recipient of the award wi ll select award<!-es based on submitted nominations. 

ByJohn Twork 
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