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eresa Haley is no 
stranger to challenging 
the status quo.

The Springfield, 
Ill., native and NAACP 

branch president has long been an 
advocate for her community. She 
has pressured the school district 
to enforce a 1976 consent decree to 
match staff diversity levels with the 
city’s racial demographics.

She’s worked with the state 
police chiefs’ association to draft 
a set of principles to better guide 
interactions with Illinois’ Black 
community. And she shot down 
a proposal to place a homeless 
shelter in the Black community, 
which Haley said has become the 
de facto dumping ground for things 
Springfield’s White community 
doesn’t want.

It’s work like this that garnered 
Haley the title of NAACP Activist 
of the Year. The century-old civil 
rights organization bestowed the 
first-of-its-kind honor on Haley 
in late February as part of its 51st 
Image Awards ceremony held in 
Hollywood, Calif. The organization 
also gave the Youth Activist of the 
Year award to Central Michigan 
University student Australyah 
Coleman. The activist awards 
were presented at a star-studded 
pre-Image Awards dinner hosted 
by actress-comedian Sheryl 
Underwood. 

Honored, blessed and 
overwhelmed is how Haley 
described the recognition.

“I am encouraged by it to keep 
doing what I’m doing because I’m 
doing the right thing and helping 
so many people, not just in my 
community but in my state and 
throughout the world,” said Haley, 
who wears dual hats as the branch 

Haley is the youngest 
and first woman elected 
as NAACP Illinois state 
conference president. 
Nicknamed a junior 
Black Panther, she 
has been a member 
of the NAACP since 
childhood.
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preserving an ominous piece of 
Springfield’s history that led to the 
creation of the nation’s premiere 
civil rights organization a year later. 
In 1908, an angry mob of Whites 
descended on that city’s small Black 
neighborhood after a White woman 
alleged a Black man raped her. The 
riot that followed left several Black 
people dead and a once-thriving 
Black neighborhood in ashes.

Haley worked with city officials 
to replace worn and faded markers 
denoting where the riots took place 
as part of the 110th commemorative 
event. The updated markers include 
the NAACP logo with quotes from 
Presidents Abraham Lincoln and 
Barack Obama. The originals were 
dedicated in 1994. 

“A lot of people in Springfield 
don’t know about it because 
nobody talks about it. Everybody is 
ashamed and embarrassed about 
it,” Haley said. “I’ve always been 
determined, at least since college, to 
make sure it stayed in the forefront, 
to make it more visible than it ever 
has been.”

To do that, Haley wants the C
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president and the state conference 
president. 

Haley, 55, was elected branch 
president in 2009 and state 
conference president in 2015. She 
is the youngest and first woman 
elected as NAACP Illinois state 
president. Haley has been a member 
of the NAACP since childhood. 
In 1994, she was asked to join the 
executive committee at the age of 
29, making her the youngest person 
on that committee. 

Her biggest challenge yet is 



site where the neighborhood once 
stood to be declared a national 
monument. Remains of five houses 
from the neighborhood leveled 
by fire were discovered during 
excavation for a railroad expansion. 
Haley wants a memorial built 
there that will serve as a living and 
healing monument to the lives lost 
and a museum that traces the birth 
of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
a year later.  The organization 
has started a foundation to raise 
$5 million needed to build the 
monument. 

Haley credits her activism to 
her mom, Mamie “Bea” Johnson, 
who encouraged her to challenge 
and question things she did not 
understand, and former Black 
Panther leader and social justice 
advocate Angela Davis. 

“To see a Black woman so 
powerful and so vocal but with a 
mission to be caring, considerate 
and compassionate about her 
community, her people and 
speaking up for them, I believed 
that is what I was supposed to do,” 
Haley said, noting that an uncle 
referred to her as a junior Black 
Panther.

Haley has lived up to that title. 
In the fourth grade, Haley 

questioned her predominantly 
white school’s use of color-coded 
lunch tickets to identify which 
students had free, reduced-price or 
fully paid lunches. Haley had a free-
lunch ticket. Even as a child Haley 
felt it wasn’t right to stigmatize 
someone over their ability to afford 
lunch.

“That was another way of 
discriminating and letting people 
know your socioeconomic status,” 
said Haley, who grew up in 
Springfield’s only public housing 
development with her 10 siblings. 
“I confronted my principal and my 
teacher about it and … they had all 
kinds of excuses for it. And I wasn’t 
buying it.”

In high school, Haley was 
unafraid to challenge racism. 
When a cheerleading coach made 

unflattering comments about 
Black female athletes, saying that 
they “can’t keep their grades up or 
always get pregnant,” Haley spoke 
out against it. Eventually she was 
placed on the task force to find a 
replacement coach. 

Her activism at such a young 
age got Haley a youth membership 
with the Springfield NAACP branch, 
which she would head years later.

“I think a schoolteacher 
or somebody bought me a 
membership when I was in the 
fourth or fifth grade because I was 
so vocal,” Haley recalled.

Challenging the status quo has 
been Haley’s calling card. She’s 
not afraid to go against popular 
opinion, even if it puts her on 
opposite sides of key issues. Haley 
opposed the state’s move to legalize 
marijuana.  Last year, Illinois 
became the 11th state to do so, but 
added a social equity component 
not seen in other legalization 
measures. Revenue from marijuana 
sales is to fund service programs 
in disadvantaged communities hit 
hard by the war on drugs. 

But Haley said that hasn’t 
happened yet and little has been 
done to increase dispensary 
ownership among Blacks. She 
added that the drug is still illegal 
at the federal level and that puts 
Blacks at risk for losing jobs or 
academic scholarships if they test 
positive.  

“Although it is legal, it is really 
not legal for us,” Haley said of the 
disparity. 

But the biggest challenge 
facing the NAACP is getting the 
organization’s message out on key 
issues like the census, the  November 
election and the coronavirus. Not 
completing the census will have 
a financial impact for the next 10 
years and affect representation for 
the Black community on Capitol 
Hill, Haley noted.

“We will lose our voice,” she said. 
“We have to get our community 
to take all three of these issues 
seriously and take action … or we 
are going to get left behind.”  ■
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