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HIGHLIGHTS FROM MY EXPERIENCE AT THE 2019 HERLEAD  
LEADERSHIP FORUM

As I opened my email, I took a deep breath. It was seconds later that my eyes opened wide with 

complete shock as I read the first few words from HERlead Fellowship. 

“Congratulations Salomée Levy! On behalf of ascena retail group inc. and Vital Voices Global 

Partnership, we are thrilled to invite you to join the 2019 Class of HERlead Fellows.”

Now here is a glimpse of how my four days went – the most insightful and inspiring days I have ever 

spent in my life. During my four days, I met 31 other inspiring young women who changed my life and 

helped me grow in the best way possible. The trainings and mentorship also taught me ways that 

would help me deliver my project in a more effective manner, from public speaking to social media, I 

had a new community that I am a part of. 

As I entered the pink room that said “Welcome HERlead Fellows” at the Ann Taylor and LOFT 

Headquarters in Manhattan, I met six phenomenal mentors who implemented projects in their own 

communities. My mentor was Panmela Castro, a Brazilian artist who used art as a platform to combat 

domestic violence rates in Brazil. The other mentors were: Adi Tafuna’i, Jamira Burley, Kah Walla, 

Priti Patkar, and María Pacheco. You can learn more about them and the work they are doing in their 

communities on HERlead.org. The mentors all shared a common trait: passion. Their passion and their 

experiences drove them to create projects that would help others in their communities. 

As I walked in first thing in the morning, I noticed the book, “Vital Voices” on my table. Alyse Nelson, 

the CEO of Vital Voices showed a powerful video that emphasized the importance of investing 

women. She asked an essential question, “How do we use our power to empower?” which led to her 

presentation of the Vital Voices leadership model. There were five main points to the model: Our 

Driving Force, Deep Roots in the Community, An Ability to Connect Across Lines that Divide, Bold 

Ideas and Bold Action, and Resolve to Pay it Forward. Under “Driving Force”, the main idea was, 

“What sparks you to do the work you are doing”? In the second step of the model, the main idea was 

the power of relationships. Then follows the ability to understand a situation and empower others by 

paying it forward. 



As I learned a lot about the leadership model from Alyse Nelson, I learned storytelling methods 

from Kathleen Friery. As a public speaker myself, I really admire Kathleen’s tips as I can always 

improve the clarity of my message. She gave advice on delivering a short “elevator” pitch within 

a minute to capture people’s attention. She also suggested using words like “picture this” or 

“imagine” to open up the pitch so the audience can visualize the situation. Kathleen pointed 

out that crutch words such as “um” or “like” can minimize the message’s impact. Finally, she 

reminded me to deliver an authentic message and that first impressions matter! It is important 

to make a very good impression; an outfit is a reflection of who the person is, it has to be in 

harmony with the message of the pitch. As I often get nervous before I deliver a speech, she 

provided ways to conquer the nerves: power pose, drink water 20 minutes before, eat something, 

and practice out loud. I felt much more confident after learning these tips!

 

Karla Ruiz Cofiño gave a presentation on using social media as a platform to make a change. As 

we live in a generation heavily influenced by Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat, more 

people are increasingly viewing social media as a negative creation. However, Karla changed 

that perception, she emphasized how we can make our personal profiles stand out by adding our 

website, highlights of our stories, and use it as a tool to network with other people to expand our 

projects. I personally learned that I should add my social media links and my website on my email 

footer so when I reach out to people, they have an idea of who I am by looking through the links. 

Later during the day, Jamira Burley and Ariela Suster spoke on a panel that focused on young 

people taking action to affect positive change. Ariela’s family experienced violence firsthand in 

El Salvador during the Salvadorian Civil War. She followed her heart by founding the organization 

Sequence, a company where at-risk youth in El Salvador create beautiful handcrafted products. 

Jamira shared her story about how her family was affected by gun violence in Philadelphia, which 

led her to implement anti-violence programs in schools, advocating for gun control and creating 

a collaborative relationship between youth and business leaders to enable innovative ways to 

engage young people. They both shared personal stories and explained how their “driving force” 

led them to create a solution to help their community.

Before our departure, Inaugural Youth Poet Laureate Amanda Gorman delivered a beautiful 

poem that celebrated the power of girls and how they can change the world. It was a poem that 

motivates me to this day and serves as a reminder to keep breaking barriers in my community.

HERlead is a community I belong in. A network filled with extraordinary women who are ready to 

take on the world and use their talents to make their communities better. 

When I was at the HERlead Forum, I felt like I was in a new environment – a supportive and 

inclusive one. Our power is unlimited. We have the power to change the world and know that 

nobody can bring us down. We all are breaking down the barriers to make a change. 


