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The values and support 
of her large and loving 
family have defi ned Acoff’s 
life and career. She still 
sings with her family’s 
gospel group, formed in 
the 1980s. Pictured on 
the cover of the CD that 
they released in 2007 
are (clockwise from top): 
Viola  Acoff;  Candace 
Acoff (niece); Cassandra 
Acoff-Bradford (sister); 
the Rev. Roosevelt Acoff, 
Jr. (brother); Valerie Acoff 
(sister); Althea R. Acoff 
(niece); and the Rev. 
Sharon  Acoff (sister). 

Lynne Robinson
Viola Acoff: Winner of First TMS Diversity Award

 In 115 feet of brick and limestone, the 
Denny Chimes bell tower encapsulates 
the pride and heritage of the University of 
Alabama (UA). For more than 80 years, 
the chimes have rung out to celebrate 
noteworthy occasions and exceptional 
accomplishments, with a special song, 
Celebrating Achievement, added to its 

academic distinction. Traditionally, the 
chimes are played once or twice to honor an 
individual triumph.
 For Viola Acoff, Celebrating 
Achievement
this past April.
 Acoff, Professor and Head, Department 
of Metallurgical and Materials Engineering 
at UA, Tuscaloosa, had just been named 
the inaugural recipient of TMS’s Ellen 
Swallow Richards Diversity Award. In a 
way, the Denny Chimes that played for 
Acoff also celebrated UA’s healing from the 
dark days when then Alabama Gov. George 
Wallace infamously stood at the door 
of the university’s Foster Auditorium to 

black students in 1963. 
 Established in 2013 by the TMS 
Foundation, the Ellen Swallow Richards 

who serves as a role model for overcoming 
personal, professional, educational, 
cultural, or institutional adversity to pursue 

a career in minerals, 
metals, and/or materials 
or for helping others 
to overcome these 
challenges to pursue 
such a career.
 Said Garry Warren, 
UA Professor Emeritus, 
who nominated Acoff 
for the award, “When I 
read the award criteria 

Viola L. Acoff

perfectly—It was almost as though it was 
trying to describe her.”
   Acoff was born in Bessemer, Alabama, 
the ninth of ten children. Bessemer was a 
steel town that had fallen on hard times, 
but Acoff’s parents were determined 
that all of their children would attend 
college, even though they never had the 
opportunity themselves. “My parents 
always encouraged us to build on our 
strengths,” said Acoff, “but mediocrity 
was not acceptable.” Acoff, herself, was a 
straight A student until the 11th grade when 

“I told my mother that it was almost like 
an ‘A’ because it was honors English,” 
remembered Acoff, laughing. “My mother 
just kept asking me, ‘Why did you make a 

I didn’t do the summer reading assignment. 
She could tell that I had half-stepped, and 
didn’t want me to be complacent about it.” 
 In addition to maintaining high academic 
standards, Acoff and her siblings were all 
expected to pitch in to help with her father’s 
construction business. Her parents also 
instilled in them a strong sense of personal 
responsibility to give of themselves to 
improve the lives of others. When Acoff 
graduated valedictorian of her high school 
class, her academic gifts opened the 
door for her to study engineering at UA, 
Birmingham, on scholarship. The work 
ethic and character that was shaped by her 
family followed her.
 Acoff was well into her college career 
when she decided to major in materials 
engineering, after taking a general course 

in fact, to share the news of her decision, 

article that she was reading in the waiting 
room caught her eye. “It said that less than 
½ of one percent of all Ph.D.s were earned 
by African Americans,” she recalled. This 
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what she wanted to accomplish in her life: 
She was going to get a Ph.D. and work to 
turn that number around.
 This was in the 1990s, decades after 
the intolerance that would have made 
that dream all but impossible for a young 
African American woman in the state of 
Alabama. But Acoff knew that barriers still 
existed for many individuals who wanted 
to pursue a career in engineering. That’s 
why, two years after completing her own 
Ph.D. and accepting a faculty position 
at UA, Acoff took on the responsibility 
of heading up the university’s Louis 
Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation 
(LSAMP) Program. The LSAMP Program 
is a National Science Foundation initiative 
to expand the number of underrepresented 
minority students in the STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, mathematics) 
professions.
 Several well-meaning colleagues advised 
her against it, concerned that the extra work 
so early in her career would distract her 
from her own goals. “It was actually a no-
brainer for me,” she said. “I thought back to 
my own path and how I got to where I am 

and gave me the opportunity to do things 
that I would not have normally done as a 
student. Based on personal experiences, I 
thought I was the best person to lead the 
effort and had a strong desire to give back, 
just as my parents had taught me.”

assistance to providing structured 
mentoring and research activities, 
tutoring, and other resources designed to 
position students for success. In 2007, 
Acoff was able to expand UA’s effort 
to an LSAMP Bridge to the Doctorate 
Program, providing students with both 
fellowships and professional development 
support in making the transition from their 
undergraduate experience to graduate 
studies. So far, three participating students 
have completed their doctorates, and “nine 
more are in the pipeline,” Acoff said.
 Acoff added to her portfolio of outreach 
to underrepresented minorities in 1999 
by launching another NSF-funded effort, 
“Introducing Science Faculty from 
Historically Black Colleges (HBCU) to 
Materials Science and Engineering,” this 
time as the principal investigator of the 

proposal. Developed 
with Mark Weaver, her 
colleague at UA, the 
three-week summer 
course encompassed 
traditional lectures based 
on introductory materials 
courses, laboratory 
experiences, and tours 
to Alabama companies 

science and engineering. 
The course was hosted on the UA campus. 
The goal was to increase diversity in the 
materials science and engineering (MSE) 
workforce by exposing HBCU faculty from 
universities without MSE programs to the 

continually funded by the NSF for 12 years, 
and eventually added a research component 
to offer participants that experience, as 
well. More than 280 HBCU faculty from 82 
of the nation’s 99 HBCUs have participated 
in the course over the years. 
  While her leadership in this initiative 

accomplishments on her résumé, Acoff 
said that she is proudest when she sees 
the students whom she has personally 
mentored succeed in their chosen career 
paths. At TMS annual meetings, in fact, 
she is frequently sighted with a cloud of 
students surrounding her from a wide 
variety of backgrounds. “I believe that the 
most effective mentoring tool is inclusion,” 
she said.
 Receiving the TMS Diversity Award 
for these and other accomplishments “is 
a humbling experience,” noted Acoff. 
“I think it’s awesome that TMS has 
established this because it sheds a spotlight 
on such an important issue. Hopefully, 
it will encourage more concerted efforts 
to increase diversity throughout the 
discipline by highlighting examples of 
how progress can be made. I also think it 
sends a powerful message to people who 
are working to improve inclusion that their 
efforts are very valuable and appreciated.”

 Editors Note: Acoff will receive her award at the First 
TMS Summit on Creating and Sustaining Diversity 
in the Minerals, Metals, and Materials Professions 
(DMMM1), July 29–31 at the National Academy of 
Sciences Building in Washington, D.C. For additional 
information on the summit and to register, visit 
www.tms.org/diversitysummit.

Acoff with UA graduate 
student Derrick Stokes.  
Through her mentoring 

activities, Acoff estimates 
that she has infl uenced 

more than 150 students to 
pursue higher education 

degrees in materials 
science and engineering. 

“I thought back to 

my own path and 

how I got to where I 

am because people 

recognized my 

potential, and gave 

me the opportunity to 

do things that I would 

not have normally 

done as a student.”
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