Betty Lou Jones’ Prepared Remarks for Senate Hearing 

In the current discussion over name change, there has evolved a sense of urgency that is hard to debate or deny. Mississippi’s dire economic circumstances cannot be ignored, nor should they be minimized. Each of you as an elected official is facing enormously difficult and complex choices. Yet, difficult choices do NOT HAVE TO HAVE DEVASTING OUTCOMES. 

Proposals for name changes, mergers, or closures have become predictable topics on a list of popular remedies for the state’s budget woes—that somehow in this world that demands more education, better prepared workforces and improved wages, closing, merging or changing names will move the state into a better position to compete.  

Over the years, you have heard them all:  Mississippi has too many universities, merge the Valley with Delta State, merge the W with Mississippi State, close the vet school, close the dental school, close everything but the big three, create just one historically black institution with Alcorn, the Valley and Jackson State becoming a new Jacobs State University and even make one university with all of the campuses serving as locations of the University of Mississippi. These proposals create excitement, they create headlines, and they fill the halls with proponents and opponents.  And in the past, they have created the appearance of action and that seemed to be enough until now.  

NOW with the recommendation for name change coming from the university’s administration, it is perhaps finally time to address some long standing hard to frame issues

Issues that really have more to do with purpose than with name, more to do with Mississippi and women, than with Mississippi University for Women.  

Intellectually, the legislature has long understood the need for an institution of higher education like the W.  In 1884, lawmakers made educational history by creating the first state supported college for women in America to provide a unique hybrid, a high quality collegiate education for women coupled with practical vocational training. Mississippi’s bold action recognized that young women must be not only capable of thinking for themselves, but also capable of supporting themselves. 

The status of women in Mississippi has improved remarkably over the past fifty years. In the labor market and in the political arena, in business and in education, women have narrowed the gap with men. But it remains the case, that Mississippi is one of only two states that have never elected a woman either as governor or as a member of Congress. Also, data on poverty, on violence against women and on women’s access to health care and education are among indicators showing that much remains to be accomplished before women and their families can reach the quality of life to which they aspire. 

In Mississippi, as is the case in the nation, a woman with or without a college degree earns 75 cents to every $1 a man earns, and with women making up 49.1 percent of the nation’s work force, in many ways a women’s mission is more valid than ever. 

THE MISSISSIPPI COMMISSION ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN THEIR 2009 ANNUAL REPORT CITES THE FOLLOWING INDICATORS:

26 PERECENT OF WOMEN LIVED IN POVERTY IN 2007, THE HIGHEST RATE AMONG THE STATES. This is a higher percentage than in 2000. 

24 percent of women ages 18-24 lacked health insurance, placing Mississippi fourth in the nation. Again, this is a higher percentage than in 2001 when it was 20 percent.  

Mississippi ranked fifth in the nation in terms of women killed by men in 2005. This was an improvement over 2000 when Mississippi ranked first. However, the state still ranks among the worst for violence against women despite recent improvements in legislation and educational outreach. 

Women in 2003 accounted for 13 percent of members of the Mississippi House and 12 per cent of the Mississippi Senate, an increase in the Senate and a slight decrease in the House since 1998. The state ranked only 49th among the states in women in elected office in 2004. 
 Throughout its history, the W has always shown an ability to adapt and change as demonstrated by the successful transition to coeducational status since 1982.

However, there are those in the administration, on the IHL board and in the community who believe that for the W to survive in today/s circumstances name change is necessary. We believe more than a name change is demanded. We believe more meaningful, marketable and substantive changes for the W must be sought before name change is considered. 

Texas Women’s University considered name change but chose to keep “women” in its name to honor its past and to serve notice that women’s education has a place in their academic market. TWU assessed its position and determined that its name held an inherent value- an essential characteristic attribute   that could not be replaced with a marketing plan or campaign. For years, recruiters would be explaining that the new school was really the old school with a new name. Today, TWU is thriving, not because it kept the word women in its name but because it latched onto the health sciences, which traditionally has been populated by women, but is the fastest growing professional choice for men in the United States. TWU has leveraged the strength of that recession- proof industry to its own successful niche. 

Did you know that the W’s School of Nursing, since its inception has a 99.27 percent passage rate on the National Council’s Licensure Examination for Registered Nurses? And like TWU the W’s School of Nursing serves an area of the state and the Southeastern region where there is little competition for its services. If you remember, Joe Hogan who was admitted to the W by way of the United States Supreme Court just wanted to go to the nursing school. We believe the “W”‘s administration’s current focus on what the W is NOT has caused it to fail to capitalize on the University’s marketable strengths.  

Some of the Columbus/Lowndes County business and community leaders are here today in support of a name change. The W is a multi million dollar asset. Its contributions to the economic growth of the Golden Triangle have never been comparable to that of a comprehensive university. However, its contributions to the area’s quality of life have never been questioned until now.  

With the elimination of competitive athletics, the W lost not only a natural interaction with the community but also a significant recruitment tool. Closing the Demonstration School left vacant a long standing relationship with a segment of the community whose loyalties translated into connections with the campus that spanned generations. Discontinuing programs such as the National Board of Distinguished Women, which brought to Columbus/ Lowndes County nationally recognized women leaders and the visibility that came along with them was quite a loss for the community and the relationships between the school and the community.  Downsizing the scale of the Welty Gala and Welty Weekend minimized the W’s exposure in an arena that was once rivaled only by the University of Mississippi’s Conference on the Book.  

At some point, we have to acknowledge that where the W stands today is not where it stood eight years ago. A change in the name of the university will not bring Columbus/ Lowndes County the economic development viability desired without a major shift in the administration/s willingness to engage and participate in its own and the community’s economic growth. This is all the more reason to delay making such a drastic change before new leadership can be in place and given ample opportunity to assess the W’s strengths and to promote them vigorously.  

We can also learn by the experience of others.  In 2007, Randolph Macon Woman’s College changed its name to Randolph Macon College in order to attract men and increase enrollment. Just the opposite happened. The college suffered a dramatic drop in enrollment and as of July 2009, predictions were still down. Where is the logic in Mississippi following suit? Why take such a risk the “W”? 

Why take such a risk when there is a viable alternative which would be less costly, easier to market, possible immediately and a consensus building tool. Simply leave the name the same but market the school as it is already known, the W. This would be in keeping with Ole Miss representing The University of Mississippi, Southern for The University of Southern Mississippi, and Mississippi State or simply State representing Mississippi State University. 

Proponents of name change believe that the name and confusion over identity is the prevailing reason for students not choosing The W despite unusually attractive advantages such as small classes- the average class size is 20 and professor’s not graduate students teach classes. 
 
Actually, name is just one of a number of reasons – including limited aid, location, academic offerings, cost and the lack of athletics given by students who applied to the W but chose not to come. So a legitimate argument exists that too much importance is being given to name change as the panacea for the W’s ills. 

There are statistics, data and documents that will weigh on average the number of high school students in the United States that will consider a women’s college runs between 2 and 5 percent. Last week, Hank Bounds cited a new statistic from the national College Board stating that only six students who took the ACT said they would consider a women’s college or a campus with a women’s mission. While the statistic is compelling, it came from a pool of students who scored between 20 and 214, who wanted to attend an institution of between 1,000 to 5,000 students. A more telling statistic might be the number of students who do not respond to that question be attended a women’s college. Numbers can tell you anything.  

During the summer, several of us had a meeting here at the capitol and one state senator said, “Until Mississippi universities recruit students for who they are, rather than the sheer numbers they represent, our system of  higher education will fall short in realizing its full relevance for the state.” 

We would ask:

That you not give IHL the ability to circumvent the processes of checks and balances that exist. Name change, merger, closing of universities affects the people of the state of Mississippi. IHL members do not represent the people. In fact, its membership does even represent all of its own campuses. Do not let all the people be shut out of the process. 
 
That before name change is considered you urge IHL to launch a national search and allow the new president of the W to bring a fresh perspective, new experiences to make an objective assessment of where the W actually stands.  

That there be a renewed commitment to the women’s mission of the W—not moving backward to a girls’ school, but to a contemporary mission that capitalizes on the university’s strengths which have always favored the student for whom he or she is rather than the numbers they represent. 

Strengthening the W’s offerings and programs to meet the modern needs of Mississippi’s women is the change that will satisfy demands for accountability, fiscal responsibility, economy and growth. Because of the W’s unique mission, it can step out of the race for numbers and serve the state with relevance.  
 

