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The students were assembled in Manley 
Chapel, as were dignitaries, news media 

and even Williams cheerleaders. Social 
media had teased that a major 
announcement was coming. Speculation was 
running high.
 
Williams President Dr. Tom Jones led up to 
the announcement, speaking briefly of 
WBC’s history, its progress and the vision for 
its future. Then, he let the logo do the talking. 
As music built over the speakers and eyes 
focused on the giant screen before them, the 
words “Williams Baptist College” morphed 
into a new name and a bold new era: Williams 
Baptist University.
 
It took a couple of seconds for the news to sink 
in: WBC is becoming WBU. The crowd roared 
its approval.

“This is a monumental day in the history of this 
institution, reflecting a major step forward,” 
said Jones. “Williams has provided an 
outstanding, Christian higher education for the 
past 76 years, and being known as Williams 
Baptist University will help us to advance our 
programs even further.”

Students reacted with excitement. “I think it’s 
awesome,” said sophomore Halen Layne of 
Blytheville. “It’s a big step forward, and the name 
just sounds cool!”
 
Senior Luke Carter of Bourbon, Mo., noted, “I 
think this is really good for our school. It lets us 
stand out even more to future students.”

This year’s seniors seem to savor their distinction 
as the last graduating class from Williams Baptist 
College, while underclassmen are looking 
forward to being a part of WBU.
 

“I loved it! I’m super excited,” said freshman 
Savanna Schlote of Mountain Home. “I texted my 
parents immediately and said, ‘I’m going to 
graduate from a university!’”
 
For Williams officials, the announcement caps 
more than two years of study and planning. At 
the heart of the move is a desire to communicate 
more fully what Williams has to offer.
 

“The name Williams Baptist University captures 
the academic excellence and diversity that have 
long been a part of Williams,” Jones commented.
 
Williams has three academic divisions, more than 
25 bachelor’s degree majors, and launched its first 
graduate degree, the Master of Arts in Teaching, 
last spring. All of those attributes fit the generally 
held definition of a university, he said.
 
In addition, the president said being known as a 
university will help Williams to move beyond 
some stubborn misconceptions it has faced.
 

“Although we became a four-year institution in 
1984, there is a lingering perception of Williams 
as a junior college. And while we are very proud 
of our truly outstanding Christian ministries 
program, many fail to perceive that 94 percent of 
our students are majoring in other areas and 
preparing for careers in medicine, business, 
education and other fields,” he noted.

The move was formally approved on Sept. 15 by 
WBC’s Board of Trustees but kept under wraps 
until the appropriate paperwork could be filed at 
the state and county level. 
 

“The board was excited to see Williams making 
such progress and honored to be a part of this 
momentous occasion. We believe the name 
Williams Baptist University truly captures the 
great work done by this institution,” said Board 
Chair J.R. Cox of Walnut Ridge.
 
Jones noted there are no regulatory or 
accreditation criteria for a college to meet in 
order to change its name to university.
 
On the timetable for the transition, the president 
said, “For the remainder of this school year, we 
will be known as Williams Baptist College. Over 
the next several months, you will see a gradual 
transition to WBU with the change complete on 
July 1, 2018. In August, we will celebrate the 
final conversion during a special ceremony at 
our fall convocation.”
 
Williams was founded as Southern Baptist 
College in 1941. While it operated as a junior 
college in its early years, it moved to four-year 
status in 1984.
 
Its name was changed to Williams Baptist College, 
in honor of founder Dr. H.E. Williams, on the 
college’s 50th anniversary in 1991. The move to 
Williams Baptist University is only the second 
name change in the school’s 76-year history.
 
To keep up with the progress as WBC becomes 
Williams Baptist University, go online at 
williamsbaptistcollege.com/wbu.

NEW SITE

HELLO, 
WBU!

LAUNCHED!

www.WilliamsBaptistUniversity.com
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GIBBENS REACHES 
MAJOR MILESTONE

This school year marks the 51st year 
Professor Jerry Gibbens (’61) has served 

Williams Baptist College. His rare 
milestone—completing a half-century of 
service to the college—was commemorated 
during WBC’s spring graduation ceremony.

Gibbens, professor of English and chair of the 
Division of Arts and Sciences at Williams, is only 
the second employee in school history to reach the 
50 year milestone.

“Teaching has always been exciting for me. I am 
very fortunate to have always been curious and 
have always wanted to be a lifelong learner,” 
noted Gibbens.

Professor Gibbens began his journey at 
Williams, then Southern Baptist College, as a 
student. He earned his associate’s degree from 
the college, which was all that was offered at the 
time, before furthering his education at 
Arkansas State University.

“WBC was never just a ‘junior college,’ because 
Williams always emphasized a baccalaureate 
degree. During those years as a two-year 
institution, I always dreamed of four-year 
programs where our graduates would be prepared 
for graduate programs or teaching positions in the 
public schools.”

Eighteen years after beginning his teaching career 
at Williams, Gibbens saw his dream come to 
fruition when the college became a four-year, 
liberal arts college in 1984.

“I believe a liberal arts education is the best 
education. Learning to see the whole and not just 
a part is what ‘liberal’ learning is all about. I am 
gratified that Williams still requires Old and New 
Testament, world civilization, world literature, art 
and music appreciation, and classes in 
mathematics and the natural sciences. Providing a 
Christian, liberal arts education is truly a benefit 
to our students and society,” Gibbens added.

While serving the college, Professor Gibbens has 
held many roles, taught numerous English 
courses, chaired departments and divisions, been 
involved with hiring of fellow faculty members, 
and helped establish new programs. He also 
worked toward Williams becoming a member of 
Sigma Tau Delta, the international English honor 
society, which WBC students are actively involved 
with. Every year he serves as a scorer for 
Advanced Placement essays on the College Board. 

“Jerry Gibbens has influenced thousands of 
students throughout his more than 50 years of 
teaching in the English department of Williams 
Baptist College,” said Dr. Tom Jones, WBC 
president. “His faithful service has provided 
institutional stability through his wise academic 
leadership and his consistent example as a 
follower of Christ. Known for his quiet and kind 
way, the deep and abiding acts of ministry and 
encouragement offered by him and his wife, 
Barbara, continue to sustain and encourage his 
colleagues at Williams to this day.”

During 2017 commencement exercises, Gibbens 
received a standing ovation from the packed 
Southerland-Mabee Center and a medallion to 
commemorate his five decades at Williams. 
President Jones also revealed that the commons 
area in the college’s Maddox Center would be 
named Gibbens Atrium.

“I was certainly surprised when I learned the 
college would name the atrium of the Maddox 
Center for me,” noted Gibbens. 

“I have been blessed to work in an 
institution that I love. I am humbled 
by the idea that the atrium at the 
Maddox Center is being named for me. 
This honor also belongs to my family 
and my longtime colleagues.”

Over the summer, the Maddox Center underwent 
extensive renovations, and the newly minted 
Gibbens Atrium will have a ribbon cutting and 
dedication ceremony as a part of the 2017 
Homecoming festivities.

Gibbens, his wife Barbara, and their two 
daughters are all graduates of Williams. He and 
his wife reside in Walnut Ridge.

“Williams has been our life for the past 50 years 
and we cannot imagine anywhere we would have 
preferred living and working,” Gibbens concluded. 
“My health has been excellent, and my family has 
been supportive. God has been good. I look 
forward to seeing what all year 51 has to offer!”

By Grace (Gilley) Stolz (’12)  // Coordinator of Public RelationsBy Dr. Brett Cooper  // Vice President for Institutional Advancement
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For Williams Baptist College students, 
alumni, faculty and staff, one thing has 

remained constant for the past 33 years: 
Head Coach Carol Halford (’80) patrolling, 
motivating, and coaching the Lady Eagles 
basketball squad from the sidelines of the 
Southerland-Mabee Center. However, in  
2017-18 there will be a new look, as Halford 
announced her retirement from coaching  
in April. 

Serving as the Head Lady Eagle since 1984, she 
accumulated 519 wins (all with Williams), 
including an NCCAA National Championship.

“Coaching for 33 years at a great institution like 
WBC has been a fulfilling experience to say the 
least. It is about the people, the places we have 
been, and the memories we made along the way. I 
am grateful to all the special players that made 
coaching a pleasure. I want to personally thank Dr. 
Tom Jones, Coach Jeff Rider and the WBC 
coaching staff for the support through the years,” 
said Halford.

During her tenure as head coach, Halford reached 
many milestones, including a National 
Championship in the National Christian College 
Athletic Association in 1992-93, after finishing as 
the runner-up in 1991-92. She has coached eight 
All-Americans (NJCAA, NCCAA, and NAIA) and 
over 50 all-conference selections. Her win total 
ranked in the top five of the NAIA among active 
coaches before her retirement. She has coached 
hundreds of academic all-conference honorees.

“Coach Halford has done a great job for us over the 
past 33 years. She has accomplished some 
outstanding feats in her time. Her impact stretches 
from student-athletes to her colleagues. I 
appreciate her contribution to the athletic 
department, as well as her friendship over the 
years,” stated Director of Athletics Jeff Rider (’85). 

Her accolades include being named NCCAA 
National Coach of the Year in 1993. Halford served 
as an assistant coach in the 1990 Olympic Festival, 
and she was named to the NAIA’s Hall of Fame 
Committee and USA National Basketball Team’s 
player selection committee.

The Malden, Mo., native’s experiences include 
being the WBC director of athletics for 17 years. 
She was named conference Athletic Director of the 
Year on three separate occasions, twice in the 
American Midwest Conference (2001 and 2004) 
and once in the Trans-South Conference (1996).

Before coaching, she was a standout athlete in 
basketball, softball and golf. She was named all-
conference in basketball at Williams (then known 
as Southern Baptist College) in 1978.

WBC also announced her successor will be assistant 
coach John Mayberry. Mayberry takes over after 
serving as her assistant for the past six seasons.

Halford remains at Williams, where she has taken 
on new responsibilities in academics. She has been 
named chair of the Division of Professional 
Studies, and she will continue as chair of the 
Physical Education Department at WBC.

While the sidelines may seem empty without her 
this season, Coach Halford’s presence remains a 
big part of the Williams campus.

Retires

A
LEGEND

519 Wins

ALL AT 
WILLIAMS

1 NCCAA

NATIONAL 
CHAMPIONSHIP

(1992 -1993)

8
ALL-

AMERICANS
COACHED

3x
ATHLETIC 

DIRECTOR OF 
THE YEAR

1993 Awarded

NCCAA NATIONAL 
COACH OF THE YEAR

33
YEARS AS 

COACH

Winning a national title is a dream all 
college athletes hold, but few obtain. 

For Williams Baptist College wrestler 
Demetrius Thomas, the dream became 
reality this past spring. “Meech,” as he’s 
known around campus, conquered the 285 
lb. weight division in the 2017 NAIA Wrestling 
National Championships, which were held in 
Topeka, Kan., in March. 

His major decision (10-2) victory was celebrated 
by his teammates in Kansas, as well as students, 
faculty, and staff watching live on campus, as 
ESPN3 showed Meech take the podium to receive 
his championship plaque.

“This is an incredible honor. All glory has to go 
to God. I could not be here without the impact 
He has had on my life. It blows my mind to be a 
National Champion. I am so honored to be able 
to wrestle at WBC, and I have the best 
teammates and coaches around,” said Thomas 
after the match.

Despite coming into the tournament as a five 
seed, the Ferguson, Mo., native swept through 
the tournament by winning three matches via 
major decision, and one by fall. The 
championship match proved relatively drama 
free as Meech controlled the tempo and won 
with a 10-2 major decision.

The redshirt freshman’s performance earned the 
team 25 points, and helped them secure a fourth 
place team finish at the championships. Meech 
and the entire wrestling team received a heroes’ 
welcome when they returned from nationals. 

The only other national championship in the school’s 
history came in 1992-93. The women’s basketball 
team won the NCCAA National Championship. 

“I give credit to God and my teammates,” said 
Thomas. “I know my accomplishments show the true 
testament of God’s work, and my teammates have 
helped me by pushing me each day to get better.”

Thomas Wins WBC’s First
NAIA National Championship

THE CHAMPIONSHIP 
MATCH PROVED 
RELATIVELY DRAMA 
FREE AS MEECH 
CONTROLLED THE 
TEMPO AND WON 
WITH A 10-2 MAJOR 
DECISION.
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“I give credit to God and my teammates. I know my accomplishments show 
the true testament of God’s work, and my teammates have helped me by 
pushing me each day to get better.”

By Shane Stolz (’09)  //  Assistant Athletic Director & SID

By Shane Stolz (’09)  //  Assistant Athletic Director & SID

Photos courtesy of Chris Farley.
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There are more students walking the 
Williams Baptist College campus this fall, 

thanks to a seven percent gain in enrollment. 
A large increase in the freshman class led to 
the gain, with Williams reporting an overall 
enrollment of exactly 500 students, up from 
469 in the 2016 fall semester.
 
Williams boasted a 25.7 percent jump in the 
number of freshmen entering WBC for the 2017-18 
school year. WBC has 142 freshmen this fall, 
compared to 113 in the same semester last year.
 
WBC also saw an increase in transfer students. 
Williams added 52 transfers from other colleges 
this fall, compared to 41 last year, for a 26.8 
percent gain.
 
Williams President Dr. Tom Jones said the growth 
follows a year of aggressive actions to build 
enrollment at the college.

 “This past year, Williams has been systematically 
developing and adding strategic programs that 
have made our nationally recognized student 
experience even stronger. Our enrollment 
management team, athletic staff, and faculty have 
done an extraordinary job in creating curricular 
and extra-curricular components that address the 
needs of our region while enhancing our 
commitment to a Christ-centered liberal arts 
education,” Jones said.
 
The Williams president noted that the growth 
comes at a challenging time in higher education, 
when colleges and universities are struggling to 
maintain enrollment.
 
“Such an accomplishment in such a short period of 
time would be herculean during the best of times. 
Doing so in a market that is arguably 
unprecedented in its volatility is even more 
impressive. To say the least, we are very proud and 

pleased with the results of their outstanding 
effort,” he said.
 
Full time equivalent (FTE) enrollment, an 
important budget number for higher learning 
institutions, stands at 467 at Williams this fall. 
That reflects a 5.9 percent gain.
 
The bulk of WBC’s students are on its main 
campus in Walnut Ridge. Williams reported 453 
students at Walnut Ridge, a 4.9 percent increase. 
The remainder of its students are taking classes 
online or at off-campus extensions.
 
The number of resident students at Williams also 
increased appreciably. WBC has 345 students living 
on campus this fall, which is a 13.9 percent jump.

FALL ENROLLMENT
JUMPS 7%

CHECK OUT OUR
ONLINE DEGREES!

Master of Arts in Teaching
Contact:
Dr. RoseMary Weaver
Dean of Graduate & Online Programs
rweaver@wbcoll.edu
870.759.4230

Bachelor of Science in Criminal Justice (New!)
Contact:
G. Brian Luetschwager
Director of Criminal Justice
bluetschwager@wbcoll.edu
870.759.4241

(COMPARED TO FALL 2016)

THE STATS:
FALL 2017 Freshmen

+25.7%

142
Transfer

52

+26.8%
Full-Time

467

+5.9%
Living on Campus

345

+13.9%

AROUND CAMPUS

DIPLOMAS AWARDED TO  
102 GRADUATES
A crowd of over 1,000 filled WBC’s Southerland-
Mabee Center for the college’s 2017 
commencement exercises, which were held 
Saturday, May 13. Williams awarded degrees to 
102 graduates, which represented 31 Arkansas 
counties, 10 states and three nations. The 
commencement address was delivered by U.S. 
Senator John Boozman, and graduating senior 
Alexus Clardy of Conway, Ark., spoke on behalf 
of the class of 2017. Dalton Freshour of Pomona, 
Mo., was recognized as the graduate with 
highest honors, having earned a perfect 4.0 GPA. 
Professor Jerry Gibbens was honored for his 50 
years of service to the college, and WBC’s 
Golden Eagles, alumni of 50 years or more, were 
also present for the ceremony. 

WBC COMPLETES FIRST YEAR OF 
COE HONORS PROGRAM
The conclusion of the Spring 2017 semester 
also marked the completion of the first 
academic year for the Coe Honors Program. In 
its first year, WBC had 19 Coe Honors 
Scholars, including six students who graduated 
in May. The program launched at Williams last 
fall. The title of Coe Honors Scholar is a tribute 
to the late Henry E. (Ezra) and Verbeth Coe of 
Tuckerman, whose estate gift endowed 
scholarships at WBC. The Coe Honors 
Program is open to students with a proven 
record of academic achievement. Students 
recognized under this program participate in 
special field trips, symposia, lectures and other 
academic enrichment activities. Dr. Chris 
Polachic, assistant professor of natural 
sciences at WBC, has taken the helm of the 
program for its second year.

BUSINESS STUDENTS EARN 10 
NEW NATIONAL AWARDS
The Williams Baptist College chapter of Phi 
Beta Lambda has continued its tradition of 
excellence by earning a new set of awards at the 
National Leadership Conference, including two 
first place finishes. The annual conference was 
held June 24-27, in Anaheim, Cal. “PBL has 
given me a chance to strengthen my bonds with 
my classmates and professors, while allowing us 
to showcase our talents on the national level 

where we’ve been quite successful,” said Oni 
Robertson of Baton Rouge, La., who was one of 
the WBC students to earn a first place finish. 
The Williams PBL group was also recognized 
for their accomplishments as a whole by 
winning the Hollis and Kitty Guy Gold Seal 
Chapter Award of Merit.

SOFTBALL RETURNS  
TO NATIONALS
The Lady Eagles softball team made it to the 
NAIA National Championship last spring for 
the fourth time in the last six seasons. The 
squad made it to the semifinals of pod play 
in Lawrenceville, Ga., at Georgia Gwinnett 
College, before seeing their season come to 
an end. “It felt good to set and achieve the 
goal of returning to the National 
Championship. We worked hard all season 
long and I’m proud to continue the 
tradition of winning with these girls,” said 
Head Coach Laura Tucker (’13).

WILLIAMS RECEIVES 
CHAMPIONS OF  
CHARACTER AWARD
Williams has received recognition as a 
Five-Star Institution Award winner by 
the NAIA. The WBC athletic program 
won the bronze level of the NAIA’s 
‘Champions of Character’ initiative. 
“Our coaches, athletes, and staff strive 
to honor the five core values of the 
NAIA. The WBC coaching staff does a 
wonderful job of setting a positive 
example and providing positive 
leadership for our athletes. This 
honor is a reflection of their 
devotion,” said Director of Athletics 
Jeff Rider. The five core values of 
the NAIA are respect, integrity, 
responsibility, servant leadership, 
and sportsmanship. 

WILLIAMS NOTCHES EIGHTH CONSECUTIVE YEAR 
IN U.S. NEWS TOP TIER
For the eighth year in a row, WBC is a “top tier” institution, according to the latest 

college rankings from U.S. News & World Report. The 2018 rankings find Williams at 

35th among liberal arts colleges in the South, placing it in the magazine’s top tier for the 

region. U.S. News bases the rankings on a wide ranging series of criteria, including 

class sizes, student-to-teacher ratio, student retention and peer reputation score. 

“Achieving eight straight years as a top tier institution indicates clearly that Williams 

has an outstanding reputation, and that its reputation continues to grow. The U.S. 

News rankings are a great affirmation of the educational excellence at WBC, and we 

are grateful,” said Williams President Dr. Tom Jones. 
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[1] Rodney Harris has joined the Williams 
faculty as an assistant professor of history. He 
completed his Ph.D. in history at the University of 
Arkansas this year. The Randolph County native 
earned his master’s degree in history from the 
University of Central Arkansas, and he has a 
bachelor’s in political science with a minor in 
history from Arkansas State University. He and 
his wife, Kristi, have two sons.

[2] Todd Allen comes to WBC as the new head 
coach of the Eagles wrestling program. The coach 
is a native of Kentucky and previously served in 
the Army National Guard during Operation Iraqi 
Freedom and Operation New Dawn, earning a 

Bronze Star for his service. He holds a Bachelor of 
Science in Business Administration from 
University of Cumberlands and earned his MBA 
from Cumberland University. He is married to 
Kristin Allen, and they have three children.

[3] Brian Luetschwager is the director of criminal 
justice at Williams and has established WBC’s first 
criminal justice program. He earned his associate’s 
degree and EMT certification at the University of 
Arkansas Community College in Batesville, and his 
bachelor’s degree from Arkansas State University. 
He is also set to complete his M.A. in Criminal 
Justice from American Public University in May. He 
and his wife, Kristin, have a son and a daughter.

[4] Bubba Blackwood serves Williams as the 
new director of campus safety. He brings more 
than 20 years of law enforcement experience, 
specifically in his native Northeast Arkansas, to 
the job. He received his law enforcement training 
from Black River Technical College, and has been 
trained in various other public service capacities, 
including civilian response to active shooter 
events. He and his wife, Lavesta, have two sons. 

[5] Gabby (Fulton) Dixon (’17) is the new 
women’s residence director. She earned her 
psychology degree in May from Williams. 
Originally from West Fork, Ark., she is married  
to Mike Dixon (’16).

NEW FACES AND PLACES
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[6] Brianna (McAbee) Warner (’17) is the new 
mail and copy room supervisor. She graduated 
from WBC in May with a degree in music. She is 
married to Ben Warner (’16).

[7] Elizabeth Howell has taken on the role of 
public relations administrative assistant at 
Williams. The Jonesboro native earned her 
bachelor’s degree in marketing management from 
Arkansas State University. She and her husband, 
Hayes, have two daughters.

[8] Holly Looney (’17) is a new admissions 
counselor for WBC. She is from Walnut Ridge and 
earned her bachelor’s degree in liberal arts.

[9] Rachel O’Bryan (’17) joins the Williams 
staff as an admissions counselor. Originally 
from Texas, she graduated from WBC with a 
degree in biology.

[10] Bill Jeffery (’11) returns to his alma mater 
as an admissions counselor. He earned his 
bachelor’s degree from WBC before earning his 
master’s degree from Midwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary. He is from Jonesboro and 
is married to Taylor (Toon) Jeffery (’12). They 
have one daughter.

[11] Andrea Drake (’17) is entering her first 
season as the assistant softball coach. She played 
for the Lady Eagles for two years and served as 
the student assistant during her senior year. The 
Missouri native graduated from Williams in May 
with a psychology degree.

[12] Seth Hart (’17) is beginning his first season 
as an assistant baseball coach. The WBC alum 
played for the Eagles while a student, and earned 
his degree in health and physical education this 
past may. He is from Sedgwick.

[13] Stanley Malcom (’17) joins the Williams 
staff as the head men’s JV basketball coach and 
assistant men’s varsity basketball coach, after 
playing on the Eagle squad and serving as a 
student assistant last year. He graduated from 
WBC in May with a liberal arts degree. He is 
from Chicago.

[14] Robert Foster is now the chair of the 
Department of Christian Ministries at WBC. He has 
been a member of the Williams faculty since 1999. 
Originally from Oklahoma, he earned his bachelor’s 
degree from Oklahoma Baptist University, and 
M.Div. and Ph.D. from The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary. He is married to LeAndra 
Foster and they have three children.

[15] Ruth Provost (’98) is WBC’s new chair for 
the Department of Psychology. After earning her 
bachelor’s degree from WBC, Provost went on to 
receive both her master’s degree and Psy.D. from 
Wheaton College. She grew up on the mission field 
and has been teaching at Williams since 2004.

[16] Blake Perkins has been named chair of the 
Department of History and Government. He has 
worked as assistant professor of history at WBC 
since 2014, and before that served as an adjunct 
instructor. The Lawrence County native earned 
his bachelor’s degree in history from Lyon 
College, his master’s in history from Missouri 
State University and his Ph.D. from West Virginia 
University. He is married to Jodie Perkins and 
they have two children.

[17] Shane Stolz (’09) has been named WBC’s 
assistant athletic director, along with his role as 
sports information director. An employee since 
2011, he previously served as the head men’s and 
women’s soccer coach. The Harrison, Ark., native 
earned his B.S. in business administration from 

Williams. He and his wife, Grace (Gilley) Stolz 
(’12), have one daughter.

[18] John Mayberry (’10) is now the head 
women’s basketball coach for Williams. He also 
serves as the director of student life, and has been 
at WBC since 2010, formerly as the assistant 
women’s basketball coach and an admissions 
counselor. The Williams alum, who is from Hot 
Springs, earned his bachelor’s degree in Christian 
ministries. He is married to Kimberly (Wise) 
Mayberry (’14).

[19] Gabriel Sitibaldi (’16) is entering his first 
year as head coach of the men’s and women’s 
soccer teams, after serving as assistant coach last 
year and as the student assistant during his senior 
year at Williams. The WBC alum earned his 
bachelor’s degree in liberal arts in 2016. He has 
one daughter and he and his wife, Marleigh 
(Norris) Sitibaldi (’17), are expecting a child in the 
spring. He is from Brazil.

[20] Stephanie Blake, who has served Williams 
as a part-time athletic trainer for three years, 
now works for WBC as the assistant athletic 
trainer. The Harrisburg native earned both her 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Arkansas 
State University. She and her husband, Jason, 
have one daughter.

Belle Hall Dedication and Ribbon Cutting Ceremony | Friday, December 1, 2017



BILL COMBS (’66) retired in January as 

assistant professor of philosophy from 

Missouri Baptist University. He and his wife 

Bonita reside in Henderson, Nev.

LARRY T. (’69) and SHERRY (MOORE) 

MOUNT (’68) now reside in Knoxville, 

Tenn. They both retired in 2016 and 

relocated to Tennessee after living in 

Northeast Illinois for 47 years.

GRANVILLE WYNN (’98) is currently a 

financial analyst with the Fayetteville Fire 

Department in Fayetteville, Ark. He also 

serves as the associate pastor of Main 

Street Baptist Church in Farmington, Ark. 

He has three children: Garren, Bryley, and 

Harper. He has served for many years on 

the Parks and Recreation Commission/

Committee for the City of West Fork, Ark., 

as well as a volunteer coach for the peewee 

sports programs.

STEVEN SINGLETON (’02) was recently 

named principal of Randall High School, a 

fast growing 5A High School in Amarillo, 

Texas, where he resides with his wife, Carrie.

MORGAN WOODARD (’04) graduated in 

May from George W. Truett Theological 

Seminary with a doctorate of Ministry in 

Christ and Culture. He and his wife, Camilla, 

reside in Chilton, Texas.

BEN (’05) and REBECCA (ALLMON) 

BANKS (’06) celebrated the birth of their 

first child, a son named Henry Rhys, on January 

27, 2017. They reside in Springtown, Texas.

WADE SMITH (’07) has moved to Destin, 

Fla., to work as the student pastor at Village 

Baptist Church. Wade planned Mission 

Destin with Jonathan Martin, a friend and 

the youth pastor at Temple Baptist Church in 

Jonesboro. The mission took place in July 

and focused on service, evangelism and 

outreach. The service aspect included the 

students volunteering at Destin Elementary 

School and Destin Middle School. 

KIMBERLY (COATES) STEWART (’07) 

earned a degree in education from John 

Brown University and is working on her 

master’s degree in ESL. She serves as a 

children’s director at her church, teaches 

ESL online, paints, and cares for her two 

young daughters. She and her husband, 

Mark, reside in Siloam Springs, Ark.

SHANA (WILBANKS, BOWEN) 

SCHNEIDER (’08) married Andrew 

Schneider on July 23, 2016. She teaches 

Language Arts and ELL courses at 

Marshalltown High School. Shana has two 

daughters, Keira (10) and Ady (8). She and 

her family reside in Marshalltown, Ia.

SARAH (DIXON) COLLIER (’09) and 

husband, Chris, welcomed their first child, 

Jackson Andrew Collier, on May 3, 2017. 

Chris is the Director of Business 

Administration at Redeemer Fellowship in 

Kansas City, Mo.

MARY ELLEN CLUBB (’10) completed 

her M.A. in Education and now teaches 7th 

grade English and 8th grade Spanish at 

Sikeston Junior High School in Sikeston, Mo. 

Last summer she bought and renovated her 

very first home in Dexter, Mo.

CASH REEVES (’10) and his wife, 

Brittney, have a one year old baby girl, 

Amelia Gail Reeves. Cash is head baseball 

coach at Norfork High School.

JEFFERY (’11) and HOLLIE (GENTRY) 

RATHBUN (’09) moved to the Philippines 

in January, where they minister in a remote 

area. They also provide evangelism training 

at a local church.

TIFFANY PICKETT (’11) has moved to 

South Carolina, where she is now the 

Director of Communications for the Baptist 

Church of Beaufort.

SPENCER (’12) and AMANDA 

(BURCHFIELD) AYERS (’13) celebrated 

the birth of their first child, a daughter 

named Lydia Grace, born on February 3, 

2017. They reside in Matthews, Mo.

DANIEL (’12) and LAUREN (POOL) 

RING (’14) live in North Little Rock, Ark. 

Daniel earned his master’s degree in 

Physician Studies from UAMS in May 2017. 

Lauren is a teacher at the Arkansas School 

for the Blind and Visually Impaired.

ERIC BUSBY (’13) earned his Ed. S. in 

Counseling and Psychology at Arkansas 

State University. He now works at a mental 

health agency in Pocahontas, Ark.

WHITNEY FOWLER (’13) graduated with 

a Master’s of Teaching, Learning, and 

Leadership from Arkansas Tech University 

in December. She teaches at Community 

Christian School in Russellville, Ark. and she 

and Seth Debord (’14) plan to wed in March.

ASHLEY HARRIS (’13) earned her M.S. in 

wildlife biology and is currently working on 

her MAT. She teaches second grade at 

Eastside New Vision Charter School in 

Warren, Ark.

AMBER (LITTLE) RISNER (’13) has 

accepted a case management position with 

Elite Senior Care LLC and opened a new 

office in Piggott. Her oldest son has also 

graduated from high school.

MEGHAN (LEPARD) VANDERGRIFF 

(’15) and her husband, Clint, welcomed their 

first child, Clinton Vandergriff IV, on May 

26, 2017. Meghan is an Early Childhood 

Education Specialist at Kids First 

Pocahontas. She is currently attending 

Arkansas State University to earn a specialist 

degree in School Psychology.

COLTON (’17) and TESSA (WICKER) 

BABBITT (’17) live in Delray Beach, Fla., 

where Colton is working as a graduate 

teaching assistant at Florida Atlantic 

University and pursuing a master’s degree 

in history.
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Q: Why make the change from 
Williams Baptist College to 
Williams Baptist University? 

A: There are four core reasons for this change:

1. Organization: The academic 

organization of Williams Baptist 

College is expanding. In keeping with 

the objectives of the Diamond Vision 

Plan, Williams is adding academic 

programs to meet the rapidly changing 

dynamics of higher education, and 

these programs have necessitated a new 

academic division. The name Williams 

Baptist University reflects this 

expanded academic structure.

2. Graduate Programs: Williams is now a 

graduate level institution, having 

launched its first master’s degree, the 

Master of Arts in Teaching, in 2017. 

More graduate programs are 

anticipated, as well. Changing our name 

to university captures the nature of 

such a graduate level institution.

3. Momentum: The name change comes as 

Williams is enjoying momentum in 

several areas. The announcements of 

building projects, new academic 

programs, an expanded athletic 

program and major gifts have 

illustrated to the public that Williams is 

moving forward. Becoming Williams 

Baptist University is a continuation of 

the momentum.

4. Reputation: The name Williams Baptist 

University more accurately reflects the 

academic diversity which has long been 

a part of this institution. In our case, 

“Baptist college” has sometimes been 

confused with “Bible college,” an 

institution whose sole purpose is 

training pastors. While Williams is 

proud of its excellent Christian 

ministries program, this name has 

obscured the wide array of outstanding 

academic programs which are offered. 

And, although Williams has been a 

four-year college since 1984, there are 

some lingering perceptions of WBC as a 

junior college. The connotation of a 

“university” helps move us beyond this 

confusion and expresses the true nature 

of the institution.

Q: What are the benefits to 
becoming WBU?
A: Being known as a university will benefit 

student recruitment both domestically and 

internationally. The name Williams Baptist 

University will indicate to prospective 

students that Williams is an academically 

diverse institution, capable of preparing 

them for a wide array of careers across a 

broad spectrum of academic disciplines. For 

international students, “university” is 

perceived as a higher level classification, 

thus making Williams more marketable 

around the world. By more accurately 

reflecting the academic nature of Williams, 

the name change will also reap benefits in 

the recruitment of faculty, administrators, 

coaches, and others from around the country 

and around the world.

Q: What is the timetable for 
this transition? 

A: Williams will officially begin using the 

new name, Williams Baptist University, on 

July 1, 2018, with final recognitions taking 

place during the start of the fall semester in 

August of 2018. In the transition time, the 

institution will implement its new name in 

such areas as signage, Internet and email 

domains, and stationery, with a completion 

date of July 1, 2018.

Q: What is the difference between a 
college and a university?
A: There are no regulatory criteria, 

definitions, or distinctions associated with 

the term “university” either by the 

government or our accrediting agencies. 

However, a college typically uses the term 

university when it branches into several 

academic divisions and offers a wide array of 

academic studies, including graduate 

programs. This describes the structure 

currently found at Williams, which has three 

academic divisions (Arts & Sciences; 

Professional Studies; Graduate & Online 

Programs) and a master’s program.

Q: Is Williams large enough 
to be a university?
A: Yes. The term university typically reflects 

the structure and academic offerings of an 

institution, rather than its size. Across the 

United States, universities range in size from 

fewer than 100 to tens of thousands.

Q: How did Williams decide to 
become a university?
A: The move has been actively considered for 

the past two years, for the reasons stated 

above. It has involved consultation with our 

Board of Trustees, faculty and 

administrators, as well as gauging the 

sentiments of our campus community and 

our constituents. After such consideration, 

we determined the time is now for this 

transition, and the Board of Trustees voted 

at its September 15 meeting to proceed with 

the university initiative.

Q: Does the name change affect Williams’ 
standing as a Christian institution?
A: Christian commitment is the bedrock of 

this institution, and that will not change in 

“U” HAVE QUESTIONS, WE HAVE ANSWERS

10 FORWARD  //  FALL 2017

ADAM JOSEPH GODWIN, 31, of 

Jonesboro passed from this life on Monday, 

July 10, 2017. He was born on August 25, 1985 

in Jonesboro to Randall and Candy (Raby) 

Godwin. He graduated from Valley View High 

School in 2004 and went on to attend Williams 

Baptist College and Arkansas State University. 

Growing up, Adam was very involved in his 

youth group and loved going on mission trips 

and to Christian conferences before his health 

deteriorated. He also loved being with his 

friends. He was a member of Temple Baptist 

Church. Adam leaves behind his parents, 

Randall and Candy Godwin; one brother, 

Matthew Godwin (Whitney), who was his best 

friend; paternal grandmother, Patsy Godwin. 

He also grew up closely with cousins, Morgan 

and Reagan, whom he loved as sisters.

REFUS TALBERT CALDWELL, SR., 
(’61) age 87, of Houston, Ark., passed away 

June 20, 2017. He was a Baptist preacher and a 

member of First Baptist Church of Perryville, 

Ark. He is survived by his wife, Minnie Lea 

Moore Caldwell; children, Refus Caldwell, 

Jr. (’74) and Chereyl Caldwell (’78) of Guy, 

Ark., Marty Caldwell of Benton, Ark., Lynette 

Caldwell Rose (’77) and Max Rose (’74) of 

Walnut Ridge, Ark., and Martha Caldwell 

McClure (’84) and John McClure (’94) of 

Hardy, Ark.; three brothers, three sisters, and 

many children and great-grandchildren. 

JACQUELYN HOWELL (’56) of 

Monette, Ark., passed away on June 10, 2017, 

at the age of 80, after a courageous battle 

with cancer. She was diagnosed with polio at 

the age of 12 and spent the remainder of her 

life in a wheelchair. She earned her college 

degree in English and library science from 

Williams Baptist College and Ouachita Baptist 

University, graduating Magna Cum Laude 

from Ouachita. Jacquelyn retired in 1998 after 

39 years of teaching and as the librarian at 

Childress, which became Monette and Buffalo 

Island Central. She taught Sunday school 

classes at both Childress and Monette First 

Baptist Churches where she was a member. 

Survivors include two sisters, Janis Chambers 

of Steele, Mo., and Nancy Stewart (Revis) of 

Monette; and a host of nieces and nephews.

DR. BETTY “JO” CULBERTSON 
DAVIS of Dumas, Ark., passed away on 

February 19, 2017, at the age of 79. She was 

a beloved member of WBC’s English faculty 

from 1992-2005. She received a master’s 

degree in English education from Memphis 

State University and a doctorate in education 

from the University of Southern Mississippi. 

She founded WBC’s Alpha Delta Pi Chapter 

of Sigma Tau Delta, the international English 

honors society. She became assistant English 

professor at the University of Arkansas Pine 

Bluff after leaving Williams. She was married 

to James Kitle Davis for 21 years, and they 

had three sons, Robert, Jerry and Thomas. 

She was preceded in death by her husband in 

1976, her sister Peggy Carter, and sons Robert 

and Jerry. She is survived by her son Thomas 

of Dumas, Ark., and Robert’s sons Nathan 

Kitle and Christopher James, and Jerry’s son, 

Zachary Thomas.

JEFFREY FISHER (’98) of Kansas 

City, Mo., passed away on January 26, 2017, 

at the age of 57. He spent more than 30 years 

ministering to children and youth. He is 

survived by his wife, Cindy (’98); son Paul 

(’09) and his wife, Jenny; a daughter, Donna 

Fisher; grandsons Jude, Malachi and Silas; 

siblings Mike, Ken, Rob, David, and Debbie 

Mock-Fisher and their families.

RAYMOND EUGENE JACKSON 
(’64) of Jacksonville, Ark., passed away at 

the age of 72 on September 11, 2017, in North 

Little Rock, after battling a short illness. Ray 

was a 1962 graduate of North Little Rock 

High School and in 1964 he graduated with 

an associate’s degree from Williams Baptist 

College. Ray will be missed by his loving 

and devoted wife of 53 years, Judy Ann 

Jackson of Jacksonville, Ark., his daughter, 

Kimberly Chidester of Cabot, Ark.; and his 

grandchildren, Kyle Jackson and Natalie 

Grace Chidester both of Cabot, Ark. He will 

be greatly missed by his brother, Robert 

Jackson and nephew, Keith Jackson. Ray was 

a trustee at Williams for many years and was 

serving on the board at the time of his death. 

He was a pastor at Morrison Chapel Baptist 

Church in North Little Rock  for over 35 

years. He was a member of the First Baptist 

Church of Jacksonville. He loved the Lord, 

his independence, and his family, especially 

his two grandkids. Ray was a happy, upbeat, 

positive person, and he encouraged everyone 

to accept life, and its circumstances as they 

come with his favorite phrase, “It is what it is.”

FRIENDS WE’LL MISS 

Norman B. Harty, age 81, died Aug. 3, 

2017, at Saint Francis Medical Center in 

Cape Girardeau, Mo. A well known local 

businessman, Mr. Harty owned N.B. Harty 

Contractors and a total of 10 branches of 

First Commercial Bank across Southeast 

Missouri. Through his contracting 

industry, he conducted business on an 

international scale. 

Mr. Harty graduated from Puxico High 

School in 1954 and later attended Southeast 

Missouri State University and Williams 

Baptist College, eventually earning a 

degree from Arkansas State University. On 

Jan. 22, 1966, he married Billie Lemons. 

After 47 years of marriage and a business 

partnership, she preceded him in death 

on June 21, 2013. Mr. Harty continued 

the Dexter, Missouri-based business 

operations until his death. Mr. Harty 

proudly served in the U.S. Army. 

He attended First Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ) in Dexter. Norman 

and Billie never forgot their hometown 

roots, generously contributing to numerous 

local charities and organizations and 

other entities over the years. Williams 

was on the receiving end of the Hartys’ 

generosity many times, and the Billie 

Harty Dining Hall is named in honor of 

Mr. Harty’s beloved wife. He will be dearly 

remembered for his deep Christian faith 

and his generous community spirit. 

The family suggests any memorials may 

be made to Williams Baptist College, 

56 McClellan-Box 3736, Walnut Ridge, 

AR 72476, or to the Southeast HEALTH 

Building Fund, 1200 N. One Mile Road, 

Dexter, MO 63841.

Norman B. Harty: 1936 - 2017 

any way. The Christ-centered nature of 

Williams is our heritage, our calling, and our 

reason to exist. Being known as a university 

simply helps Williams to better accomplish 

and communicate its stated mission: To 

provide an excellent, holistically Christian 

liberal arts education while compassionately 

shaping student lives.

Q: Will being a university affect Williams’ 
standing as a liberal arts institution? 

A: Williams is an excellent liberal arts 

institution, and that remains absolutely 

unchanged with the new name. Williams is 

more committed than ever to providing a 

well-rounded education in the liberal arts 

tradition. While research and publication 

have their place at any institution of higher 

learning, our focus remains, as always, on 

providing the best possible learning 

experience for our students.

Q: Will being a university affect student-
to-teacher ratios or class sizes? 

A: Williams will continue to feature 

personal attention to students in an intimate 

class setting. Our outstanding student-to-

teacher ratio (13-to-1) and small class sizes 

(average of 17) will not be impacted in any 

way by this change.

Q: Will the name change have any 
impact on accreditation? 

A: Williams will continue to be accredited 

just as before. The university will enjoy the 

same good standing with our main 

accrediting agency, the Higher Learning 

Commission, just as our education program 

will continue to bear the stamp of approval 

from the Council for the Accreditation of 

Educator Preparation.

Q: Will this change impact the 
governance or administrative structure 
of Williams? 

A: Nothing changes about Williams’ 

governance or administration. The institution 

will still be owned and operated by the 

Arkansas Baptist State Convention, which 

appoints all voting members of our Board of 

Trustees. The president of the university will 

answer to the Board, as always.

Q: Will the athletic program be impacted 
by this change? 

A: The name change does not affect the 

Williams athletic program. The Eagles will 

continue as members of the NAIA, and they 

will still compete in the American Midwest 

Conference. In fact, other members of our 

conference have made the university 

transition over the past several years, as well.

Q: Will the name change increase the 
cost to attend Williams? 

A: We are happy to report that tuition will 

not increase at Williams next fall. The name 

change will have no bearing on the cost to 

attend Williams now or in the future.

Q: Will branding and logos change with 
the new name? 

A: The only significant change in our 

branding will be replacing “College” with 

“University” in the name. Our “W” icon and 

our Eagles athletic logo will remain the 

same, as will the fonts and colors associated 

with our branding.

Q: Will there be changes in Internet, 
email, and social media addresses? 

A: Yes, the name change will necessitate a 

change in our electronic addresses. New 

domain names will be implemented for our 

main website (currently 

williamsbaptistcollege.com), athletic 

website, campus email, and social media 

handles. These transitions will occur before 

the 2018 Fall Semester and we will keep the 

public and all of our constituencies informed 

as the changes are completed.

Q: What is the history of name changes 
at this institution?
 A: The school was founded as Southern 

Baptist College in 1941. On the college’s 50th 

anniversary in 1991, it was renamed 

Williams Baptist College in honor of founder 

H.E. Williams. The transition to Williams 

Baptist University marks only the second 

name change in the school’s 76-year history.

Q: Will diplomas say Williams Baptist 
College or Williams Baptist University? 

A: Diplomas issued after August of 2018 will 

say Williams Baptist University. This year’s 

senior class, which will graduate in May of 

2018, will be the last to receive diplomas that 

read Williams Baptist College.

Q: Can graduates from previous years 
get a new diploma that says Williams 
Baptist University?
A: Yes, we plan to offer this option for 

graduates who wish to purchase a diploma 

bearing the new name.

Q: Can alumni list Williams Baptist 
University on their resumes? 

A: Yes, it is standard practice for graduates 

of an institution to list the current name of 

the school.
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Since 2013, Williams Baptist College has developed 
and implemented strategic plans which focus our
actions and resources on priorities that will continue 
to move Williams forward. These plans have resulted 
in the blessings of beautiful new and renovated 
facilities, an enlarged athletic department, expanded 
academic degree offerings, and a new name…
Williams Baptist University!

To be clear, we cherish what the name “college” has 
meant to many of us through the years. And make no 
mistake—a commitment to a personal, well rounded, 
Christian liberal arts education is, and always will be, 
the revered core of who we are as an institution. But 
today, the word “college” simply doesn’t 

communicate the higher level of organization and 
academic rigor expected at Williams.

That is why, for the past two years, serious studies of 
that name have been undertaken. College
constituencies have been consulted and the pros and 
cons of making this significant step forward have 
been considered. During the next few months, you 
will see a transition to WBU in signage, stationery 
and Internet domain addresses. And while those 
changes will bring distinct advantages to our work, 
please be assured that Williams will continue to 
champion our mission of providing an excellent, 
holistically CHRISTIAN liberal arts education, while 
compassionately shaping student lives.

This issue of THE FORWARD will share stories 
about the students, alumni, faculty, and staff who
participate in our mission and the accomplishments 
of their work. As you read the pages inside, please
remember to pray that our actions always be 
centered by an introspective humility and a profound 
desire to honor the Lord, Jesus Christ, at  
WILLIAMS BAPTIST UNIVERSITY.

Go Eagles,

Tom Jones
PRESIDENT
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        FROM THE PRESIDENT

      
      FROM
     COLLEGE TO
    UNIVERSITY 

“These plans have resulted in 

the blessings of beautiful new 

and renovated facilities, an 

enlarged athletic department, 

expanded academic degree 

offerings, and a new name…

Williams Baptist University!”

THE IRA CHARITABLE ROLLOVER:
A Win-Win for You and Williams

• Congress has made the IRA Charitable  

 Rollover permanent.

• Gifts from your IRA count as your   

 Required Minimum Distribution (RMD),  

 so they can lower your income and taxes. 

• Gifts of up to $100,000 from your IRA  

 are not reportable as taxable income,  

 and they can help you avoid higher tax  

 brackets, phaseouts of your deductions,  

 the Alternative Minimum Tax (AMT),  

 and the Affordable Care Act (ACA) tax.

If you are 70 ½ or older, the IRA Charitable Rollover may provide a great way for 
you to support the work of Williams Baptist University while also benefiting your 
finances. Here is what you need to know:

To learn more about the 
benefits of an IRA Charitable 
Rollover gift, contact:

Brett Cooper
Vice President for Institutional Advancement
870.759.4107
bcooper@wbcoll.edu


