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President George T. French is poised to
lead historic Miles College into the future.

BY BARRY WISE SMITH

WHEN THE CIVIL WAR ENDED IN 1865 and slavery was abolished,
thousands of newly freed slaves were thrust into American society
with limited educational or economic opportunities. With racial
segregation still deeply ingrained in the fabric of society, the
Colored (now Christian) Methodist Episcopal (CME) Church
stepped forward to establish dozens of institutions of higher learning
exclusively for African Americans.

One of those institutions, Miles College, a liberal arts school
within the Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU)
network, was founded in Birmingham in 1905 and named for
William H. Miles, a former slave and the first CME
Bishop. Sitting amidst homes in a Fairfield neighborhood,
Miles has long served not just as a college but as a
beacon of hope for African-American students from
Birmingham and beyond.

In its hundred-year history, Miles has opened its
doors to thousands of first-generation African-
American college students, and, prior to desegregation,
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educated the bulk of teachers in Jefferson County’s black schools.
Some of Miles' distinguished alumni include former Birmingham
mayor Richard Arrington, Jr., who is still on staff at Miles, ULS.
District Judge U.W. Clemon, and current Birmingham mayor
Bernard Kincaid.

DECLINE AND RENEWAL
During the 1960s, Miles College became a center of Civil
Rights activism, with both students and faculty participating in
boycotts, protests, and demonstrations against Alabama's
oppressive Jim Crow laws. Top figures in the Civil
Rights movement—including Dr. Martin Luther
King and Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth—came to
the Miles campus.

But by 1989 when Albert J. H. Sloan assumed
the presidency of Miles College, the school was in a
period of steep decline. The schools accreditation
had been pulled, enrollment was down to just 438
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“Historically, our role was
to educate first-generation
African-American students.

But as the world has
globalized and there are
more opportunities for

students, endowments hit a low of
$650,000, and there was a $4-million
debt to the federal government. With
Sloan at the helm, Miles experienced a
dramatic turnaround. Accreditation
was restored, and enrollment surged to 1,700 students.

In 1995, Sloan recruited a dynamic young CME minister,
George T. French, from his post at an Adamsville church to
replenish the depleted Miles endowments. In 1999, as Director
of Development, French led Miles' largest and most successful
capital campaign, called Determining Our Destiny, which raised
over $12 million. A graduate of the University of Louisville with
a law degree from Miles College, French was mentored by
President Sloan during his 10 years on staff.

With Sloan's health failing in 2005 (he passed away in
November of that year), French was named Miles' interim president.
Inaugurated on October 13, 2006, as Miles' 14th president,
French, just 44 years old, came to the job with an impressive wish
list for the college. "l have very aggressive and definitive goals,”
French says. "My job is to improve on every aspect of the institution.
We are establishing a new paradigm where academic excellence
is the focus. For a period of time, we were in survival mode. But |
want more than survival now. | want more students, more physical
size, and better academics.”

French's first goal of doubling the physical size of the 35-acre
Miles campus was accomplished in the fall of 2006 with the
purchase of the neighboring 41-acre HealthSouth Metro West
Hospital complex. Separated from the main campus by a two-
block Fairfield Housing Authority community, the new North
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ABOVE AND RIGHT: The Miles “Purple Marching
Machine” performs during a 2006

Golden Bears football game.
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African-Americans, our
mission is evolving.”
PRESIDENT GEORGE T. FRENCH

Campus, as it will be called, will allow
for the construction of a new student
recreation center, a fine arts center, and
a state-of-the-art health and wellness
center. A feasibility study is underway
to determine the most effective use of the new property, but with
a $1.1-million annual maintenance price tag, the existing buildings
will most likely be torn down and replaced.

Another of French's goals is increasing enrollment to an
all-time high of 2,500 undergraduates. To achieve this goal,
French is actively recruiting Hispanic and Latino students to
Miles College. "We're open to anyone who wants to come,”
he says. Recruiting Hispanics (applicants must be American
citizens to qualify for federal financial aid) is beneficial to
Miles because first, French says, "it's a good business decision.”
With a growing Hispanic population both locally and nationally,
and a prediction that Hispanics will outnumber African
Americans in the U.S. population by 2018, it makes good
financial sense to include this population in higher education.
Because the history of HBCUSs is one of providing education
to African-Americans who were not allowed to attend other
institutions, “We would be the last institution to discriminate
against anyone seeking an education,” French says. “The sooner
we can get the Hispanic and Latino populations assimilated into
the formal higher education system, the sooner they can be
integrated into the larger community and make even greater
contributions.”

On the academic front, French is working with the Central
Intelligence Agency to establish the Richard Arrington School of
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International Studies and Public Policy (the facility that will
house the school will be built on the new North Campus). “Post
9/11, we discovered that we didn't really know what was going
on outside of our country,” French says. “We were ignorant to
international affairs. By chance, Miles has a long history of
preparing people for public service, and since we were doing it
anyway, we thought we should be more deliberate. If you're
interested in going into public service, we're the place to go.”
Miles is also in the process of starting master's programs in
education and social work. “We have one of the few accredited
social work programs in the state right now,” he says.

A NEW DIRECTION

With its long history of educating African Americans, the role of
Miles College has begun to change. "Historically, our role was to
educate first-generation African-American students. But as the
world has globalized, and there are more opportunities for
African Americans, our mission is evolving,” French says. “We
now have second-, third-, and fourth-generation African-
American students, so it demands that we have a curriculum that
caters to all parts of the spectrum, from remedial to advanced.
We're not just an HBCU, we're a college.”

Miles recently received a $2.5-million grant from the
National Science Foundation, and the Hugh Kaul Foundation
made a $500,000 donation to the new Miles capital campaign.
Started in January, the Miles Ahead campaign is being co-chaired
by Alabama Power Executive Vice President Steve Spencer and
Richard Arrington, Jr., with the goal of raising $30 million. The
money raised by the capital campaign will fund new construction
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projects and increase the number and amount of scholarships
given to honors students.

The Education Trust, a Washington-based nonprofit organization
that analyzes education issues, also recently ranked Miles
College fourth nationally in African-American graduation rates.
Ranked behind only Stanford University, Duke University, and
Spelman College, Miles finds itself in rarefied educational air.
While the college maintains its open-door enrollment policy—
there is no standardized test requirement, applicants simply need
a high-school diploma or GED certificate to enroll—M iles still
graduates 72 percent of its students. “We're the school with the
personal touch,” French says. Small classes; low student-to-
teacher ratios (the average is 13 to 1); and an emphasis on strong
student support services, peer counseling, and tutoring, makes
Miles a unique learning environment. “l have a nephew from
Philadelphia who goes here,” French relates. “When he missed
a couple of classes, his teacher called me to get his mother's
phone number. They spoke, and now they talk every
Wednesday."

With his ambitious plans and the support of the Miles
educational family, French anticipates success but doesn't plan to
overstay his welcome. Of his goals, French says, “Once those
things are accomplished, I'm done. However long it takes.”
When his tenure at Miles ends, French would like to enjoy time
with his wife Joyce and three children, LaShelle, George IlI, and
Jasmine. He also wants to start a law firm and would entertain the
idea of assuming another college presidency. “This is part of what
[ teach; you set goals, you accomplish those goals, and you move
on and make room for others and their ideas.”

ABovE: The Miles College Chorus.

LEFT: The historic campus has doubled in size
with the purchase of the old HealthSouth
Metro West Hospital complex.
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