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While Marshall University is 
the oldest public institu-
tion of higher education 

in West Virginia, tracing its founding 
to 1837, it took nearly 125 years of 
sustained growth before the normal 
school established on a knoll in rural 
Cabell County would truly come of 
age.   

Compared to the news that seems 
to grab attention nowadays, it is 
probably difficult for today’s stu-
dents to understand the significance 
of the granting of university status 
to the former Marshall College. But 
50 years ago, the designation as a 
state university meant far more than 
just a name. 

Video footage and still photo-
graphs shot on Marshall’s campus 
the day the news broke that the West 
Virginia Legislature had passed the 
university bill depict a student body 
that celebrated as if the football team 
had won a national championship. 
A special edition of The Parthenon 
hailed, “We are now Marshall ‘U’!” 
Crowds gathered as “College” was 
symbolically chipped off one of 
Marshall’s state highway historical 

markers. Students taped over the 
word “college” on the team sweat-
shirts they proudly wore. Cheering 
and running across campus, they 
acted as if a war had just ended. 

And, in essence, that is exactly 
what had happened. March 2, 1961, 
marked the end of a multi-year battle 
for Marshall’s offi  cial recognition as 
an advanced higher learning institu-
tion in the state of West Virginia.  

In his book, “Marshall University: 
An Institution Comes of Age, 1837-
1980,” Marshall historian Dr. Charles 
H. Moff att noted that in 1961, uni-
versity status would make Marshall 
the fi rst university located in the vast 
stretches of central Appalachia be-
tween Lexington, Ky., and Lexington, 
Va., and between Athens, Ohio, and 
Knoxville, Tenn. At the time, many 
states had only one state university, as 
was the case here, with West Virginia 
University in Morgantown being the 
sole university among a handful of 
higher education institutions in the 
Mountain State. 

Dr. Stewart H. Smith, president 
of Marshall from 1946 to 1968 and 
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for whom Smith Hall is named, 
fought many years for his be-
loved college to earn university 
status by engaging legislators, 
backed by strong local support, 
and working on a public front 
to change attitudes about a sec-
ond university in West Virginia. 
Many thought the state should 
support only one large uni-
versity, fearing another would 
drain resources from WVU. 

Smith argued that Marshall 
had earned university status 
because of the number of aca-
demic programs and advanced 
degrees offered, as well as the 
growth in enrollment. Smith, 
local legislators and area lead-
ers said the change in status 
would not only help Marshall 
recruit more students and re-
tain better faculty, it also would 
result in more federal fund-
ing and private donations, and 
help to bring more businesses 
to the state. 

By 1960,  fol lowing the es-
tablishment of  Marshall’s 
College of  Applied Sciences, 
a  request  was made to the 
state Board of  Education to 
accord the institut ion uni-
versity status.  The board 
approved the request  in Oc-
tober 1960,  and the batt le 
for a  change in State Code to 
make it  of f icial  began. 

Smith had strong support 
from Huntington-area legis-
lators, and he joined them in 
carrying the fight to lawmakers 
from across the state and to the 
governor’s office. He unified 
the Huntington campus and, 
along with the elected officials 
and other Marshall supporters, 
they persevered. The so-called 
Marshall bill passed the West 
Virginia Senate on Feb. 16, 
1961, and cleared the House 
of Delegates shortly after. Gov. 
W.W. Barron signed the bill 
and dedicated a brand-new 
Gullickson Hall at the same 
time during a ceremony on 
Marshall’s Huntington campus 
on March 2, 1961.

As he put his pen to the paper, 
Barron said, “It is my privi-
lege and pleasure to place my 

signature on legislation to change 
the name of this splendid educa-
tional institution from Marshall 
College to Marshall University. 
It is my sincere wish that Mar-
shall’s future will be resplendent 
with new pride and progress . . . 
which I am convinced will aid all 
of West Virginia.”

The university and city cele-
brated. It was a turning point in 
the university’s history and set 
the stage for what has indeed 
been a new generation of pride. 

Enrollment has more than 

tripled and the campus infra-
structure has been completely 
transformed. The Marshall 
community experienced unimag-
inable devastation with the plane 
crash in 1970 and witnessed an 
incredible rebirth through the 
1990s, a story that was retold 
with a star-studded motion pic-
ture in 2006. 

Marshall now offers 159 ma-
jors and 105 degrees through 
its 12 colleges. The univer-
sity boasts the nation’s finest 
graduate program in foren-
sic science, and a top-ranked 
School of Medicine and trans-
portation research institute. 
Marshall has developed a 
reputation for bioscience re-
search and has in recent years 
established new programs in 
engineering, physical therapy 
and health informatics. Mar-
shall also is launching a new 
School of Pharmacy, expected 
to field its first class of stu-
dents in fall 2012. 

The state’s investment in Mar-
shall has more than paid off, 
tripling in the past few years un-
der current President Stephen 
J. Kopp’s leadership. The most 
recent economic impact study, 
completed in 2010, conservatively 
estimates that Marshall returns 
$20 for every state dollar invested 
in the university, and helps to cre-
ate more than 6,000 jobs. 

Kopp has overseen more than 
$200 million in new capital proj-
ects and major building renovation. 
Since 2005, Marshall has launched 
10 new high-demand degree ma-
jors or programs and doubled its 
research grant funding.

Marshall’s impact will grow 
even more, as the university ex-
pects record enrollment in fall 
2011 and more than $50 million 
in planned infrastructure im-
provements and new buildings 
over the next few years. 

This growth would not have 
been possible without the vi-
sion and leadership more than 
50 years ago from Dr. Smith and 
local legislators who recognized 
the need for Marshall to become 
a university. And, while there 
has been tremendous positive 
change since 1961, Marshall’s 
mission will always be to serve 
the people of West Virginia and 
the entire region. 
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A s the oldest  public  inst itut ion of  higher educat ion 
in West  Virginia ,  Marshal l  University  has  a  long and 
dist inguished histor y.  Since Marshal l  was founded in 

1837,  however,  there has  been perhaps no greater  milestone 
than the earning of  university  status.

    Fi f ty  years  ago today,  on March 2,  1961,  to 
the joyous cheers  of  s tudents ,  faculty,  s taf f 
and members  of  the community in the brand 
new Gull ickson Hal l ,  Governor W.W. Barron 
s igned into law the bi l l  granting university 
status  to Marshal l  Col lege. 
    It  was  a  tremendous day for  West  Virg inia 
and the  ent ire  Marshal l  family.  I  have  to 
bel ieve  that  Governor  Barron,  as  he  put  pen 
to  paper,  must  have  envis ioned a  vast  array 

of  poss ibi l it ies  for  Marshal l  Univers ity,  i t s  potent ia l  for 
growth,  and the  enormous promise  our  beloved inst itut ion 
held  for  the  great  State  of  West  Virg inia .
    Hi s t or i c a l  a c c ou nt s  t e l l  u s  i t  t o ok  g re at  m an e uve r i ng 
an d  p o l i t i c a l  d e b at e  for  ou r  i ns t i tut i on  of  h i g h e r  l e ar n i ng 
t o  b e c om e  a  u n ive r s i t y.  T h e  c h ange  d i d  n ot  m an i fe s t 
f rom  a  s i mpl e  p e t i t i on  or  a  c om m on  d e c l ar at i on .  It 
w a s  t h e  c u l m i n at i on  of  a  l e ng t hy  s t r u g g l e  l e d  by  on e  of 
my  pre d e c e s s or s ,  Pre s i d e nt  S t e w ar t  S m it h ,  a l ong  w i t h 
c o l l e a g u e s ,  f r i e n d s  o f  Mar s h a l l ,  l e g i s l at or s  an d  ot h e r 
supp or te r s . 
    It  was indeed a  def ining moment in the histor y of  Marshal l 
University.
    Today,  I  am proud to say that  Marshal l  University  is 
fu l f i l l ing the dreams of  those who foresaw the inst itut ion’s 
extraordinar y potent ial  and had the courage to pursue it .
    Our university boasts record student enrollment, a 
f lourishing research enterprise, and the growth of new, high-
demand degree programs, like physical therapy, pharmacy and 
health informatics.  The school’s nationally ranked school of 
medicine and forensic science program, as well  as its growing 
engineering school and the new school of pharmacy are 
among the many reasons more students than ever are choosing 
Marshall  University to f ind their passions and pursue their 
dreams.
    Our progress  could not  have  been achieved without  the 
s teadfast  support  of  our  s tate’s  legis lat ive  and execut ive 
leaders—both past  and present .  They embraced a  v is ion for 
what  Marshal l  Univers ity  could be  in  ser vice  to  the  people  of 
West  Virg inia  and our  nat ion and then placed their  trust  in 
us  to  make that  v is ion manifest .  We great ly  appreciate  their 
t i re less  support . 
    We also are  thankful  to  each of  you for  your continuing 
support  of  Marshal l  University.  We remain committed to 
honoring the legacy of  our namesake and advancing the 
capacity  of  our university  to ser ve our state  and nation with 
dist inct ion for  generations to come. 
   We Are… Marshal l ! 
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The fact  that 
representatives  of 
the  people  of  our 
State—those  who 
are  ser v ing  in  the 
Leg i slature—have 
seen f it  to  designate 
this  institution as 
a  University  means 
not  only  that  they 
recognize  what  has 
been happening here 
and what  we have 
so  far  built ,  but 
al so  it  means  that 
they  are  expecting 
more  of  us  .  .  .  The 
tradition of  the 
name “University” 
demands  our  best 
e f for ts ,  at t itudes , 
ac tions  and 
a c c o mp l i shm e nt s .

—Marshall University President 
Stewart H. Smith, 1961
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—West Virginia Governor W.W. Barron 
March 2, 1961
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President John F. Kennedy’s congratulatory message was among the 
many which arrived after Marshall received university status last 
week. It was read to the student body at a convocation honoring 
President Smith.


