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To celebrate Black History Month 
and diversity, it seemed appropriate 
to speak with one of North Carolina’s 
noted figures on the subject, Dr. 
Johnnetta B. Cole, president of Bennett 
College for Women. The busy president 
had a defining year in 2005, and she 
talked about the turmoil that sur-
rounded her position, people that have 
shaped her life and the newest jewel in 
the Bennett crown, the chief diversity 
officer forum.

BIZlife: You’ve used the 
Shakespeare quote “all is well that 
ends well” to describe the turmoil of 
April 2005. Describe that challenging 
time.

Dr. Cole: I will have to say that 
last April was difficult. I perceived 
that I did not have the backing of the 
faculty and as someone who had been 
a faculty member, that was not accept-
able to me.  Rather than “battling it 
out,” I thought it would be better for 
me to resign with dignity. I did not 
want to leave Bennett College, but 
every leader must be prepared to 
leave. In certain circumstances it is 
the only thing to do.

I was not prepared for the outpour-
ing of support that I received from the 
community, alumnae, faculty members, 
students and staff. I can truly say that 
with that kind of support, there was no 
way that I could leave Bennett.

BIZlife: How did the idea for 
bringing a chief diversity officer 
program to Bennett College evolve, 
and what does it entail?  

Dr. Cole:  I have always had my 
mind on diversity, perhaps ironically, 
because I am from the segregated 
south. Back in those days, I would ask 
myself, “Why am I being forced to be 
raised in a segregated environment?” 
When I came to Bennett, I started 
thinking about what value added 
benefit Bennett College could bring 
to the corporate world. We had been 
approaching various business partners 
for financial and material resources 
and we needed to offer corporations 
something as well. I had experience 
in diversity matters and so did Bennett 
College, so it seemed natural for us 

to offer a forum for chief diversity 
officers at various corporations.

In our favor was having the fore-
sight to team up with chief diversity 
officers from Deloitte Touche, 
Starbucks, Merck, Replacements Ltd., 
Gannett Corporation, Citigroup and 
others. We asked them what their col-
leagues wanted to hear.  Bea Perdue, 
director of development/diversity ini-
tiatives, headed this effort for us and 
she continues to do a fabulous job.

BIZlife: I know that you have a 
Chief Diversity Officer Forum each 
year. Can you tell us about it and what 
it means for Bennett College? How has 
it been received so far?

Dr. Cole:  This year is our third 
year and we may well have as many 
as 400 participants.  We are expecting 
chief diversity officers to attend as 
well as human resource profession-
als and others working in diversity 
and inclusion programs. From the 
very beginning of these forums, we 
asked Walker Sanders, president of 
the Greater Greensboro Community 
Foundation to help us to reach out 
to individuals in the Triad who have 
an interest and expertise in diversity 
matters.  I believe our inclusion of 
people in our region is important.

From the CDO Forums, The 
Johnnetta B. Cole Global Diversity and 
Inclusion Institute has been formed.  
The Institute will bring a diversity 
professor in residence here each year 
and last year we had a prominent 
economist and columnist with USA 
Today, Dr. Julianne Malveaux.  She 
taught a course about diversity and 
gave a series of lectures throughout 
the year. Other lecturers include the 
chief diversity officers from IBM, 
McDonald’s and Food Lion.  Luke 
Visconti, co-founder of Diversity 
Inc. magazine, the premier workforce 
diversity publication, is a major 
sponsor of our CDO Forums and the 
Institute.

This year, we are excited to have 
as our featured diversity professor in 
residence, Marcia Gillespie, former 
editor of Ms. Magazine and Essence 
Magazine. Additionally, we give 
an annual CDO award named for a 
pioneer in the field of diversity, O. 

LaVelle Bond. Last year’s recipient 
was the University of Michigan 
for their efforts around affirma-
tive action. This year, one of the 
recipients is Dr. Maya Angelou. 
Our diversity institute program is 
the first CDO Forum and our first 
such program in the nation. It is our 
signature program that connects us 
to businesses in the Triad, the nation 
and the world.

BIZlife: How do you feel about 
the progress you have made so 
far with diversity education in the 
business world?

Dr. Cole:  The good news is that 
today, many corporations acknowl-
edge the business case for diversity. 
But the struggle is far from over even 
though we are making progress.  I 
look at the distance that we have 
traveled and it is great but a long road 
still lies ahead.

Any major change requires time, 
in part because we have learned to 
resist change. We learn to be safe, 
not to take risks, even when those 
risks are in our vested interest. On 
diversity matters, we need to unlearn 
that and remember that progress is 
connected with positive change.

BIZlife: You have had many 
accomplishments in your illustrious 
career. What is one that stands out in 
your mind? 

Dr. Cole: There are many, but 
most recently I would say the fund-
raiser that we had with former 
President Bill Clinton and Senator 
Bob Dole. It was a wonderful night 
and we netted $700,000 toward our 
campaign goal of $50 million. That 
evening Food Lion also announced 
a most generous donation of $1.5 
million for scholarships for Bennett 
students. 

We are halfway to our $50 million 
goal but the next $25 million will be 
the hardest to secure.

BIZlife: You have also had your 
share of challenges at Bennett College. 
Can you share a time when you felt 
discouraged with the progress being 
made?



Dr. Cole:  I am not discouraged 
with our progress but I am anxious to 
see things move along more quickly.  
When I started at Bennett four years 
ago we had a small endowment of 
$7 million.  It is now $10 million 
but it needs to be so much more. We 
have made many improvements in 
the physical plant but we still do not 
have air conditioning in our residence 
halls.  We have a fine faculty but we 
need more funds to allow us to attract 
and keep the best educators.  And 
while we have made progress with 
increasing our enrollment, we need 
more scholarship funds to keep the 
enrollment climbing.

BIZlife: I know you were on the 
transition team for President Bill 
Clinton to prepare for his first term 
as president. What was the experi-
ence like for you and how were you 
chosen?

Dr. Cole:  I was the president 
at Spelman College when I was 
approached for that three month 
assignment.  It was a sweet and a bitter 
experience. It was such a privilege to 
be on President Clinton’s team; but 

there were bitter moments when I 
was attacked for my views regarding 
Cuba. It proved to be a metaphor 
for life: it’s neither all sweet nor all 
bitter.

BIZlife: You have met people who 
influenced the world and are forever 
secure in the pages of history. Who 
are some of the people who have left 
a lasting impression on you?

Dr. Cole:  As a youngster I 
was honored to meet two of my 
“sheroes”: Former First Lady 
Eleanor Roosevelt and Dr. Mary 
McLeod Bethune, founder of 
Bethune-Cookman College and 
advisor to President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt. I was privileged to meet 
Ms. Rosa Parks, a woman whose life 
reminds us that every individual has 
the ability to spark change.  I have 
been honored to meet Elie Wiesel, 
a Holocaust survivor and winner 
of the Nobel Prize for Peace, and 
Former President of South Africa 
and Nobel Peace Prize recipient, 
Nelson Mandela.  Both men were 
severely persecuted but moved on 
without bitterness. 

History of Bennett College
Bennett College, located in Greeensboro, NC, was 

founded in 1873 and reorganized as a college for women in 
1926.  A small, private, historically black, liberal arts college, 
Bennett College for Women offers women an education 
conducive to excellence in scholarly pursuits; preparation for 
leadership roles in the workplace, society, and the world; and 
life-long learning in a technologically advanced, complex 
global society.  As a United Methodist Church-related insti-
tution, Bennett College promotes morally grounded matu-
ration, intellectual honesty, purposeful public service, and 
responsible civic action.

 Why Bob Dole agreed to chair and later co-chair the 
Bennett campaign: “ I did not know how to tell you no. I 
thought it was an opportunity to help someone up the ladder 
and it seemed like the right thing to do. I never really under-
stood discrimination. Clinton agreeing to appear was also a 
factor.”        – Senator Bob Dole

 Bill Clinton’s thoughts on education and women: “If 
women, African-American and Hispanic women, went into 
the sciences in the same proportion as white males, there 
would be no disparity between America and any other major 
power in the world in our performance in the sciences.” 

– President Bill Clinton

BIZlife: You have lived an exciting 
and rewarding life and after accom-
plishing so much, is there anything 
left that you want to do at Bennett 
College? Tell us what plans the Sister 
President has for her future.

Dr. Cole:   I am grateful for all 
of the help that I have had in accom-
plishing the work that is associated 
with me. After all, anything we admire 
was never the result of a solo act. 
There is so much more that we must 
do to put Bennett College for Women 
in her rightful place; and I feel priv-
ileged to have a role in moving this 
ever so special college from good to 
great….. and beyond!

Humanitarian, educator, author, 
cheerleader for Bennett College, 
friend, sister, mother to three sons and 
grandmother of two, mother to 572 
Bennett daughters all make up the 
woman called Dr. Johnnetta B. Cole. 
We celebrate her love for humankind 
and her tireless efforts to make our 
world one of peace and of brother and 
sisterhood for future generations. For 
that gift, we say a collective thanks.


