
 

 

Our view: What the judge did 
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Here’s what Judge James Updike did Wednesday: He gave Sweet Briar College 

supporters 60 days to raise a whole lot of cash to try to save their school. 

Or maybe he didn’t really do anything. 

Technically, he turned down most of what Sweet Briar supporters wanted. He denied a 

request to remove the board of directors. He denied a request to appoint a “special 

fiduciary” to take over the college. He even denied a request for an injunction to stop the 

college from closing. 

Instead, in a narrowly-framed (but apparently well thought-out decision, based on all the 

law books he had bookmarked), the judge ruled that for the next 60 days, the college 

can’t use any of its money to close the school, with the exception of helping students 

transfer elsewhere. 

“We’ll see what happens then,” he said. 

So what, exactly, does that mean? 

Lawyers from both sides were trying to figure that out as they exited the Bedford County 

Courthouse, which is where the case was heard in the absence of a judge in Amherst 

County. 

Since Sweet Briar wasn’t planning to close in the next 60 days – it’s slated to do so in 

August – maybe Updike’s temporary injunction means nothing. 

But symbolically, at least, it creates a small window of opportunity if Sweet Briar 

supporters can seize it – and if Sweet Briar’s board allows it to be seized. 

Perhaps the most telling comments came after the hearing, in what Sweet Briar attorney 

Woody Fowler told The Roanoke Times: If Sweet Briar supporters can deliver on 

promises of money, “then we’ll sit down and talk about where we are,” he said. Board 

members, he said, “don’t want to close the school. If financial conditions change, the 

reaction could change. So far, nobody has delivered on anything.” 

Happy talk, or a tentative peace offer? Here’s a chance to find out. 

Updike did Sweet Briar supporters another favor, too. He let them put on a pretty 

expansive case Wednesday, over the repeated objections of the college’s lawyers. 



 

 

And, frankly, that testimony was pretty damning – painting the Sweet Briar 

administration as either inept, incompetent or, at the very least, unimaginative. 

For instance: 

Former Dean of Enrollment Steven Nape described the admissions office as 

embarrassingly antiquated, with so many records kept on paper, instead of in computers, 

that it sometimes took admissions counsellors two months to reply to a prospective 

student. 

In a world where those prospective students live on Twitter, a two-month delay in 

responding tells them the school really isn’t interested in them. 

Hello, Sweet Briar, it’s the 21st century here. 

Nape testified that during his one-year stay at the school (it was unclear why he left), the 

size of the entering class increased by 12 percent, then promptly fell after was gone – 

when admissions was turned over to someone without an admissions background and the 

office reverted to working on cumbersome paper again. 

The implication: The school’s enrollment problems can be fixed, if only someone who 

knows what they’re doing works on them. With a proper marketing program, Nape said, 

Sweet Briar ought to be able to enroll 250 students a year. Last year, it was just 154. 

That’s a lot of unrealized revenue. 

Nape also testified that he had been working on a plan to attract foreign students – he said 

a single-sex school might be very attractive in some cultures – but the administration 

effectively squashed it for reasons never explained. What gives there? 

Sweet Briar’s efforts to raise money were also portrayed as woefully out of date. 

Sweet Briar alumnae Teresa Tomlinson – the mayor of Columbus, Georgia, by the way – 

described how she stroked a $20,000 check to the school to mark her 20th class reunion. 

And then wrote a $1 million bequest to the school into her will. 

So how much did the college typically ask her for? Just $250 a year. 

When she volunteered to help the school raise funds, Tomlinson said she was “shocked” 

at how little the school asked alumnae for. “They were leaving a lot of money on the 

table,” she said. 

When Tomlinson told fund-raisers this, “I think I had their ear but there seemed to be 

some systematic, immovable problem – an outdated mindset,” she said. 

And that mindset appeared to be that Sweet Briar alumnae simply couldn’t afford to give 

more. “That was the disconnect they had,” she said, referring to the college’s fund-



 

 

raisers. A lot of Sweet Briar’s graduates have “reached levels of prosperity and comfort 

and they’ve done nothing to tap into that.” 

Of note: Tomlinson is scheduled to speak at what could be Sweet Briar’s last 

commencement, setting up an unusual situation where the college’s lawyers were cross-

examining their own graduation speaker. 

Perhaps the most spectacular testimony came from Linda Flaherty-Goldsmith, a former 

vice president for finance at several colleges, and now a “turnaround” consultant credited 

with saving the financially-troubled Birmingham-Southern College from closing. She 

described a series of actions she took there to rescue that school; none of which have 

been taken at Sweet Briar, with one exception. Both schools hired the same firm to do a 

strategic plan. The difference: Birmingham-Southern acted on the advice; Sweet Briar 

didn’t wait for the report to be finished before the board voted to close. 

In a perfect world, at least some Sweet Briar board members will hear all that testimony – 

at least indirectly – and ask if they’ve somehow been misled by their current leadership 

into making a hasty decision. In any even more perfect world, they’d oust that leadership 

and hire Flaherty-Goldsmith, who showed a lot more energy and creativity than Sweet 

Briar’s current regime ever has. 

Even if that happened, though, Sweet Briar’s problems eventually come down to money. 

How much it needs may be in dispute, but there’s no dispute that it needs more than it 

has. 

Sweet Briar supporters have 60 days to start writing some checks, and see if the board 

will live up to the offer its lawyer appears to have made. 

 


