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“Shirley Raines truly embodies the spirit of a leader – her upbring-
ing on a West Tennessee farm and previous work as a preschool 
teacher were merely stepping stones to her path to become President 
of the University of Memphis. In each step of her journey, she lived 
the leadership tenets outlined in the book, sharing battle-tested ad-
vice, which led to her success in philanthropy, research, and aca-
demics. Her ability to fearlessly say yes and focus on strengths, both 
within herself and others, makes her a natural choice to narrate her 
experiences on leadership. Her leadership journey is extraordinary!” 

Paula Myrick Short, Ph.D., Senior Vice Chancellor for 
Academic Affairs and Provost, University of Houston

“Shirley Raines is an inspiring pioneer leader who uses her voice to 
lead great projects, champion education, and create a positive cul-
ture for others to succeed.” 

Steve Corkram, Author,  
Speaker and Founder of GiANT Worldwide

“Shirley Raines was a model of trust and determination through-
out her amazing career. Students, colleagues, and strategic partners 
knew they could trust Dr. Raines, and her determination to seek the 
best from every relationship had enormous impact on the individu-
als, institutions, and communities which she served.” 

R. Brad Martin, Chairman of the Board,  
Chesapeake Energy Corporation



“Personable, powerful, and prepared were the words we used 
to describe Dr. Shirley Raines at her induction ceremony for the 
Tennessee Women’s Hall of Fame and to recognize her 12 years as 
President of the University of Memphis.” 

Yvonne Wood, Vice Chair,  
Tennessee Women’s Economic Council Foundation

“Whether in a board room or before 18,000 people at the FedEx 
Forum, Dr. Raines immediately connects with people. She embod-
ies what leadership is – character, capability, and being a catalyst for 
positive change.” 

Thomas Kadien, Sr. Vice President, International Paper

This is more than just another book about Leadership, it’s the own-
er’s manual. Dr. Raines shares her inspirational story, which will 
entertain and educate just as she has done for decades.

Duane Cummings, CEO Leadercast
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PREFACE

I am a woman who became a university president and kept the 
job for a dozen years. 

A lot of people have asked me how I did that. So now I will 
confess that I had a leg up. I was born into a sharecropper’s fam-
ily and learned a lot from my hard working parents on that West 
Tennessee farm. Picking cotton by hand makes your back hurt, your 
hands bleed, and the sun is relentless. As a family, we had a goal to 
own a small farm, which we attained when I was in seventh grade. 
Picking cotton by hand, growing crops, raising cattle and a garden 
kept the bills paid and the family fed. No one had an expectation that 
college was in my future to attend, let alone a job in a university.

During my early career as a preschool teacher, my supervisor de-
scribed me as “spunky.” Much later in my career, at the University 
of Memphis, I was called a “steel magnolia.” I believe that without 
those early life lessons on the farm, I could not have developed the 
spunk to endure or the uncommon fortitude of a steel magnolia.

I wrote this book to tell my stories and to inspire leaders, espe-
cially aspiring women leaders, who are wondering if they should take 
their next leadership step. I envision my readership to be primarily 
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women because traditionally the path to leadership has been steeper 
for women than their male counterparts. It is my hope that all aspir-
ing leaders will be open to the possibilities and say “yes” to leader-
ship. It is a worthy goal.

Doors should open for more women leaders. While the major-
ity of college students are women, only three out of ten of the na-
tion’s college and university presidents are women, up just four 
percent from 2011. In 2001 when I was appointed as president, the 
percentage of women presidents in both community colleges and 
universities was approximately 23%. In 2016, only eight percent of 
doctorate-granting institutions were led by women. I had the privi-
lege of being one of those eight percent and serving for 12 years.

Among women leaders, stories about their professional lives are 
rare. Over the course of my career, I have been asked many ques-
tions about my life and leadership experiences. In this book, you are 
invited to follow with me on the path I took and see the challenges 
I faced as well as the lessons I learned along the way. There may be 
something here that convinces you of the rewards of saying “yes” 
to leadership.

my leaDershiP story

My career spanned educational appointments from preschool 
teacher to university president. At every career juncture there were 
dilemmas, uncertainty, and my own feelings to sort through. 

When I became a university president, the first woman president 
at the University of Memphis, people were interested in my feelings 
and past experiences that prepared me for the role. Their questions 
also are part of what prompted this book.
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One question I was asked often is: “What does it feel like to be 
the first woman president of the University of Memphis?” At the 
time, I usually replied, “I feel honored, privileged, and grateful.” 
In reality, I believe a man or another woman would have the same 
response, but I doubt any man would be asked, “What does it feel 
like to be a man president?” Some women university presidents re-
fuse to answer the question at all because they want to be thought 
of as the president of their university, not as the woman president. 
However, after a number of poignant experiences, my response is 
different. Being named the first woman president of the University 
of Memphis was very significant to me at the time I was appointed 
and took on greater meaning during those 12 years. 

Often asked about the discrimination I encountered as a female 
leader, I could answer by telling many stories. But, this book is not 
about discrimination. It is about leadership lessons I learned along 
my career journey that might light the way for future women leaders.

why write this book now?

Now, I have the title of president emeritus, the designation awarded 
to me from the Tennessee Board of Regents and the Board of Trustees 
of the University of Memphis. Emerita, the female nomenclature, was 
not the designation they chose. Presently, I spend my time speaking to 
groups about leadership, my academic field of early childhood educa-
tion, and quality education in general. I often facilitate meetings for 
higher education institutions, foundations, government entities, and for 
non-profits. On a one-to-one basis, throughout my career, women and 
men have consulted me about their career moves, problems in their in-
stitutions, and asked for suggestions for engaging their university in 
partnering with their communities. Often audience members ask me if I 
have a book about my life as a leader. Now, I can answer yes. 





Chapter 1
THE FORMATIVE YEARS

life on the farm

You might suspect that the chances were slim that I would ever 
become a teacher, much less a university president. After all, no one 
in my family had attained education beyond high school, and my 
father was a farmer with an eighth-grade education.

When I was very young, from birth to seventh grade, my father was 
a sharecropper on a small cotton farm in West Tennessee. My brothers 
and I were expected to work alongside our parents. We picked cotton 
by hand until my senior year in high school when we could afford a 
mechanical picker. Farming is hard work. Chopping and picking cotton 
by hand were necessary for our family’s livelihood. My father made the 
work light with his humor, but he could be stern if we lagged behind in 
our work. He called the work on our farm “an honest living by the sweat 
of your brow.” That experience taught me life-long lessons: diligence, 
persistence, and doing whatever it takes to get the job done. 
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We always had food to eat, but money was tight. After my dad 
was able to buy his own land to farm, he was proud of the accom-
plishment for the rest of his life. But, he was anxious about making 
enough money from the cotton crops, soybeans, and cattle to pay 
the mortgage and to get loans to fund the next year’s crop. I learned 
the difference between needs and wants. Needs came first and some 
of the wants later, if there was money. Throughout my career, I 
have worked with budgets where the distinction between needs and 
wants had to be made. Those farm lessons were invaluable when I 
had to budget public funds and be responsible for donors’ generous 
contributions. 

My first home where my family lived until I was in the seventh grade.
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The house our family moved into when my father bought a farm.

My mother was the oldest of 11 children, so I was the oldest 
grandchild. As her siblings married and had children, I was called on 
to help take care of the little ones. At the family gatherings on most 
weekends, my job was to keep the younger children entertained. We 
danced, sang, played school, and rocked the littlest babies.

My younger brothers, Carey and David, were two of the most 
creative and inventive people I ever knew. They could fix anything 
– cars, trucks, tractors, or almost any piece of equipment. If they 
did not know how to do something, they learned, often by trial and 
error. From them, I gained the important lesson of using need as a 
motivator to understand the problem, learn the mechanics, and be 
inventive. Also, because of necessity, they did not have the luxury 
of waiting to get the task done, nor did they allow the fear of failure 
to prevent them from fixing whatever needed fixing.
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I have a lot of fond memories of my youth on the farm. But, 
chopping or hoeing cotton was not one of them. As we worked in 
the fields, my brothers and I would watch the airplanes fly overhead 
and wonder about their destinations. We knew they were flying in 
and out of Memphis. We wondered if we would ever be on one of 
those planes.

storytelling

I come from a long line of storytellers who taught and enter-
tained. My father could make a story come to life. He made the lions 
roar at Daniel when he told the Bible story of “Daniel in the Lion’s 
Den.” His late-night ghost stories were spine-tingling. He was prob-
ably best at every family reunion when he gathered a crowd to listen 
to his mostly true stories. 

He was keen on everyone remembering our farm family roots 
and told tales about our ancestors. The hardship stories he told al-
ways contained funny segments about how our family made our 
work light and country life appealing. He relished the laughter he 
heard when he told descriptive farm stories. The most requested sto-
ry was about “Queen,” the old farm horse Dad rode 13 miles to the 
Strawberry Festival in Humboldt, Tennessee. He won a blue ribbon 
riding her and out-performed all those city slicker competitors who 
brought their horses in trailers. 

Another favorite was about using some ugly old mules to pull 
out a fancy sports car stuck in the mud on our country road. One of 
his beautiful stories was about how Christmas was saved one year. 
He did not have a penny to his name and was buying groceries on 
credit. He had no money for “pretties,” his word for toys. The hero 
of the story was a generous local merchant, Richard Freeman, who 
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loaned my father $20, allowing my father to be Santa Claus. 

Whatever the story, Dad always drew a crowd and left them beg-
ging for more. Often the same tales were told year after year. Early 
in life, I learned the power of stories to entertain and teach. 

We can be greatly influenced my the stories told by loved ones 
like my father, a famous person, or a powerful leader. If an inspira-
tional minister tells stories, we may relate to them and perhaps find 
a metaphor or parable that applies to our lives. For example from 
childhood, I was influenced by the parable of the talents from the 
Bible. If we use our talents, they multiply, but if we fail to use them, 
the talents are diminished (Matthew 25:14-30).

Think of other stories we recall easily as the giant in the story 
of David and Goliath, a reminder that huge problems may occur, 
but we have the stones in our hands to conquer them. If someone 
cautions, “Don’t cry wolf,” the Aesop’s fable “The Boy Who Cried 
Wolf” comes to mind. I once heard someone say, “We need a rabbit 
to jump-start this project, but we need a turtle to finish the race.” 
Immediately, I visualized the Aesop fable, “The Tortoise and the 
Hare.” 

Kieran Egan of Simon Fraser University said, “The mind orga-
nizes best in story form.” The great truths of civilization have been 
passed down for centuries in the Bible, the Torah, and other sacred 
texts, including the myths and legends of native peoples. 

Stories permeate all cultures and remain an avenue to commu-
nicate values across generations and across cultures. Passing stories 
down from generation to generation enables us to learn moral and 
cultural values in entertaining and enlightening ways that remain 
alive in our minds. 

While our experiences are different, if we share our stories with 



6    AN UNCOMMON JOURNEY

others and find some commonalities, we can learn from each other. 
When people from other cultures share their stories, we may find 
commonalities with them. We may learn that the insights, wisdom, 
and perspectives from other cultures also are relevant to us. 

As learners, we are always processing new information and link-
ing the unknown to the known. If we are wise, we reflect on the 
new information we are attempting to learn and relate it to our own 
experiences. We also try on new ways of thinking. We use our re-
flections on our past successes and mistakes, as well as the lessons 
of our history to make better judgments and decisions in the future. 
Sometimes, we must consider what has happened to us indirectly 
or what we may have experienced vicariously through a story. We 
imagine what we would do in the situation the speaker or the author 
describes.

From my family’s stories, I began to appreciate the power of 
story in narrative or music form as a tool for transmitting knowledge 
and wisdom, as a context for discerning and communicating values, 
and as a way to internalize meaning at a deeper level. 

church anD community

In our community, the “difference makers,” the adults in the 
church and the community, gave us opportunities to be truly in-
volved. We attended Crossroads Baptist Church, and occasionally, 
I played the piano for the small Methodist church across the road 
from the Baptist church. 

Both our community’s Baptist and Methodist churches involved 
the youth, especially the teenagers. We planned and led activities, 
such as Vacation Bible School, participated in business meetings, 
and visited shut-ins as members of the chicken soup brigade. We 
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were expected to have fun, but we were expected to work. The work 
was done shoulder to shoulder with the adults until we were ready to 
take on leadership roles. A leadership lesson – allow the learners to 
lean on the leaders, the more experienced ones, until they are ready 
to lead.

I am thankful to the adults who gave me responsibilities in the 
church and community, and then suffered through my feeble at-
tempts and helped me practice until I got it right. Their leadership 
lessons included planning, organizing, speaking in front of groups, 
speaking up for what we believed, and adapting.

While the lessons learned on the farm, in church, and the com-
munity, profoundly shaped my early life, I remained a little country 
girl trying to see my path ahead. 

Later in life, I ran across this quotation by Joseph Campbell that 
resonated with me: “If you can see your path laid out in front of you, 
step by step, you know it’s not your path. Your own path you make 
with every step you take. That’s why it’s your path.” 

school Days

Mother always said, “Get a good education. We don’t know 
what the future will bring, but you are always going to need a good 
education.” At that time, she was referring to a high school educa-
tion. She graduated from high school and my father had an eighth 
grade education. He quit school to help my disabled grandfather on 
the farm.

I attended Bells School from first grade through twelfth and viv-
idly remember lessons I learned along the way that stuck with me 
all my life. 
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My first day of school walking down the steps  
of our sharecropper farm house.

My fifth grade teacher, Elizabeth Jackson, asked me to help a 
classmate with his reading. That experience led to the realization 
that I could teach someone to read and instilled in me a passion for 
teaching. Ms. Jackson also enrolled the class in the Junior Audubon 
Society and had the class make flags of many different countries 
around the world. Studying nature and the global awareness she fos-
tered were significant because in my limited country upbringing, 
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thinking about foreign lands was rare. I learned that we must have 
an appreciation for our natural world and for global societies. 

Mr. Bill Emerson taught me algebra and set me on a mathemat-
ics path to statistics later on at the University of Tennessee from Dr. 
W.W. Wyatt. Now, I collect data, organize statistical information, 
and think about its significance, but I would not have known how to 
accomplish this if it had not been for my solid mathematics educa-
tion and my excellent statistics professor. While I understand the 
cold hard facts are not all that is involved in a decision, good deci-
sion makers must rely on the data.

Mr. Emerson also was my softball coach. He taught me another 
significant lesson: “Keep your eye on the ball.” When I struck out 
three times in a softball game, he did not yell or scream, but he did 
say when I walked past him, “Remember, keep your eye on the ball.” 

Ms. Anna Wista Williams, my Latin teacher, was responsible 
for my first trip to then Memphis State University. We competed in 
the Latin Tournament held on the campus, which was organized by 
Nellie Angel Smith, head of the Languages department and dean 
of women. All the students from Bells High competed in both the 
individual and class competitions. I am sorry that I let Ms. Williams 
down on the individual competition, although we did win the class 
competition. I was so fascinated by the university that I must have 
forgotten some of the Latin phrases. 

Ms. Williams was also the only English teacher at Bells High, 
and she had high expectations. I learned how to use correct gram-
mar, construct sentences, compose my thoughts, and write essays. 
In my later career, I wrote 15 books, two photo journals for teach-
ers, and two children’s books. I’m still trying to reach those higher 
expectations to express well what is needed for a good report or for a 
delightful poem. As much as the mechanics of English composition, 
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those lessons taught me the necessity for high standards. 

My opportunities changed the day college recruiters came to 
Bells School. A recruiter from the University of Tennessee at Martin 
offered me a scholarship on the spot based on my academic ranking 
in my senior class. I was in the top ten. Considering the class only 
had 23 students, the honor hardly seems like an accomplishment; 
however, later I learned the principal, Mr. B. J. Crider, recommend-
ed me. The scholarship for $300 was not a competitive scholarship 
by today’s standards, but receiving it was a turning point in my life. 

My family and I did not know how scholarships worked. My 
hard-working dad thought I should forego the scholarship because 
I had not earned the $300. He wanted me to apply for a job in the 
frozen food factory where I had worked the previous summer. 
Mother, however, had different ideas. She visited the University of 
Tennessee at Martin and learned about college life and scholarships. 
When Mother returned home, she announced to Dad, my brothers, 
and me, “She’s going to college.”

Often, I have wondered if I would have found my way to college 
if those recruiters had chosen to skip our small high school. I am 
grateful that Mother investigated what having a scholarship meant. 
She was very intelligent. I’m sure if she had had the opportunities 
and financial means to attend college, she could have had her choice 
of professions. Later in life, she worked as an assistant in a law of-
fice, and I know she wanted to be a lawyer. 

I had never dreamed of going to college until my friend Pat start-
ed talking about it. No one in my family had attended college, and 
it did not seem remotely likely that my brothers and I would leave a 
cotton farm destined for a college campus. 
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college

A new world opened to me in college, one I had to learn to navi-
gate. During a difficult course in human physiology, I found myself 
failing. I took the course the next semester, but it looked like I would 
not improve my score much. Because I had always made A’s in high 
school, I felt like a failure. Imagining the courses ahead of me to be 
even more difficult, I went home discouraged and planned to drop 
out of college. I stayed away for almost three weeks.

Then one of my professors, Ms. Pauline Glover, called me on 
the phone and said, “Shirley, I’ve missed you in class. Where have 
you been?” I told her about my plans to drop out because of the 
difficulty I was having getting a passing grade in the physiology 
class. She said, “I will help you.” Keep in mind that she was a 
creative writing teacher, not a human physiology teacher. She con-
vinced me to return to campus by saying, “If you are not in the 
dorm by Sunday night, I am coming to get you. What are the di-
rections to your family’s farm off Highway 412?” When she asked 
for directions, I knew she was serious. I returned to campus, got 
the help I needed, graduated and became a teacher. What would I 
have become if Pauline Glover had not called and helped me find a 
study group? I soon realized that I was not the only one struggling 
to learn the material.

I have told this story many times through the years. What a les-
son for teachers and leaders in education about the profound effect 
they can have on the lives of students. Ms. Glover was the professor 
who saved me. 
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summary of early life anD moving forwarD

From my teachers and professors, I gained a strong knowledge 
base on which to build for later lessons in life. From Mr. Emerson 
and Dr. Wyatt, whether through algebra or statistics, I learned the 
importance of data for making informed decisions. I understand 
why I should keep my eyes on the ball. To be an effective leader, 
focus on the key information needed for your core purpose. From 
Ms. Williams and Ms. Glover, I learned that my development as a 
reader, writer, listener, and speaker with high standards is beneficial 
in life and in successful leadership. 

My family connection to children all those years stayed with me 
and affected my college and career path. Now, it was my turn to try 
to make a difference. I wanted to help children achieve more than 
was expected of them. I 
looked for appointments 
in programs that made 
a difference in people’s 
lives and increased their 
chances for better liveli-
hoods. The work gave me 
satisfaction and led me to 
question many assump-
tions about poverty and 
our society.

The lessons learned early in life are 
valuable and continue throughout 
your life. Not every childhood 
situation is idyllic. Resolve to handle 
certain situations in your later life 
differently. Strive to emulate other 
behaviors. Don’t forget your family, 
where you came from, and what it 
was that made you who you are.
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My two brothers and me, David Raines (L) and Carey Raines (R)


