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VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL 

The Honorable Linda E. McMahon 
Secretary of Education 
U.S. Department of Education 
Washington, D.C. 20202 

Re: A National Call to Action to University Presidents and Governing Boards 

Dear Secretary McMahon: 

On behalf of the Mississippi Board of Trustees of State Institutions of Higher Learning 
(IHL) and the eight public universities it governs, we appreciate the opportunity to respond to 
your August 3, 2026, National Call to Action to University Presidents and Governing Boards. 

Mississippi’s public universities exist to serve the people of this state. They train the 
healthcare workers, educators, engineers, and other skilled professionals Mississippi needs, 
conduct research that supports industry, and return value on the public’s investment. More than 
80,000 students attend our eight universities. We take our obligation seriously to those students, 
their parents, and the taxpayers who fund the system. 

Mississippi’s eight public universities are Alcorn State University, Delta State University, 
Jackson State University, Mississippi State University, Mississippi University for Women, 
Mississippi Valley State University, the University of Mississippi, and the University of 
Southern Mississippi. 

The Board of Trustees operates under a state constitutional charge to manage Mississippi’s 
public universities, set governance policy, and hold every institution to consistent standards. The 
Board Policies and Bylaws that bind all eight universities address each of the seven questions in 
your letter. We describe that framework below, with examples from our campuses. 

The goals in your letter are not new to Mississippi. Our eight universities have long been 
held to them through Board governance, state law, accreditation, and regular accountability 
reporting. The campus highlights below show how our universities carry out these shared goals. 
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Transparency and Merit in Admissions 

Admission to a Mississippi public university is governed by published standards. Board 
Policy 601, Admission Standards, requires that admission policies be sent to Mississippi high 
schools, printed in every university catalog, and posted on institutional and IHL websites. 
Students and families know in advance, and in writing, what is required of them for admission. 

Those requirements are objective and the same across all eight universities. Board Policy 
602, Freshman Admission Requirements, sets admission standards based on required Carnegie 
units and specified combinations of high school GPA and ACT score. Meeting these 
requirements makes a student eligible for consideration. Each university may then add published, 
merit-based standards suited to its mission and to the selectivity of individual programs. Under 
the current policy, a student who completes the College Preparatory Curriculum earns full 
admission with a 3.20 GPA and no test score required, with a 2.50 GPA or top-half class rank 
and an ACT score of 16, or with a 2.00 GPA and an ACT score of 18. Transfer requirements, 
scholarship criteria, and degree requirements are also published and reviewed through 
accreditation and Board oversight. 

Board Policy 102.06, Academic Responsibility, provides that IHL institutions do not 
require and “will not consider any political or ideological statements . . . as conditions for 
academic promotion or admission.” Following the Supreme Court’s decision in Students for Fair 
Admissions v. Harvard, Mississippi’s universities use race-neutral admissions practices based on 
academic preparation, coursework, achievement, and institutional mission.  

Each university publishes these standards in its catalog and on its admissions website. That 
includes required coursework, GPA, and test benchmarks, as well as separate processes for 
transfer, homeschooled, GED, and international applicants. Representative examples across the 
system include: 

The University of Mississippi admits every applicant who meets the Board standard rather 
than adding a selective layer on top. It reports both the highest acceptance rate in the state and 
the highest retention and graduation rates, which shows that clear standards and broad access can 
work together. 

Board policy lets universities choose among qualified out-of-state applicants. Mississippi 
State University publishes the ACT and SAT thresholds it uses for nonresidents, so those 
students know where the bar is before they apply. The university describes its admissions as 
race-neutral and academically focused. 

Mississippi Valley State University applies the same transparency to merit aid. It publishes 
the GPA and test benchmarks, award amounts, renewal requirements, and deadlines for each 
academic scholarship. Its University Scholarship currently requires a 3.00 GPA and an ACT 
score of 20–21, and its Presidential Academic Scholarship requires an ACT score of at least 24. 
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Free Speech and Open Inquiry 

Our universities enroll students from every part of Mississippi and from a wide range of 
political, religious, and economic backgrounds. As public institutions, they protect lawful 
expression, peaceful assembly, and academic freedom while making sure that classes, research, 
public lectures, and campus operations continue without disruption.  

Board Policy 102.06, Academic Responsibility, commits IHL to a learning environment 
“free from any requirements to exhibit or maintain a specified ideology, viewpoint, or political 
perspective and without providing advantages or disadvantages to individuals for holding or 
professing” one. The policy sets five principles for every IHL institution: Inquiry and 
Expression; Merit and Qualifications; Protection Against Compelled Speech and Censorship; 
Curriculum; and Research and Instruction. Under the compelled-speech principle, students and 
faculty may hold and express their views, including unpopular ones, without pressure from the 
institution, and institutions refrain “from imposing mandatory statements or training that operate 
as ideological litmus tests.” Board Policy 1105, Campus Rules and Regulations, gives each 
university the authority to address conduct, such as violence, obstruction, or substantial 
disruption, that crosses from expression into interference. Each of our universities complies with 
federal and state laws and board policy to protect lawful expression regardless of viewpoint. 
Campus police coordinate with county and state law enforcement when necessary to ensure 
demonstrations do not turn into disruptions. Representative examples from across the system 
include: 

Several of our universities have been recognized nationally for their free-speech policies 
by the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE). In 2024, FIRE ranked 
Mississippi State University among the top 10 universities in the country for campus free speech. 
Alcorn State University and the University of Southern Mississippi both hold FIRE’s highest 
“green light” rating. Alcorn has held that rating since 2019, making it the second historically 
Black university in the country to earn it, and FIRE reaffirmed it in every policy category in 
April 2026.  

The University of Mississippi holds a “green light” rating and is ranked 33rd in the country 
overall in FIRE’s most recent rankings. UM’s Free Inquiry, Expression, and Assembly policy 
states that freedom of expression “is not simply a right guaranteed by the First Amendment, it is 
fundamental to the University of Mississippi’s mission,” and that “nothing in this policy 
authorizes the University to regulate the content or viewpoint of speech.” Students and registered 
organizations may use publicly accessible areas of campus for spontaneous expression, subject 
only to content- and viewpoint-neutral time, place, and manner limits. UM’s First Amendment 
Support Team staffs demonstrations and other expressive events, supports students’ right to 
assemble and protest, and brings in the appropriate authorities when a situation requires it. 

Intellectual Pluralism, Faculty Vitality, and Research in the Public Interest 

Each IHL institution has its own history, mission, and academic strengths. Together they 
prepare teachers, engineers, nurses, physicians, pharmacists, scientists, business leaders, artists, 
agricultural specialists, cybersecurity professionals, attorneys, and public servants. That variety 
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is by design. Students can choose among institutions with different missions and cultures, and all 
of them are held to the same Board standards. 

Board Policy 102.06, Academic Responsibility, also governs curriculum and instruction. 
Board Policies 402.03 (Promotions In Rank), 403.0101 (Minimum Standards for Tenured 
Employment), and 403.0103 (Post-Tenure Review) set discipline-based standards for promotion, 
tenure, and post-tenure review, and Board Policy 801, Employment, requires that faculty be 
hired on their qualifications. Ideology is not a hiring criterion, in either direction. Representative 
examples across the system include: 

Jackson State University’s Faculty Handbook gives faculty “full freedom in teaching, 
research, service, and in the publication of results,” subject to the adequate performance of their 
academic duties. It also prohibits faculty evaluations from considering political or cultural 
affiliation unrelated to academic achievement. 

At the University of Southern Mississippi, the Faculty Handbook directs instructors to 
maintain “open-minded consideration of diverse points of view” in the classroom. Promotion 
decisions weigh teaching effectiveness, scholarly contributions, and service. Political and 
ideological statements are not part of the review. 

Mississippi Valley State University bases faculty hiring, promotion, and tenure on 
professional qualifications and teaching effectiveness. The university also practices institutional 
restraint. It does not take positions on contested political questions unrelated to its educational 
mission, which leaves individual faculty and students free to speak for themselves. 

Research across the system is directed toward public benefit. In fiscal year 2024, 
Mississippi’s public universities managed more than $730 million in research funding, nearly 83 
percent of it from federal agencies. Board Policy 807, Intellectual Property Policy, commits the 
system to turning discoveries into “new and useful devices and processes” that serve 
Mississippians. 

Affordability, Value, and Student Outcomes 

Affordability, access, accountability, and student achievement are written into IHL’s 
mission. In a state the size of Mississippi, every tuition and tax dollar matters. The Board’s 
strategic plan ties the system’s work to degree completion, workforce needs, return on 
investment, and careful use of public funds. 

Board Policy 702 directs that tuition and fees “should be kept as low as possible consistent 
with the need to provide sufficient revenues.” Board Policy 703 governs scholarships and tuition 
waivers based on merit and need. Under Board Policy 618, every university must provide 
financial literacy instruction, including instruction on student loans, to all undergraduates and 
report on it each year. IHL’s Office of Academic and Student Affairs also reviews every 
academic program annually against enrollment, completion, and workforce-demand data and 
works to shift resources toward programs that meet Mississippi’s employment needs. New 
degree programs are reviewed under Board Policy 502, which weighs market demand, state 
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priorities, comparative funding, and other criteria. Existing programs must meet productivity and 
enrollment thresholds to continue.  

Every effort is made to keep tuition affordable for Mississippi students. Each university is 
responsible for determining tuition and other fees, which are ultimately brought to the Board of 
Trustees for review. Representative examples across the system include: 

Delta State University charges no out-of-state tuition and has offered more than 400 
scholarships and provided financial aid to 2,036 students in fall 2024. Retention and six-year 
graduation rates have risen across recent cohorts. The Statesman’s Shelf food pantry and the 
Okra Threads clothing closet, both free to students, help keep basic needs from interrupting a 
student’s progress toward a degree. 

Mississippi University for Women keeps annual tuition and fees well below the national 
average for public four-year institutions, and more than 90 percent of its students receive 
scholarships or grants. Much of its enrollment is in licensure fields such as nursing, business, and 
education, where median graduate debt runs well below typical starting salaries. 

The University of Southern Mississippi raised its freshman-to-sophomore retention rate 
from 68.1 percent in fall 2022 to 81 percent in fall 2026. Southern Miss publishes a Funding 
Guide that covers tuition, housing, scholarships, grants, loans, and payment plans, and partners 
with iGrad to provide students with free, individualized guidance on budgeting, borrowing, and 
credit before they graduate. 

Academic Rigor in the Age of Artificial Intelligence 

Our universities are preparing students for an economy shaped by artificial intelligence, 
and they are doing it without lowering expectations for critical thinking, academic integrity, and 
demonstrated learning. While AI represents a revolution in machine learning, it does not change 
the value or need for human learning. Representative examples across the system include: 

Mississippi State University was the first Southeastern Conference university to offer a 
bachelor’s degree in artificial intelligence. Its AI Hub coordinates university-wide guidance, 
training, and governance around one principle: human judgment leads, and AI supports it. 

Alcorn State University adopted an Artificial Intelligence Policy in 2024 that prohibits the 
use of undocumented AI in coursework and requires faculty to state permitted uses in every 
syllabus. The same year, the university opened a Center for Teaching and Learning to strengthen 
instruction and assessment design. In 2025, it formed a cross-disciplinary AI Task Force to guide 
policy on academic integrity, data governance, and compliance. 

The University of Mississippi requires each academic department to set its own guidelines 
for teaching, learning, and assessment with AI, and faculty must state their AI expectations in 
course syllabi. Over nearly four years, many UM faculty have shifted to assessments that require 
students to demonstrate their own work, including oral exams, and the university reports that AI 
has not led to measurable grade inflation on its campus. UM also has aimed its AI work at 
research and workforce needs. In March 2025, UM was chosen as one of 15 institutions in the 
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NextGenAI partnership, a $50 million national AI research consortium, and is a member of the 
NIST AI consortium. To contribute regionally, UM also joined the University of Arkansas, the 
University of Memphis, and the University of Tennessee Health Science Center to form the Mid-
South AI Consortium. The consortium connects more than 300 AI researchers at four R1 
universities on applied research, workforce development, and industry partnerships in health 
care, supply chains, energy, agriculture, and national defense. 

Safeguarding Research Integrity from Foreign Influence 

Mississippi’s universities welcome international collaboration and, in the process, protect 
research integrity, intellectual property, and national security interests. Most of this work takes 
place at the system’s four research universities: Jackson State University, Mississippi State 
University, the University of Mississippi, and the University of Southern Mississippi. Each 
operates through its sponsored programs office, conflict-of-interest disclosure requirements, and 
the federal agency and sponsor rules governing its research funding. Across these campuses, 
safeguards include export-control compliance, review of international travel, NIST-compliant 
cybersecurity environments, cybersecurity programs recognized by the National Security 
Agency, and prohibitions aimed at known risks. 

At Jackson State University, researchers certify that they neither participate in nor are 
supported by foreign talent-recruitment programs. They complete conflict-of-interest and 
financial conflict-of-interest disclosures, along with an international travel certification 
confirming that they receive no undisclosed foreign funding. The university enforces export-
control laws to protect sensitive research data and intellectual property. 

Mississippi State University holds all three National Security Agency cybersecurity center 
designations. It maintains NIST-compliant research environments and export-control processes, 
and international travel is subject to university presidential review. Mississippi State applies the 
U.S. Department of State’s travel advisory levels directly to research travel, generally prohibiting 
travel to Level 4 countries and requiring additional review and risk assessment for Level 3 
destinations. 

The University of Mississippi runs a risk-based research-security program under its 
Research Security Officer, consistent with NSPM-33 and the CHIPS and Science Act. 
Researchers must disclose current and pending support, foreign appointments and affiliations, 
foreign financial interests, and any participation in foreign government-sponsored talent 
recruitment programs, which university policy prohibits. UM’s Objectivity in Research, Export 
Control, and Malign Foreign Talent Recruitment Program policies are backed by required 
training and by procedures for identifying and responding to unauthorized access, undisclosed 
foreign relationships, and insider threats. 

The University of Southern Mississippi, a Carnegie R1 institution, has a dedicated Office 
of Research Security that oversees compliance with Section 117 foreign-source reporting under 
the Higher Education Act, the National Defense Authorization Act of 2019, NSPM-33, and the 
CHIPS and Science Act of 2022, among other federal and state requirements. In 2024, the 
university’s president created a Global Risk Task Force, chaired by the Research Security 
Officer, to coordinate the university’s response to research security risks. Its members come 



Secretary McMahon 
September 28, 2026 
Page 7 of 8 
 
from research, academic affairs, finance, student affairs, external affairs, communications, and 
general counsel. 

Answering the National Call to Action 

Mississippi’s universities teach and conduct research in fields the state and nation depend 
on, including agriculture, health care, teacher preparation, economic development, national 
defense, manufacturing, energy, and cybersecurity. Much of that work targets problems 
Mississippians face every day. Examples include Mississippi State University’s Extension 
Service and its programs in veterinary medicine, forestry, and advanced manufacturing; the 
University of Mississippi’s programs in intelligence and security studies, global security, space 
law, and critical languages, many developed with state and national support; the health 
education, research, and care mission of the University of Mississippi Medical Center; and the 
University of Southern Mississippi’s marine and polymer research. 

Our universities also directly support national defense. Alcorn State University’s Army 
ROTC program has commissioned more than 470 officers into the U.S. Army, Army Reserve, 
and Army National Guard over five decades. 

Jackson State University’s Critical Power Grid Network Security Lab trains students to 
defend energy and digital infrastructure against cyberattacks. As Mississippi’s designated urban 
research university, Jackson State channels applied research in AI, cybersecurity, and health 
sciences into workforce pipelines for the state’s largest metropolitan area. 

Delta State University supports workforce needs in agriculture and aviation through its 
Aerial Applicator Pilot Training Certificate Program, the only program of its kind in Mississippi. 
The program was developed to address a documented shortage of agricultural pilots and prepares 
participants for careers supporting agricultural production, food security, and rural economic 
development. Because of strong industry demand and an aging workforce, graduates enter a field 
with significant employment opportunities and competitive earnings potential. The program 
contributes directly to Mississippi’s agricultural economy while supporting broader national 
needs related to food, fiber, and biofuel production. 

Mississippi University for Women’s College of Nursing and Health Sciences meets a 
critical need in the state. It enrolls 150–200 pre-licensure students plus roughly 300 more in its 
online RN-to-BSN program. The program is consistently recognized for strong cumulative 
NCLEX-RN pass rates and its success in placing graduates into Mississippi’s hospitals. 

Conclusion 

Mississippi’s public universities were built to serve the people of this state and, 
increasingly, the workforce and security needs of the nation. The foundation IHL has built 
through transparent and merit-based admissions, protected and orderly campuses, faculty 
accountable to their disciplines rather than to ideology, tuition held as low as the Board can 
manage, and a research enterprise aimed at public benefit reflects goals the Department and our 
universities share. 
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We welcome federal accountability that is clear, lawful, and respectful of each institution’s 
distinct mission, and we look forward to continued conversation about how public higher 
education can best serve Mississippi and the country. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Alfred Rankins Jr., Ph.D. 
Commissioner of Higher Education 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Dr. Tracy Cook, President 
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Dr. Scott Tollison, Interim President 
Mississippi University for Women 

 
 
 
Dr. Daniel Ennis, President 
Delta State University 

 
 
 
Dr. Jerryl Briggs, President 
Mississippi Valley State University  

 
 
 
Dr. Denise Gregory, President 
Jackson State University 

 
 
 
Dr. Glenn Boyce, Chancellor 
University of Mississippi 

 
 
 
Dr. Mark Keenum, President 
Mississippi State University 

 
 
 
Dr. Joseph Paul, President 
University of Southern Mississippi 

 


