
 
Reginald Wallace [00:00:03] Hello, future, listeners. This interview with Jennifer Collins is 
intended for the Spring 2022 Queer Public Histories oral history project, which will be 
documenting the history and founding of the LGBTQ Center, a part of Wake Forest 
University, and will be admitted to the Wake Forest University Archive. My name is 
Reginald Wallace and we will be recording this interview via Zoom. And today is March 
15th, 2022. Today, we'll be talking about Ms. Collins' experience and connections to the 
founding of the LGBTQ Center at Wake Forest University. And to begin, I'd like to hear just 
a little bit about you, your pronouns, your location, your current occupation and future 
occupation as well, and anything else you'd like to quickly share about your background.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:01:00] My name is Jennifer Collins. Right now, I am the Dean of 
SMU Law School in Dallas, Texas, and that's where I am for this interview. I have been 
here for the past seven and a half years, and at the end of my eighth year this summer, I'll 
be moving to Rhodes College, where I'm going to assume the Presidency. And my 
pronouns are she/hers.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:01:24] All right. Thank you for sharing. So first, I wanted to start out 
with your connection with Wake Forest. What was your role on Wake Forest campus and 
in general? Like, what did you do here?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:01:37] I initially came to Wake Forest as a member of the law faculty 
where I was for about eight years and then had the great good fortune to be invited to join 
the team and the Provost office by then Provost Jill Tiefenthaler, who eventually left Wake 
Forest to go on to be the President of Colorado College. I came to the Provost office as 
the Associate Provost for Academic and Strategic Affairs. And then, after Jill left and Mark 
Walker served as an interim and Rogan Kirsch came in as a permanent Provost, he 
appointed me as the Vice Provost. So that's the position I was in. When I left Wake Forest 
to come to SMU.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:02:25] Right, sounds great. And looking back on your time at Wake 
Forest and knowing that you'll be moving forward to be the President of Rhodes College, 
what's something that you are looking forward to bringing from Wake Forest?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:02:39] I think the incredible sense of community. One of the things 
that I absolutely loved the most about Wake Forest was how warm and supportive and 
collaborative the students, faculty and staff were, and also how they were continually 
interested in reflection and continually trying to improve the campus experience for all 
constituents. So I hope I'll bring that sense of warmth and sense of community with me to 
Rhodes.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:03:09] All right, wonderful. So moving forward with the LGBTQ 
center, it's my understanding that you were an important figure in the founding of the 
center. And so first, I wanted to ask to share a little bit about your overall involvement in 
the founding of the center. And what did you think of the proposal when it first came across 
your desk?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:03:36] I don't think it was so much that a proposal quite came across 
my desk. So let me tell you my recollection of what happened. So I had been very involved 
in supporting our LGBTQ students at the law school. And so it's always been an issue 
that's near and dear to my heart. My own children are part of the LGBTQ community, and 
when I got to the Provost office, particularly at that point in time, the provost was very 



involved with student life. Ken Zick was the Vice President of Student Affairs reported to 
Jill Tiefenthaler. This is before Penny Rue arrived. Who recently stepped down as the Vice 
Provost and Provost Tiefenthaler was very committed to improving the student life 
experience. So my recollection of the way the LGBTQ center unfolded is that I had been 
hearing from law students about how they yearned for more support on campus. When I 
moved into my central administration role, I spent a lot of time going around and talking to 
different student groups about their ideas, about how we could improve life on campus. I 
was specifically heading up a task force on student retention. And one thing we heard 
consistently is that we've got to do more to support our LGBTQ community and make sure 
all students feel at home and can bring their full selves to the table. So I said before you 
started taping that my recollection is not quite as sharp now, 12 years later as I would like 
it to be. My recollection is that we had received a report of a tragic event. My recollection 
was that a recent graduate had committed suicide, not a committed student who was a 
member of the LGBTQ community. And I went to Provost Tiefenthaler and said, "We've 
got to do this". We've been, you know, talking about having a center. We've been talking 
about having a center. We've got to do it. The time is now. We need to move forward. And 
she was in full wholehearted support and we began to work up a job description and sort 
of an initial concept for what a center would look like and got, you know, the necessary 
approvals to go ahead and advertise for the position and then had the incredible good 
fortune, that I thank my lucky stars for every day, of having Dr. Mazaris apply for the 
position.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:06:11] All right. Thank you.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:06:13] So she was really the one who came in with the proposal, but 
we can get to that in a minute.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:06:19] Yeah, well, I mean, we could get to that right now. What was 
that process involving the proposal?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:06:26] So we, you know, put together a job description and what our 
hopes and dreams were for the center and began advertising for it and the various 
publications in which one advertises higher education administration positions. And we 
were lucky enough to get a number of applications. But I will never forget AJ because they 
were the only candidate who came in with this detailed five year plan. It was the most sort 
of thoughtful, prepared interview that I had ever seen. Their plan was extraordinary, and 
we finished the interview and the people on the committee were like, That's it. They're the 
one. They really were just so thoughtful and so innovative and so visionary and so 
committed to the work. And I apologize at the time. I believe they went by she. So I'm 
using that pronoun. I believe they are now using the pronoun they and I will try and 
remember to do that in the future. But I do believe they were using she at the time, and the 
proposal was just so extraordinary that we knew that AJ was the one, and we were lucky 
enough that they accepted our offer.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:07:39] Thank you for sharing that one. And looking towards the 
decision making process, I was curious, was it very... were there student involved? Were 
there lots of students involved or was it more strictly administrative in hashing out the 
details?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:07:58] Oh, there were absolutely students involved in the process. 
One of the many wonderful things about Provost Tiefenthaler is she was an incredibly 
student-focused Provost. She herself did lots of listening and learning. I did lots of listening 



and learning. Barbie Oakes, who was involved in our office working so hard on issues of 
diversity, equity and inclusion, was very involved in listening and learning, so student 
voices were incredibly important. I've always found that to be the case at Wake Forest, 
that people really care very deeply about student perspectives and input. So again, this is 
a place where my recollection is fuzzier than I wish it were. My recollection is that students 
were on the search committee, but I can't attest to that with absolute certainty.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:08:51] Yeah. And regarding general student engagement and 
reaction from the greater community, both parents, faculty, students, staff, were there any 
strong opinions for or against the founding of the center at all?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:09:08] I think in general, the support was overwhelming. Now, in 
fairness, if there were any negative opinions expressed, I would not have been the one as 
an Associate provost getting those phone calls. I mean, I certainly get angry emails and 
phone calls about various things now as the Dean. So, you know, it might be worth 
interviewing Mary Pujel, who would have been...well, I honestly can't remember if this was 
when President Hatch was the President or if it was before he arrived. But it might be 
worth as part of the oral history checking it with the President's office. But I certainly only 
ever received positive feedback from students, faculty and staff. I think, if anything, we got 
the question 'You know what took you so long?'  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:09:56] Yeah. It's my understanding that you were an integral piece 
of funding and understanding all the the nitty gritty of founding a center such as the 
LGBTQ center. Was funding for the center ever a concern or issue?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:10:16] I think once Provost Tiefenthaler was on board, she made the 
resources available and was just, you know, fully committed and supportive in every way. I 
remember the one thing we felt very badly about, because we were space-constrained,this 
was before they had built the two new dorms and the new dining hall. You know, the space 
we ended up with in Benson was in the basement. And we thought, Oh my gosh, what are 
the optics of putting the LGBTQ center in the basement? Whereas we would have all loved 
to have it, you know, as front and center and as prominent as we possibly could. But it was 
the best space that was available at the time, and my understanding is since I left, it has 
moved to glorious new space that I really, really want to come see the next time I'm on 
campus. It was also the LGBTQ center came first, then we started the women's center and 
they weren't together, you know, and we really we were disappointed by that, that we 
couldn't get them together. And it's my understanding they're much more co-located now. I 
could be wrong about that, but that was always the initial plan is to try and get all our 
organizations that supported our diverse students together, and it just wasn't possible 
under some of the space constraints we were facing at the time.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:11:38] Yeah, they're they're all pretty close to each other now, 
thankfully, in Benson Center.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:11:43] Oh, that's so wonderful, it makes me so happy. And it's not in 
the basement anymore, right?  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:11:47] No basement. It's got lots of good natural light.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:11:52] Though AJ did an incredible job. I mean, they made the space 
so warm and welcoming and, you know, got a great hangout space in there in addition to 



the office spaces. And I was so impressed with the job they did and really making it a 
space that students would want to be and spend time.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:12:13] And so moving towards when the center was finally 
established, what was your general like first impression of all of it? What was the first thing 
that you thought of once it had finally been set in stone and it was ready to go?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:12:28] Oh, just absolutely overjoyed. I mean, it was just incredible to 
see the space. It was incredible to have AJ on board. It was incredible to hear their ideas 
and support their ideas. You know, they came up with this wonderful 'Love is Love' T-shirt. 
I still have my 'Love is Love' T-shirt, you know, with a black background and the gold 
figures, you know, representing all different forms of love. I mean, that was the first time 
that there was a T-shirt like that on campus, a different, you know, drop in groups to 
support students the way that AJ became so present in the community, the lavender 
graduation, you know, that was all their idea. And it just, you know, it just was incredibly 
heartwarming and affirming to see how quickly it took off. And you know, it turned out we 
really needed it because I think I can't remember the exact time frame. Maybe two years 
after AJ arrived, maybe 18 months, you know, we had some very unfortunate incidents on 
campus of hate speech related to the LGBTQ community, and I was so grateful that AJ 
was there to help support the community through that to keep the university moving 
forward. And one of the things I most remember is people got rainbow sticky notes and 
covered the door of the LGBTQ center with notes of support and affirmation and 
appreciation in response to what had happened on campus. And it was just so incredibly 
heartwarming and validating to see that and such a reaffirmation of why we'd have this 
enormous need for an LGBTQ center.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:14:20] Yes. We actually still have those T-shirts and those 'Love is 
Love' stickers. They distribute them all of the time all around campus. That was actually 
one of the first things that I've seen of LGBTQ support and establishment here at Wake 
Forest my freshman year, and that was very reaffirming, so it's very nice to hear that that 
was something that even impacts you now.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:14:47] And oh gosh, AJ gets all the credit. And when I say rainbow 
stickers, they weren't even the 'Love is Love' rainbow stickers. I mean, people took [my 
desk is so messy]like the, you know, yellow, orange, pink, blue post-it notes and wrote 
notes and stuck them all over the door. Like, "We love you. We're grateful for you. We 
appreciate you. We stand with you." I bet you anything. AJ has those notes to this day 
because it just it was a really powerful moment in response to a really awful, inexcusable 
event.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:15:22] Yes. I actually have seen those sticky notes. We went to the 
university archive where they're stored now. I believe Dr. Mazaris had them admitted 
there, but it was very nice to see. You could tell that they were reminiscing very 
lightheartedly about the entire situation, despite its negative connotation. But yeah, that 
was a wonderful experience. Getting to hear what they had experienced when establishing 
the LGBTQ center and heading it up. And so moving forward, a little bit, in your 
experience...so when it comes to the general founding of the center, how do you think 
that's impacted the overall campus life moving forward?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:16:14] I think it has impacted campus life enormously. I mean, Wake 
Forest ,at the time, and probably still was a very Greek dominated, you know, campus and 
why certainly some Greek organizations were supportive of the idea of having LGBTQ 



members. Others were not. And we really, really wanted there to be a safe space and a 
home for the students who did not feel they had home in other ways. And we frankly 
wanted the center to make us better and to push us forward. And I think it has done that 
because AJ is so talented and so extraordinary in ways you know that I could never even 
have imagined. But you know, we had so many students, faculty and staff express 
appreciation and gratitude. AJ did a wonderful job and, you know, having the center, you 
know, be front and center people would wear the 'Love is Love' T-shirts for hit the bricks 
and there would be, you know, LGBTQ center float in the Pride parade. And I think once 
students saw prospective students saw there was a center, prospective students who 
might otherwise not even have considered Wake Forest thought, 'Oh, this is a place where 
faculty and staff, for that matter, thought, this is a place where I can be welcomed and truly 
be part of the community'. So I think it enormously impacted life in a positive way, which, 
you know, we hopefully continue to amplify when we launch the Women's center and hired 
a terrific director for that who I think you know collaborated beautifully with. Angela might 
be another good person to talk to as part of the oral history project about the early days.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:18:09] Yeah, I'm sure we probably covered at this point, the entire 
class has probably covered, probably every single person who has probably entered the 
LGBTQ center, who was an employee or a staff member. But thinking back on when you 
had left Wake Forest,  what was the state of the LGBTQ center? Had it become so full of 
students? Were you able to visit often?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:18:38] Oh, I mean, it was an incredibly vibrant place that you know, 
had students in it constantly. When we started, it was only AJ, which was an enormous lift 
for them and that AJ was able to hire an assistant director. I think that position has had 
some turnover, but I think the assistant, you know, director just continued to amplify the 
impact of what the center was able to accomplish. So no, I think it was an incredibly 
vibrant part of campus. And frankly, AJ had become a real thought leader on campus was 
just so wise, so insightful, so thoughtful, wonderful collaborator, with so many different 
people and organizations across campus that I think, you know, it was just soaring with 
even greater heights to be achieved. 
 
Reginald Wallace [00:19:39] Thank you for sharing that.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:19:40] Yeah, I mean, I got teary eyed at the first lavender graduation 
and the second lavender graduation. I forget how many I've got to go to before I left, it was 
at least two. But it was just absolutely fantastic. You know, they launched ally training and 
all sorts of things.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:19:58] Oh, interesting. Speaking of the lavender graduation, was 
that something that had started as soon as the center was founded or as soon as Dr. 
Mazaris had arrived?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:20:09] Well, you would have to ask AJ to be sure. I can't remember if 
there was one, the very first year of the center, if it was the second year knowing AJ was 
probably the first year.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:20:21] All right. Well, moving forward, I'm not sure the state of SMU 
or Rhodes College, but how do you think that your experience here at Wake Forest will 
inform some of your decision-making in terms of student engagement moving forward?  
 



Jennifer Collins [00:20:40] Well, I think the experience absolutely informs everything that 
I do. I came here in part because I think SMU had significant work to do on diversity, 
equity, inclusion and, you know, thanks to a team effort the same way it was at Wake 
Forest, SMU has made great strides in that regard. We have a wonderful OUTlaw student 
organization. I love that name 'OUTlaw'. We're certainly not unique in that, but that does a 
lot of really wonderful work on campus, and I hope to bring that same commitment to 
Rhodes, which I also know is deeply committed to doing the work on diversity, equity, 
inclusion and belonging, and am really excited to be a part of that effort.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:21:29] That's wonderful, thank you for sharing that. Well, that's 
about all that I have in terms of questions for you. This has been an absolutely awesome 
conversation and I've learned quite a bit.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:21:42] My only regret is that I initially used the wrong pronouns for AJ 
or the pronouns that they were using at the time. So I apologize first! Switching back and 
forth between pronouns because I don't think that they made that change until after I left 
in-fact, I'm sure they did not. So, but my apologies for that, I really feel terrible about that.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:22:05] Well. Well, before we part ways. Is there anything else that 
you would like to say that will be for the record?  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:22:17] No, I mean, I think that it's absolutely wonderful that you're 
doing these oral histories. One of the many benefits of convincing AJ to join us at Wake 
Forest was the wonderful courses they developed and added to the curriculum. Like this 
one? And I just can't stress enough what an extraordinary senior scholar, teacher, 
community member, innovator, visionary, that AJ is. I hope they never leave. I know. You 
know, I also led the search for the inaugural Women's Center director, and sadly, that 
person has left. So I hope that Wake Forest does everything in its power to keep AJ on 
campus because I think they are just such a tremendous, tremendous asset to the 
community.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:23:06] I wholeheartedly agree. They're a wonderful teacher and 
they're a wonderful community member. But thank you again for contributing to the history 
of the LGBTQ center and your integral role in helping its founding and continuing on in the 
future.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:23:24] That was absolutely a team effort. There were so many 
people that were committed to it making it happen, and you know, I was really grateful to 
be part of that team.  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:23:33] Wonderful. Well, thank you so much. I think that this will be a 
wonderful addition to the archive, as well as to the oral history or the oral history of the 
LGBTQ center.  
 
Jennifer Collins [00:23:49] Thank you so much, Reggie, and I wish you all the best in 
your new adventures. Congratulations on your graduation!  
 
Reginald Wallace [00:23:55] Thank you! 
 


