






Business Plan 
Competition 

Semifinalists in the 
2015 Business Plan 

Competition sponsored by 
the Wright Travel Chair in 
Entrepreneurship presented 
their ideas in the Student 
Union Building to faculty, 
staff, and business leaders. 
Participants were competing 
for the $7,500 first prize and 
$5,000 second prize.

From left, Beth Rhoton, 
Jones College associate 
dean of graduate and 
executive education Kim 
Sokoya, and Montana 
Rhoton discuss the  
business plan for Montana 
Scholarship–Roatan.

Advising Center

The northeast wing of 
the second floor of the 

Business and Aerospace 
Building was converted into 
the Jones College advising 
center. The advising staff 
was increased to 11 as a 
part of MTSU’s Quest for 
Student Success initiative 
to improve retention and 
graduation rates.

Advising staff from left: first 
row, Brandie Freeman, 
Meredith Young, gradua-
tion analyst Teena Young, 
Paula Calahan; second 
row, advising center 

secretary Debi Goodwin, 
Kerri French-Nelson, Travis 

Tipton, advising manager 
Gretchen Leming; third row, 
Jillian Jacobson, Emily Yttri,  
Amber Bollinger; fourth  
row, Amie Donahue.
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Real Estate 
Development

Dr. Philip Seagraves, new 
head of the real estate 

program, secured a $1.1475 
million gift-in-kind donation 
of software and licensing 
from Argus, provider of 
worldwide software services 
to commercial real estate 
developers. This product, 
unique in the region, will 
greatly enhance the Jones 
College real estate program.

Dr. Philip Seagraves 
hosts a focus group 
with students for 
leading area real estate 
professionals. 
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Graduate Programs

Revamped M.B.A. options include a 
12-month program, online or on campus, 

part-time or full-time, accelerated cohorts, 
integrated curriculum, business networking, 
professional development, study abroad, and 
concentrations in healthcare management 
and music business.

The 12-month M.S. in Finance program 
offers practical quantitative knowledge, 
hands-on experience, discipline-specific 
skills, counseling and mentoring, and CFS, 
CFM, CFP, and CTP preparation.

Dr. Frank Michello, director, M.S. in Finance.
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National Teaching Finalist

Sandy Benson’s innovative classroom teaching 
methods earned her a spot as one of four finalists 

in a national competition for business law professors, 
the Charles M. Hewitt Master Teacher Competition at 
the Academy of Legal Studies in Business. In Benson’s 
“Legal Beagle News Show,” she assigns students to 
pose as attorneys in court cases, including some that 
may be considered by the U.S. Supreme Court during the 
semester. Students listen to the real attorneys’ arguments 
online and take up the case for their assigned party. Other 
students act as reporters covering the case for a news 
panel discussion or conference. 

Sandy Benson, 2014–2015 interim Accounting chair.P
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Career Achievement Award

With over 30 years of service on the Jones College 
faculty molding future accountants, Paula Thomas 

received MTSU’s Career Achievement Award. She holds 
the Deloitte Foundation Professorship in Accounting, 
previously served as department chair, has worked on 
accounting curriculum at the national level, and serves 
as adviser for MTSU’s chapter of international honors 
organization Beta Alpha Psi, named a  “Superior Chapter”  
last year. Her research on cash-balance pensions was a 
resource for IBM employees concerned about reduced 
pension benefits from pension plan conversions.  

Dr. Paula Thomas receives MTSU’s  
Career Achievement Award.
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Spirit of America Award

In 1991, Robert F. Harper IV (B.B.A., ’89) established real 
estate and development company Harper Properties. 

He developed commercial, residential, and multifamily 
projects in Florida and invested in land throughout the 
southeast. In 2002, he established Land South Group with 
Brian G. Philpot, acquiring over 200,000 acres. He also 
established Bankers South High Yield Fund, originating 
real estate lending opportunities, and AgAmerica Lending. 
He is chair and CEO of broadcast tower corporation Tall 
Tower Capital and a founder of Central Florida’s Platinum 
Bank, serving on its board. 

Robert F. Harper IV accepts the Joe M. Rodgers Spirit  
of America Award from his mentor, Dr. Katie Kemp.P
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Free Enterprise Champion

Jim Ayers, originally from west Tennessee, nurtured 
FirstBank from a single branch in Scotts Hill, Tenn., 

into the state’s largest independently owned and operated 
bank, with over $2 billion in assets and over 40 locations. 
After building healthcare and real estate ventures, he also 
established Ayers Foundation for educational programs in 
Henderson, Perry, and Decatur counties; Ayers Institute at 
Vanderbilt University for cancer research; Ayers Children’s 
Hospital in Jackson, Tenn.; and Ayers Institute for Teacher 
Learning and Innovation at Lipscomb University. 

FirstBank’s Jim Ayers accepts the Champion of Free  
Enterprise Award from Jones College dean David Urban. P
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New

·	 12-month program

·	Online or on-campus

·	Revised curriculum

·	Accelerated cohorts

·	 Integrated curriculum

·	Professional development

·	Business networking

·	Study-abroad options

www.mtsu.edu/bizgrad 
(615) 898-2964AA/EEO/disability/vet

·	 12-month program 

·	Hands-on experience

·	Career mentoring 

·	Practical knowledge

·	Discipline-specific skills

·	Quantitative knowledge

·	CFS/CFM/CFP/CTP prep

·	Professional development

M.S. in Finance


