
Felicia Lewis Interview – June 9, 2014 

1. Why did you join AAUW? 
• When I graduated from Albion College, the Dean of Women said, go out and 

join AAUW. She was very emphatic about this. She was a state officer and so 
I took it to heart. My older sister was already involved with AAUW in her 
community near Detroit and she liked it very much and found it very 
gratifying so, when I came here, I joined right away.  

2. Why have you remained committed to the organization for so many decades? 
• I think it is a remarkable organization in bringing women together from 

different backgrounds and also, trying to pursue interests that will be larger 
than personal interests but have some impact on the community.  

3. What would you tell potential members about the organization? 
• Join. It’s a wonderful way to meet people outside of your immediate and 

anticipatory circle. And it’s been a very worthwhile thing for me to do. Not 
just meeting people, but really becoming friends or valued acquaintances and 
in a couple of instances really closest friends.  

4. What would you tell current members? 
• Look at your community. There are a lot of people looking at the broad, broad 

picture of women’s positions in the United States and I think that we tend to 
lose track of what the impact can be locally. 

5. What were the biggest challenges you faced as an active member of AAUW?  
• I don’t consider myself an active member at this point. I have difficulty 

getting to meetings and I have just backed away from involving myself. Also 
because other things intervened after my most active period in the ‘70’s. I 
went into local politics and there were just a lot of responsibilities and issues 
that precluded activity in AAUW.  

6. So what were the biggest challenges when you were active? 
• I think getting people, AAUW members, aware of what the potential was as 

individuals to impact the community. To go out as volunteers and have some 
meaningful role and I don’t want to belittle other organizations that do 
meaningful things, but really to influence the future of State College and the 
Centre Region. 

7. And what were some of those issues? 
• Well, if you look at the demographics in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, it 

was a very, almost parochial community. But because the university started to 
hire, very actively, in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, people were coming in 
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who had lived in other places and had other expectations for their city, for 
their government services. And in that context, we found at AAUW that lots 
and lots of women were eager to talk and to read together and it wasn’t 
fiction, book club stuff, it was to achieve some understanding of social 
situations and what community potentials were.   

8. What impact has AAUW made nationally and locally on women’s issues?  
• I’m not sure that it has made an impact solely on women’s issues locally as 

much as involving women in other potential issues. I think the whole issue of 
volunteerism and directing it either towards women’s issues or more 
community wide issues was very important. At least to me.  

9. How has AAUW contributed to the status of women in State College and at 
Penn State? 
• I can speak less about Penn State because I was neither a faculty member nor 

affiliated with the university directly, although, my husband is a Professor 
Emeritus. But in the community, what we tried to do was bring women into 
the stream of volunteerism that would place them in positions to be active 
politically or in service organizations, such as, Voluntary Action Center, that 
would have a direct impact. Very often on legislation or the direction in which 
local government would be moving.  

10. Were there specific initiatives that were important for you? 
• Yes. We were operating programs, in terms of AAUW program under an 

umbrella, a two-year program that came from national. And we had the choice 
of which of maybe two or three topics to design our program around. And we 
could have as many sub-groups as we wanted to look at these issues. And we 
had great success with one called, Law and Citizen, which Ann Cook and 
Marion Davison highlighted in the 1960’s. And that transferred then onto 
another two-year, which almost became a four-year, program that sub-divided 
itself into a group called, Aesthetics and Design, which was very specifically 
oriented. And also into a Justice System and primarily treatment of 
adolescents. And you can expand that later if you choose to.   

11. What were some of the challenges of being members of an early feminist 
organization? 
• I never considered it a feminist organization. We didn’t really talk about being 

a feminist organization. NOW was new and it certainly was a feminist 
organization. But we were AAUW. We were plodding along with the different 
issues that we really had chosen to look at. I think there probably were 
members of AAUW who were not in favor of being a feminist organization as 
such. We take all of this so for granted today but, you know, there were 
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different points of view. So, for me it was not a problem. We continued to do 
what we were doing.  

12. What opposition did the local branch face over the years as a women’s 
organization? From whom? 
• I never felt that there was opposition because we were a women’s 

organization. We had terrific cooperation from the Centre Daily Times and 
more pictures and articles than you could imagine. That lasted fifteen, twenty 
years I would think. Maybe we weren’t invited to be participants in things like 
Kiwanis right away, or in the business community, in the Chamber, it’s had 
different names during the years. But I never felt really excluded and I didn’t 
feel that the organization was responding to exclusion. There were other 
points of view I am sure.  

13. What are the next important steps for AAUW nationally and locally toward 
equity for women and girls?  
• From what I read, I think we are doing very well making an impact. The 

whole governance program for AAUW has really stepped up tremendously. 
And I know we are lobbying and using a lot of media where it is possible to 
have access or where it’s appropriate to have access even. I can’t answer you 
very directly on that.  

14. Where would you like to see AAUW go in the future? 
• I don’t have a clear vision for AAUW. I think we have a lot of, sort of middle-

aged professional women who probably think that the organization might be 
more aggressive. Might be more legislatively oriented. At least from what I 
am getting on my emails from the national organization. I think that’s the 
thing. I am still very much hung up on local issues and local participation, but 
do try to support the national legislative program.   

15. So from your perspective what are the two or three local issues that the 
branch should be looking at here in State College? 
• I think the support for CASE, which is very current, apropos, the distribution 

of school property is one of the most helpful things that we could support and 
are supporting, obviously. I don’t know very much about wage equity, but I do 
see more and more women, some of them have come through AAUW, who 
are active in their professional organizations either elected or going into 
partnerships. Should I digress? 

I have a friend who is a respected female attorney here. She and her husband 
came here, both, from Yale, the University of Michigan, and Oberlin College. 
All, really terrific institutions. She couldn’t use her law degree because 
nobody would take her into their firm. I mean not one, not one. And so she’s 
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worked her own way, but it came not because she was looking for a woman’s 
perspective, I think she wanted to practice law. And they just wouldn’t take 
her into any of the firms. Now those firms have changed and, of course, we 
see lots of women in them. And she has been practicing for a long time now. 
But never in a big firm because they wouldn’t take her initially and there were 
no women in other firms. I mean, it wasn’t just her personally, although she 
had the qualifications. So I suppose employment at the high levels is still an 
issue for women who are looking for really professional, skilled employment. 
I have another friend, an AAUW friend, who has been sought out by 
organizations. And in two instances, the positions she has occupied have been 
designed for her because they wanted her as a person. So it varies 
tremendously. I think you have to be part of that level of society, which I am 
not, to know really what’s going on or what to expect.  

16. What programs/needs/causes has the local branch supported over the years? 
• Oh my goodness, well, you have outlined some of them of course in the 

perspective questions part here. But certainly the Voluntary Action Center 
was a meaningful part of the community that involved lots and lots of 
people. Largely women. But it didn’t receive very much press or any 
support that I know of other than from some of the churches that I think 
contributed both space and funds from time to time.  We were very 
involved for a while with the Youth Service Bureau, which was brand new 
in the 1960’s was a brain child, as far as I know, of Judge Paul Campbell, 
who provided the room in the basement of the Glennland Building that 
permitted Norma Keller to set up Youth Service Bureau program. And we 
were so impressed, that is AAUW members, by the response that Norma 
was getting in involving individuals as mentors for the young boys and 
young girls, high school age, that under one of our study topics, we went 
to a Governor’s Program, a state program that provided funds, grants, and 
grant applications. Margaret Leavitt wrote our grant application. We 
received the funds and contacted WPSU because they were the only 
functioning video outlet at that time. Today I think you could do 
something privately. But they said, well we like the idea but you have to 
come with money. So I am sure a lot of that hasn’t changed either.  

So we got the money from the state and hired some people up there to 
produce a film and it was called, “Kids with Problems: One Community’s 
Response.” And they were to show it on WPSX, as it was called then, with 
the stipulation that in addition to it being shown in all seventeen outlets for 
their viewing area that we also present it actively in each of those counties. 
So this put us in another level of not just showing a film, but promoting it. 
Finding a place to show it. Was it going to be the county’s court house? 
All the things that you have to go through in order to have a public 
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meeting of any kind. So we did that. Margaret moved and we had a change 
of directorship in the midst of it, but we got somebody into every county. 
And the film since has gone all over the United States because Norma 
Keller and the Youth Service Bureau thought that it was presenting a 
message that they were not just in support of but were a good example of. 
And we all know locally what’s happened with the Youth Service Bureau 
here in offering much-needed help to youth.  

Family Health Center, and of course, Schlow Library we have been in 
support of all of the time. And I think some of the original support for the 
Women’s Resource Center was from AAUW members and that is 
something to be proud of too. I was most involved with promoting local 
government membership for women. By the time we were involved with 
local government, my husband and I, in the late 1960’s, there still were not 
women on the authorities, boards and commissions or as township 
commissioners or in the court house or on municipal councils. And so one 
of the objectives of a program we called Aesthetics and Design was to 
prepare AAUW members to participate at a different level. Not just to 
appear for a hearing once in a while when it affected their neighborhood or 
their own property, but to go out and volunteer to serve on a board or 
commission. And we had about thirteen women in this study group and we 
didn’t just do it all of a sudden, coldly. At that time women were available 
to meet during the day. Very often, they weren’t working, the children 
were in school, they might even have been a little bored and also we had 
night meetings. And we read together, particularly, a book by Jane Jacobs. 
It was called, “The Death and Life of Great American Cities.” And it made 
a big splash at the time, in the 1960’s. And was a really instructive and 
encouraging book for novices to look at. I mean, let’s face it; we weren’t 
city planners or artists or graphic designers.  
Occasionally, someone was, and, you know, we made something of the 
AAUW membership and the impetus to do something that hadn’t been 
done before. And it was part of the whole volunteerism situation in the late 
1960’s and 1970’s. So we had women within five years who were on 
boards and commissions in the borough. And in some of the townships. 
We had two AAUW members running the Centre Region Planning 
Commission overseeing positions from the Borough. Sarah Godbey got on 
the Patton Township Recreation Committee. I think she was a first. So we 
did these kinds of things, particularly where we could influence aesthetics 
and design in the community. That was something that I felt very strongly 
about because it was part of our program.  

17. Well you mentioned earlier that you were involved in politics yourself. Do 
you want to talk about that for a little bit? 
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• Well, I was one of those people that got appointed to the first design 
review board for the Borough. So that was kind of a first, but it was a new 
board and so they were willing to consider that a woman would be alright 
there too. I had helped a number of men and then finally, Ingrid Holtzman, 
who was a very forceful AAUW President, run for borough offices. I 
wasn’t really involved in the townships, but I’d helped with a number of 
campaigns. And then I guess I was ubiquitous enough at meetings that I 
was appointed to fill a vacancy on the Borough Council. And then I ran 
the next year and was elected to that term. And then I was inactive because 
we were on sabbatical and away for a while and then I ran again ten years 
later and the same issues were still there.  And I was elected again. In the 
mean time I had been on the Library Board doing other things related to 
municipal affairs. And returned to the Schlow Library Board in 1996 to 
work on planning the “new” building. In 2009, I was appointed Mayor of 
State College Borough to fill a vacancy. I was the first woman to serve as 
Mayor.     

18. What impact did AAUW have on the State College area, on Penn State 
University, and on women’s leadership opportunities locally? 

• I think I have spoken to some of that because we did consciously work to 
place women on a path into decision-making positions. Whether they were 
going to be elected, which is one way to do it, or working with established 
groups as directors or supporters. You know, we had women on the 
Library Board probably longer than any other organization because, 
somehow, it was a nice thing to do. It was all right to let the women take 
care of the books.  
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19. What are the most notable or most meaningful changes you’ve seen during 
your involvement in AAUW? 

• I think taking the initiative to do things. Not just sitting back and saying, 
well this is interesting, we will have a program about this and so forth, but 
taking the initiative of demonstrating what the community is doing in lots 
of different areas and trying to establish some new programs. Certainly, in 
the last few years, what Mary Dupuis and others have done with STEM 
and the museum has been phenomenal I think. And we have had support 
gradually building up, I think, from the media so that it’s harder to ignore 
if they chose to. Women who are more assertive and confident that yes, 
you can do something. You can raise the money. You can find a place to 
have an office. You can share telephones and office equipment. There is 
more than one way to make something happen. That’s initiative.  

20. During your membership in AAUW, how has women’s role in society 
evolved? 

• That’s a big issue. I think women are recognized today, in most areas, 
maybe not as equals to men, but certainly having a voice in how society 
changes itself or operates, supports itself. I mean society is such a big 
term. What’s society?  

21. Over time what has the branch done to raise funds? What form has branch 
philanthropy take over time? 

• Well, this brings us to the book sale. Everybody knows about the book 
sale, I’m sure other people are going to speak about it, so I am not going 
to. But the philanthropy has been open to, not just women for educational 
purposes, but all kinds of social agencies in the wider community, in the 
county really. I mean we have done a fantastic job of working with the 
Borough’s Community Development Block Grant program, which is a 
borough commission that distributes federal funds that come to the largest 
municipality for distribution. And we’ve had members on that board, but 
also, I think there’s been an assumption that when they recognize a new or 
needy organization that it is worth the consideration by the AAUW 
dispersion of funds mostly from the book sale. True, we haven’t had other 
fund-raising efforts. I think everything has gone into the book sale effort 
for a long time.  

22.  What are some other AAUW issues that you believe are important, as the 
branch looks forward to its centennial? 

• I don’t know. I can’t figure what more as a branch we are going to be 
taking on with the membership that we have. I keep going back to 
volunteerism and participation on the local levels. I just do think that, 
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politically, our voices have to be heard and that’s where, in the end the 
influence is going to be because it’s where the funding is. One of the paths 
that I digressed to after the Law and Citizen was the whole question of 
prison reform. And I have been very active in an organization, unique to 
Pennsylvania, which is called, The Pennsylvania Prison Society. We’ve 
been organized as a branch in Centre County since 1978. And I have been 
very active, particularly in the county prison and to some extent with visits 
at the State Correctional Institution at Rockview. What I have learned is 
that people are not particularly sensitive to some things, issues that I think 
they should be sensitive to. And there are a lot of issues in prison reform 
that have just sort of been bypassed. But when it comes to the pocket book 
issues then they are willing to think about things like, should we have all 
of these minor drug offenders in prison when it is costing so much per day 
to keep them there and they come out not better citizens but probably 
influenced more negatively then if they had been outside? That’s just one 
thing. But I thought that reform would come in the prison systems when it 
became apparent to most of us as taxpayers that this is costing just an 
inordinate amount of money and no results. Or such minimal results they 
really aren’t even to be considered.  

There are individual instances but it’s at that point when you look at a 
municipal budget when you get response. And the issue with what should 
happen to the local College Heights School, I think in the end is going to 
be a financial response because somebody has to make the hard decisions 
about who’s going to pay and insure how this building is disposed of. I 
don’t even like to think about it, but if you really want to have some 
influence, you’ve got to go where the money is going to impact the 
people, or the system or the organization. 

23. So, the Pennsylvania Prison Society works towards restorative justice? 
• That’s one of the possible solutions. But also through legislative action. 

We are not litigious, although we are sometimes friends of the defendants, 
but its legislative action and personal contact. And in sixty-seven counties 
in Pennsylvania there may be prison society groups active in I would say 
forty counties. So it is growing.  
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24. Are there any other stories that you would like to add from your time with 
AAUW? 

• Well, we have had a lot of fun! We used to do a lot of legislative 
participation with the state organization, which meant that we were going 
to be attending all kinds of action days through Pennsylvania that the 
Legislative Committee, which I was a part of for a while, would organize. 
Women’s Legislative Days at the Capitol in Harrisburg. And we would 
troop on down there and we would meet with our legislators. And I am 
sure that some of this is going on still. But we made a good, fun thing of it 
as well. After the lobbying was over and the talks were over and we were 
coming back to State College (it was usually a one day affair) we allowed 
ourselves an hour at Wanamaker’s in the mall. And you’d be, well maybe 
you wouldn’t be surprised what women can accomplish in an hour in the 
mall. Sometimes we would stop for dinner part way along. Those were 
serious and I think meaningful things to do because they taught us 
participation in government can have its light side. It isn’t all just sitting 
and reading legislative acts and so forth. I mean I can remember coming 
back from a trip to Falling Water, which was a daylong trip and there again 
because State College didn’t have any place to shop you see, so this was 
really meaningful. And we had lots of fun planning these things and where 
we were going to eat and what kind of restaurants we didn’t have here and 
we were going to stop at and shop at. So those things. We had good 
participation in the state meetings. A few people, but notably Marge 
Dunaway, would be at the national meetings. And we were very proud of 
course, of Marge and everything she did. She just kept on going and we 
thought that was tremendous.  

25. So are there other women’s issues that you think the Branch should be 
looking at as it looks at its centennial and looks forward to its future? 

• I think health issues. Possibly, because I am very concerned at the moment 
with the whole health situation in this country and where women are going 
to be placed in the care level. Not just for other women but for entire 
families. I was very happy that I didn’t have to go through the maze of 
having to select the health care options in Affordable Care because we are 
very fortunate in where we are with coverage. But I think somehow it has 
to be simplified for people who are going into long-term care, for instance, 
and how that relates to existing insurance policies and all of the business 
end of this kind of care. And perhaps, with time, the federal program will 
be simplified. I am sure that we’ll find out where the glitches are still. So 
that’s one thing. I think that AAUW has been very good about women’s 
personal health issues. But I think looking at whole families’ situations has 
not been foremost in what we’ve been thinking about and it becomes 
really, really difficult for many, many people.  
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26. Do you have any last words you would like to leave on the Branch, for the 
Branch, about the Branch? 

• I have been very encouraged to see middle-aged women coming along and 
taking the leadership in the Branch. Some of them are recently retired, but 
women who have a lot of vitality still and lots of ideas. I think for a long 
time, the Branch slowed down because it lacked that central vitality. There 
were older people who had been there, done that and run out of ideas and 
steam. But I have been encouraged. I don’t think absolute numbers is as 
important as the quality and the vitality of the people who are taking over. 
We may be two-hundred or two-hundred and five, I don’t know what it is 
now, but two-hundred was the magic postal number for a long time. I 
don’t think that’s quite as important as just vitality. And I think it’s also 
good that we are associated with more than one issue.  I mean we have 
shown that we can do more than sell books. Although, we certainly have 
the best organized book sale in the continental United States. We just can 
do other things and there for a while I think we were so absorbed with 
carrying out the book sale that we lost sight of other things that are also 
important to the community and really vital to the organization if we are 
going to continue. I’ve always liked AAUW because it has had a broad 
base of concern and interest.  
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