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BY JULIA M. KLEIN ��

A half century later, the five women of the 

Class of ’72 reflect on their groundbreaking 

experience. 

“What’s a Nice Girl 

Rising through the ranks of an 
educational publishing company 
in Palo Alto in the 1960s, Barbara 
West decided she would prefer to 
be in charge. Maybe, she thought, 
an MBA would help. 

But her first interview with an 
admissions dean at Stanford GSB 
did not go well.

 Doing in a Place Li
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SIGN OF THE TIMES 

Among the 308 students in the Class of 1972 

were five women, the largest female cohort the 

business school had�yet�welcomed.

“He picked up on the fact that my father worked for 

Kodak, and he said, ‘Oh, are you a member of the East-

man family?’” She was not. 

“Do you have a family fortune or a family business 

that will be yours to run?” No again. 

As West recalls that long-ago conversation, the dean 

then told her, “We might as well save our time: We only 

admit women who have either a family fortune or busi-

ness to run, and since you don’t, why, there’s no place for 

you here.”  

That was 1967. Three years later, with the women’s 

movement cresting, West tried again — and her recep-

tion could not have been more di�erent. Gary Williams, 

Stanford GSB’s new dean of admissions and financial 

aid, was open to female, minority, and other nontradi-

tional applicants. “I was focused on admitting the very 

best people I could — and that was all,” Williams says. 

West would become one of five women among 308 stu-

dents in the Class of 1972. Tiny as it was, it was the largest 

female cohort the school had ever welcomed — an inflec-

tion point for both the school and the women themselves.  

The summer after their first year, West and two of her 

classmates, Anne Thornton and Susan Phillips, collabo-

rated on a multimedia presentation about their experi-

ences at Stanford GSB, titled “What’s a Nice Girl Like 

You Doing in a Place Like This?” It described their emo-

tional struggles in the face of skepticism from classmates 

and the faculty, which was all male until 1972. Scored 

with music of the era, including the Beatles’ “It’s Getting 

Better All the Time” and Aretha Franklin’s “Respect,” the 

show also expressed their hope for broader acceptance of 

women’s changing roles and aspirations.  

Toward the end of the presentation, West said, “If 

another woman were to say, ‘Should I come to business 

school?’ my answer would be, ‘If that is the area you 

want to go into, hell yes, it’s well worth it.’” 

 Like You   

ke This?”
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After graduating from Reed College with a degree 

in experimental psychology, Barbara West found a 

job as a typist for an educational publishing company. 

“It took them about three days to figure out it was a 

mistake,” she says. But during an exit interview, the 

president asked if she knew anything about number 

theory. Thanks to a college math class, she did. After 

she rewrote a mathematics textbook for the company, 

she moved on to write, edit, copyedit, design, and  

even serve as corporate secretary and treasurer. Then 

she realized: “What I was interested in was running 

the place.” 

Susan Phillips grew up in California. Her father, an 

engineer and an MBA, was especially supportive: “He 

would say, ‘You can be whatever you want to be. You 

could be a female president of the United States.’” But 

when she tried to enroll in a doctoral program in orga-

nizational behavior at Stanford GSB, she remembers a 

dean telling her: “We don’t admit women.” She turned to 

the MBA program instead.

IN THEIR FIRST YEAR, four of the five women were 

placed in a special, more diverse section that also 

included many of the class’s minority students. Wyser-

Pratte remembers being asked if she would mind being 

the lone female in another section. “Most of my back-

ground was in all-male environments,” she says, “so it 

didn’t faze me in the least.” 

Unsurprisingly, the five women encountered resis-

tance to their presence on campus. “There were faculty 

and fellow classmates who thought we didn’t belong,” 

Phillips says. “They wondered, were we normal? Does 

this mean we don’t want the things they thought good 

women would want, like marriage and family?” 

It helped that they had one another’s backs.

During their first week, when Phillips walked into an 

economics class, the professor sco�ed, “You’re an MBA?”  

“She sure is,” Thornton called out from a back row, 

cementing a lifelong friendship.

“I’ll just never forget that gesture of feminist solidar-

ity,” says Phillips, who would become vice president of 

the Class of 1972. “Anne was two years ahead of me in 

age and schooling, and she was much more aware of 

these gender dynamics in the world. And she had already 

become a strong feminist.” 

“I was very outspoken,” Thornton says. “And I 

wasn’t scared.”  

LEONADE JONES,  another path-breaking member of 

the Class of 1972, attributes her passion for education 

to her parents. Her father ran the information window 

at the main post o�ce in Washington, DC, while her 

mother was a clerk in the city’s public health depart-

ment. “They felt they wanted better for their kids,” 

Jones says. “They believed that education would make a 

di�erence — not only for income potential, but for the 

quality of your life.”  

Jones attended Catholic schools on scholarships, rid-

ing three buses to get to high school. After two years at 

the University of Pittsburgh, she transferred to Simmons 

College for a business degree. Margaret Hennig, a found-

ing dean of the Simmons Graduate School of Manage-

ment who’d later write a “survival manual” for women in 

business, encouraged her to consider an MBA. A veteran 

of summer jobs that included waitressing and being “a 

terrible secretary,” Jones needed little persuasion. 

“I felt that to make my way in the world, I needed 

really stellar credentials,” Jones says, “and at that time 

I hadn’t really decided what the path might be.” Keep-

ing her options open, she enrolled in a joint program 

in law and business at Stanford. She would become the 

first Black woman to earn that double degree from the 

university, and one of the first three to receive a Stanford 

MBA, in 1973.

Like Jones, the four other women in the class shared 

a sense of purpose and possibility. Anne Thornton was 

the daughter of a “frustrated housewife” and a lawyer 

who entered the ministry and advocated the ordination 

of women. She attended Radcli�e College and then, 

briefly, Harvard Law. After her then-husband received a 

Harvard MBA, they decided to relocate to San Francisco. 

Like Jones, she entered Stanford’s JD/MBA program. “I 

wanted to know how the world works,” she says.

Anne Wyser-Pratte got an early start in the work world 

when her father, a chemical engineer, became severely ill. 

To help support her family, she took a full-time position 

as a laboratory assistant when she was still in high school. 

She kept the job while earning a joint degree in biology 

and chemistry at the University of Florida. She was sub-

sequently recruited as a research assistant in the Harvard 

biology lab of James Watson, who had shared a Nobel 

Prize in 1962 for describing the structure of DNA. Married 

at 21, Wyser-Pratte followed her husband to the Nether-

lands and then to Nicaragua, where she helped to start a 

health care clinic for poor patients. Her role was “mostly 

delivering babies,” despite her lack of medical training. 

“Who else was going to do it?” 

When�Phillips walked into an economics class, the 
professor sco�ed, “You’re an MBA?” Thornton�called�out, 

“She sure�is,” cementing their friendship.
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she said. “But you used a woman. Could you tell the 

story again using a Black person?” It took him a 

moment, but he got the point. 

For Jones, the joint JD/MBA schedule was onerous, 

and the pressure to succeed especially intense. She 

feared classmates or professors might attribute any 

failure “to the fact that I was either female or Afri-

can American.” She told herself: “Don’t screw it up, 

because people are looking at you, and if you don’t 

do well, then it’ll be harder for the people who come 

behind you.” 

Wyser-Pratte faced challenges at home. Her husband 

drove their car to his consulting job, obliging her to 

bike daily from Los Altos to Palo Alto “rain or shine, 

light or dark.” Nevertheless, she excelled academically, 

helped create a public-management program, and won 

the Ernest C. Arbuckle Award for her contributions 

to the school. But her domestic situation deteriorated. 

“My husband and I subsequently divorced because 

he was furious that I got an MBA,” she says. (In her 

second-year classes, she met both her second husband 

and her third, Chris Wyser-Pratte, a retired investment 

Thornton remembers the time she trolled a recruiter 

from the Los Angeles o�ce of a prestigious consulting 

firm. She showed up for a campus interview in jeans and 

said, “I’ve heard that you’ll talk to us, but you don’t really 

hire women as consultants.” 

“We don’t,” he told her. “It’s good that we can be 

honest about it.”  

Thornton believed that was illegal. She reported the 

recruiter to the campus placement o�ce. 

The women frequently compared notes about 

remarks that seemed sexist, West says, wondering if 

they were being “unduly sensitive.” When one pro-

fessor made a wisecrack denigrating women, West 

approached him afterwards. “You told a really great 

joke in class today. I really thought it was hilarious,” 

1930
Year the first two women 
graduated from Stanford GSB

9%
Percentage of 1970s alumni 
who are women

22%
Percentage of all MBA alumni 
who are women

44%
Students in the MBA Class of 
2023 who are women

REEL TALK 

In their multimedia 

presentation, Susan Phillips (far 

left and in foreground, above), 

Barbara West (left), and Anne 

Thornton (above) o�ered an 

unvarnished account of their 

GSB experiences. 
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banker to whom she has been married for more than 

three decades.)  

The curriculum was another issue. The case studies 

used in class were devoid of female role models. On 

the rare occasions women were mentioned, they were 

“depicted in very disparaging ways,” in low-level jobs 

or bickering with each other, Phillips says. “To have no 

women represented in decision-making or leadership 

roles was part of the message that you’re not like the 

people whom we’re training.”  

FOR A MARKETING CLASS ASSIGNMENT, Phillips, 

Thornton, and West collaborated on a multimedia 

presentation based on a case study about the influence of 

the counterculture. That well-received project strength-

ened their bond and helped inspire them to create the 

“Nice Girls” show. 

With slides, narration, and music, the nearly half-

hour-long piece argued that, as a woman, “You were not 

expected to perform. You were not rewarded for perfor-

mance,” West recalls. In the presentation, she recounted 

how, when she began business school, she ended each 

week in tears, “miserably depressed.” In contrast, Thorn-

ton said that because of her year in law school, she was 

“already on the defensive” and “a little bit tough.” Still, 

the women were under a harsh spotlight. “We really 

weren’t allowed to be anonymous,” she said. 

But the show also described – and embodied — the 

women’s growing confidence and touted their special 

skills — including flexibility, a sense of playfulness, and 

nonlinear thinking. “I would certainly like to see more 

women in the business school simply because I see 

very beneficial e�ects on the school,” Phillips said. One 

male classmate even suggested to her that the presence 

of women had “not so much a feminizing e�ect but a 

humanizing one.”  

The presentation also urged the admissions o�ce to 

recruit more women. “I was very excited by what I saw,” 

Williams recalls. “I didn’t realize how di�cult it was for 

them. I don’t think I’d really put myself in their shoes. 

They educated me as much as anybody.” 

“Gary Williams was very forward-thinking,” Phillips 

says. “He is a hero to those of us who were not like the 

traditional Stanford MBA students.” 

West says that Williams wanted their project to be 

shown to executives in a Stanford summer program. 

Unable to get it on the tight schedule, the women 

presented it to the men’s wives instead. The reviews 

were positive enough, West says, that a showing was 

arranged for the executives — in the evening, atten-

dance optional. 

In an August 1971 letter to West, Stanford GSB Dean 

Arjay Miller applauded the project, expressing “intense 

interest” in increasing the number of women students 

and “the opportunities available to them when they grad-

uate.” The creators of “Nice Girls” would go on to present 

it to a variety of audiences: classmates, faculty members, 

deans at other business schools, and executives with 

close ties to Stanford GSB. With Jones and Williams, they 

took the show on the road to recruit female applicants. 

But not everyone was receptive to the women’s mes-

sage. Williams recalls the dean of students at one “very 

exclusive” Northeastern women’s college telling him, 

“Oh my, no, none of our young ladies would ever want 

to go to business school.” On the other hand, he says, 

“when we took it to the annual meeting of the Graduate 

Management Admission Council, representing the 

country’s top business schools, that was a very big deal.” 

Describing the presentation’s reach to the Class of ’72 at 

its 45th reunion in 2017, Williams said, “If we had the 

technology that we had today, it would have gone viral.”  

AFTER GRADUATION, the five women of the Class of 1972 

entered a business world still adjusting to the notion that 

they could be more than secretaries or stenographers. 

Despite her impressive education, Jones confronted 

racism and sexism. “First of all,” she says, “people think 

that you’re probably not capable because of a�rmative 

action. So people are always questioning your abili-

ties, your intelligence.” At a conference reception, a 

man approached her and said, “I’d like a drink.” Jones 

responded, “I’d like a drink, too.” The assumption was 

“that because I was Black, I was part of the wait sta�.” 

Though she was admitted to the bar in both Califor-

nia and the District of Columbia, Jones chose a career 

in investment management. During more than two 

decades at the Washington Post Company, she served as 

corporate treasurer and held top management jobs in the 

television division. A member of numerous boards, she 

has directed her philanthropic e�orts to education, arts 

and culture, and the empowerment of women and girls, 

especially in the Black community. 

Wyser-Pratte got her first post-GSB job by chance. “I 

met four guys in an elevator in Palo Alto,” she recalls, 

“and they were forming a company called Dataquest,” a 

research firm for financial institutions. She became a vice 

Minding Their Business

Excerpts from the 1971 multimedia 

presentation put together by Susan Phillips, 

Anne Thornton, and Barbara West

PHILLIPS: I’d certainly like to see more 

women in the business school simply 

because I see a very beneficial e�ect on the 

school itself of having women students. One 

of our classmates told me just recently that  

he thought the real impact of having women 

in the school was not so much a feminizing 

e�ect but a humanizing one. I would guess 

from our experiences this year that this is 

really true.
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president and a partner. From 1988 until her retirement 

in 2006, she worked for the executive search firm Heid-

rick & Struggles International, spearheading diversity 

e�orts, managing the company’s New York, Philadelphia, 

and Greenwich, Connecticut, o�ces and head-hunting 

C-suite and board candidates. 

Thornton’s career arc was perhaps the most unconven-

tional. After a stint in the fashion business, she opened 

her own home and gifts store in California’s wine country. 

She chaired the board of the California Pacific Medical 

Center for a decade and served on the board of the San 

Francisco Museum of Modern Art. She also raised four 

children, an “important and fun part of my life.” Thorn-

ton now divides her time between San Francisco, Sonoma 

County, and Guatemala. “It wasn’t a straight focus, just 

climbing-the-corporate-ladder kind of life,” she says. 

West worked at the California Institute of Technology, 

the National Academy of Sciences, and the Lawrence 

Berkeley National Laboratory, where she was business 

manager of the energy and environment division. “I 

loved working with the scientists,” she says. After sev-

eral years as executive director of a law firm, she retired 

early. But her adventures continued. She volunteered at 

the Charles Darwin Research Center on the Galapagos 

Islands and for environmental groups. Now living in 

a retirement community near Portland, Oregon, she 

remains close to both Phillips and Thornton. 

An active alum, Phillips won Stanford GSB’s volun-

teer leadership award in 2017. She describes her career 

as a management consultant as “heaven.” After her 

MBA, she earned a doctorate in clinical psychology at 

the University of Oregon. At a time when companies 

“were trying to figure out how to better utilize the human 

resource,” she says, “I landed in the right place with the 

right credentials and personal skills. I was unafraid to 

work with all-male environments, and I had the exper-

tise they were desperately needing. I had the degree and 

the personality to overcome any gender bias they might 

have. That just gave me a wonderful escalator up to the 

top decision-making level of these companies.”  

WHAT WERE THE LESSONS and legacy of the women’s 

Stanford GSB education? 

“I think it’s the best degree you could have,” Thornton 

says. “You learn a little bit about everything: accounting, 

finance, human relations. And you need those for every 

venture you go into.” 

Wyser-Pratte says she discovered how to look beyond 

numbers and models and “ask what the business does, 

why the business does it, who are their customers, what 

is the general context of their business globally — a more 

contextual vision.”  

At Stanford GSB, Phillips says, “I learned functional 

components of running a business from some of the 

experts in the world.” In addition, “having the status of 

this prestigious degree from an admired school opened 

so many doors.”  

Because of her prior business background, West says 

she acquired little technical knowledge. Nevertheless, 

she says, “it was a good investment because of meeting 

Susie and Anne and doing the multimedia show.”  

Jones, too, prizes her Stanford relationships, espe-

cially the mentorship of John G. “Jack” McDonald, a 

beloved finance professor who died in 2018. As a mentor 

herself, Jones says she encourages women to take on new 

roles, even if they feel unready. “If you don’t do it now, 

this door may not be open later on,” she tells them. “We 

women can do this. We Black women can do this. And 

we need to strive because people have opened up these 

doors for us.” GSB

SQUAD GOALS 

The women, including Thornton, 

West, and Phillips (left to 

right), took the “Nice Girls” 

presentation on the road to 

recruit more female applicants.

WEST: If another woman were to say, 

“Should I come to the business school?” my 

answer would be, “If that is the area you 

want to go into, hell yes, it’s well worth it.”

THORNTON: I think we’ve all learned that 

institutional change can be very aggravat-

ing and very slow. But I also think that things 

seem to be loosening up around here.

To watch video 

interviews, go to 

stanford.io/NiceGirls
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