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Mississippi State Athletic Director History is a rich tapestry woven through decades of
dedication, leadership, and significant achievements. The role of the athletic director at Mississippi
State University (MSU) has evolved dramatically since its inception, reflecting broader trends in
college athletics while also responding to the unique needs and aspirations of the university
community. This article explores the history of athletic directors at MSU, their contributions,
challenges faced, and the impact they have made on the university's athletic landscape.

Early Years of Mississippi State Athletics

Mississippi State University, founded in 1878, initially emphasized agricultural and mechanical arts.
However, the growth of student interest in sports, particularly football, began to shape the
university's identity in the early 20th century. The first organized sports programs were
rudimentary, and the university's approach to athletics was informal.

In the early years, the university did not have a formal athletic director. Instead, coaches often took
on administrative roles, managing their respective sports while also handling logistics. This informal
structure, although effective at the time, did not provide the strategic oversight necessary for the
burgeoning athletic programs.

The Establishment of the Athletic Director Position

As Mississippi State athletics began to evolve, the need for a dedicated athletic director became
apparent. In 1948, the university appointed its first official athletic director, D.C. “Buddy” Davis. His
tenure marked a significant turning point in the professional management of athletics at MSU.

Key Responsibilities and Changes

Davis emphasized the importance of structured athletic programs and compliance with NCAA
regulations. His efforts laid the groundwork for future developments, including:

1. Establishing Athletic Programs: Expansion of sports offerings to include women’s athletics and
various men’s sports.
2. Recruitment and Scholarships: Implementation of recruitment strategies and scholarship
programs that attracted talent to MSU.
3. Facility Development: Initiation of plans for improving athletic facilities, which would become
critical for both recruitment and performance.



Evolution Through the Decades

The ensuing decades saw a succession of athletic directors, each contributing to MSU’s athletic
legacy in unique ways.

1970s-1980s: Expanding Horizons

Charles “Charlie” Smith served as athletic director from 1975 to 1985. During his tenure, he
oversaw the expansion of women’s sports programs and the construction of the Dudy Noble Field, a
premier baseball facility. His commitment to Title IX compliance was instrumental in promoting
gender equality in MSU athletics.

Under Smith’s guidance, Mississippi State achieved notable success in several sports, notably
football, which began to garner national attention.

1990s: The Rise of Competitive Success

In 1990, Larry Templeton was appointed as athletic director. His tenure lasted until 2008 and was
marked by significant achievements:

- Football Success: The football program reached new heights, including a trip to the 1999 Citrus
Bowl.
- Facility Upgrades: Templeton was pivotal in securing funding for facility improvements, including
the renovation of the Humphrey Coliseum for basketball.
- Increased Revenue: His innovative marketing strategies increased revenue from ticket sales and
sponsorships, establishing a stronger financial foundation for the athletic department.

Templeton also faced challenges, including NCAA investigations, which put pressure on the athletic
programs but ultimately led to reforms that strengthened compliance.

2000s: Navigating Change and Challenges

Following Templeton, Greg Byrne took over in 2008. His tenure was marked by a focus on
modernizing the athletic department and enhancing the student-athlete experience:

1. Academic Success: Byrne placed a strong emphasis on academic performance among student-
athletes, leading to higher graduation rates.
2. Community Engagement: He fostered a culture of community service among athletes, enhancing
the university's relationship with its surrounding community.
3. Brand Enhancement: Byrne worked on improving the MSU brand, both in terms of athletics and
academics, contributing to the overall reputation of the university.

Byrne left MSU in 2017 to take on the athletic director role at the University of Arizona, having
successfully navigated a period of significant growth.



Recent Developments and Leadership

In 2017, John Cohen was appointed as Mississippi State’s athletic director. A former MSU baseball
player and coach, Cohen brought a deep understanding of the university’s culture and values.

Impactful Leadership and Vision

Cohen's leadership has been characterized by several key initiatives:

- Facility Enhancements: His administration has focused on upgrading athletic facilities, including
the construction of the New Davis Wade Stadium and improvements to the MSU Golf Course.
- Coaching Changes: Cohen has navigated the complexities of coaching changes, hiring successful
coaches who have brought competitive teams to prominence in their respective sports.
- Mental Health Initiatives: Recognizing the importance of mental health, Cohen has implemented
programs to support the well-being of student-athletes, addressing a growing concern in collegiate
athletics.

Challenges in Modern Times

Despite successes, Cohen has faced challenges, including navigating the COVID-19 pandemic's
impact on athletics. The pandemic forced cancellations, financial strains, and shifts in fan
engagement. However, Cohen's proactive approach helped the department adapt, ensuring that
student-athletes remained the top priority.

The Future of Mississippi State Athletics

As Mississippi State University looks to the future, the role of the athletic director will continue to
evolve. The athletic department is expected to focus on:

- Sustainability: Emphasizing environmentally sustainable practices in facility management and
operations.
- Diversity and Inclusion: Continuing efforts to promote diversity within athletic programs and
leadership roles.
- Technology Integration: Leveraging technology to enhance performance analysis, fan engagement,
and recruitment strategies.

Conclusion

The history of the Mississippi State athletic director is marked by a commitment to excellence,
growth, and adaptation. From the early days of informal management to the modern era of strategic
leadership, each athletic director has played a pivotal role in shaping the university's athletic
identity. The challenges faced by these leaders reflect broader trends in college athletics, but their



successes have consistently underscored the importance of integrity, community engagement, and
the pursuit of excellence. As the landscape of collegiate sports continues to change, the legacy of
Mississippi State's athletic directors will undoubtedly influence future generations of athletes,
coaches, and fans.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the first athletic director at Mississippi State
University?
The first athletic director at Mississippi State University was Charles M. W. Wiggins, who served
from 1896 to 1900.

What significant changes did Greg Byrne implement during
his tenure as Mississippi State's athletic director?
During Greg Byrne's tenure from 2008 to 2013, he focused on enhancing facilities, improving
student-athlete support programs, and increasing fundraising efforts, which greatly benefited the
athletic department.

Who is the current athletic director of Mississippi State
University?
As of 2023, the current athletic director of Mississippi State University is Zach Selman, who was
appointed in 2022.

What role did Scott Stricklin play in the development of
Mississippi State athletics?
Scott Stricklin, who served as athletic director from 2010 to 2016, was instrumental in overseeing
the construction of the Dudy Noble Field renovation and enhancing the overall athletic program's
competitiveness.

How has the role of the athletic director at Mississippi State
evolved over the years?
The role of the athletic director at Mississippi State has evolved from primarily administrative duties
to a more dynamic position focused on fundraising, facility management, and the overall strategic
direction of the athletic department.
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