
Alumnae Authors: Then and Now
Two Lake Erie College Bachelor of Arts alumnae, one 
from 1918 and one from 1980, offer an outstanding 
embodiment of the liberal arts education promised by the 
College.

Dawn Powell, novelist and playwright from Mount Gilead, 
attended LEC from 1914 to 1918. During her time at 
the College she was a writer, journalist, suffragist, actor, 
and served in many other roles as the early 20th Century 
seminary experience strove to produce well-rounded and 
well-educated women. Powell wrote and performed her 
first plays at LEC and entertained her classmates with an 
anonymous publication about events around campus.

Most reviewers, when 
speaking of Powell, 
will first point out her 
talent for satire and 
quick wit, to which 
her classmates could 
testify. But Powell’s 
ability to capture 
humanity went deeper 
than satire. Her prose 
looked psychologically 
inward, as explained in 
a recent article in the 
New Yorker by Richard 
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Brody, “An Out-Of-Print Dawn Powell Novel Reveals her 
Misunderstood Art.” She could fill pages with insightful 
introspection into her character’s minds.

With Midwestern life in Ohio a regular subject in her 
works, there is no doubt her experience at LEC influenced 

and enriched her art. 
She herself described 
her arrival on campus 
as being “shot from 
a cannon into a 
strange wonderful 
planet,” in a campus 
publication, Nota 

Bene. Those strange, new experiences inspired her to pen 
her first stories in the campus quarterly, the Lake Erie 
Record.

Sixty-two years later, another future author walked the 
campus of Lake Erie, gaining experience that would 
inspire her first novel. Deborah Goodrich Royce ’80 is 
best known on campus as the namesake for the Royce 
Hall for the Fine and Performing Arts, and perhaps 
for her recurring role on the ABC soap opera, “All My 
Children.” She established the Humanities Legacy 
Endowed Scholarship Fund at LEC to recognize students 
majoring in the humanities.
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Royce’s career has included time as an actress in both film 
and television, a story editor at Miramax Films, and, as of 
June 2019, an author. Her first novel, the psychological 
thriller, Finding Mrs. Ford, was received with rave reviews. 
Her second, Ruby Falls, is set to be released on May 4, 2021. 
Readers can clearly see how Lake Erie College influenced 
Royce when they read Finding Mrs. Ford. She was drawn 
to LEC by the study abroad program, and her experience 
did not disappoint. The main character of Finding Mrs. 
Ford is a Lake Erie College student, and 
Ruby Falls will feature references to her time 
studying abroad.

“I cannot overstate the influence Lake Erie 
College has had on every endeavor in my 
life. From my early career as an actress to 
my career as a writer, Lake Erie College 
has been foundational,” Royce explained. 
“When I arrived and was able to major in 
my languages of choice, minor in dance, 
participate fully in the theatre, take a wide 
range of classes, learn, study, and travel all 
over Europe—my aspirations were not only 
fulfilled, they were exceeded. That core 

liberal arts education has served me every day of my life. 
It has made me resilient enough to roll with the punches 
of life, and it has made me imaginative enough to recreate 
myself for the next chapter after I have received one of 
those punches.”

In addition to honoring her alma mater in her novel, Royce 
stays close with LEC by supporting the College through 
donations, her involvement in the fine arts and frequent 
visits to campus. During the 2019 Homecoming Alumni 
Weekend, the College honored her with a Distinguished 
Alumni Award. Royce joined in the Alumni Weekend 
festivities, including hosting a presentation and book 
signing for Finding Mrs. Ford. She regaled an audience 
with tales of the wonderful path to her novel and had 
everyone alternately rapt at attention and laughing with 
glee at her keen insight.

Jeanna Purses, Director of the Lincoln Library, led Royce 
and others on a tour of the recently renovated James F. 
Lincoln Library building. On the tour, Royce charmed 
staff and fellow alumni alike.

“Deborah Royce Goodrich was so many things,” said 
Purses. “Yes, she is talented, accomplished, famous and 
a delightful speaker, but what I noticed most when I met 
her was shining beauty from a life well-lived and with 
a down-to-earth interest in people and their ideas.  She 
listened to me as if what I said mattered, and she gave 
generously as if she wanted to help however she might.”

These distinguished Lake Erie Alumnae showcase the 
fruits of the liberal arts education decades apart. In 
their own ways, each author drew from her experience 
in Northeast Ohio as inspiration for her writing. Both 



had an appreciation for the theatre program. Royce’s 
acting career speaks for itself, and photos survive of Dawn 
Powell in what was described as inspired casting as Puck 
in Midsummer Night’s Dream. Though Powell struggled 
with grades, too occupied with all other aspects of college 
life, and Royce graduated summa cum laude, both 
received honorary Doctorates from the institution. Powell 
received a Doctor of Literature and Royce a Doctorate 
of Humane Letters. Their different paths to that honor 
prove that practical lessons learned at college are just as 
important as the letters attached to grades. 

Lake Erie College students today are still inspired to write 
by the legacy of these alumnae. The Dawn Powell Prize 
in Creative Writing invites students to submit original 
poetry or short fiction for prizes. 2020 saw the addition 
of a faculty and staff category in the competition as well. 

“The more I’ve looked into her life and work, the more 
I’ve come to realize that Dawn Powell is more than 
just an alum of Lake Erie College-- she’s quite nearly 
its embodiment,” said Adam Stier, Ph.D., Associate 
Professor of English and Director of the Honors Program. 
“Physically small, but full of personality; accessible, yet 
intellectually invigorating all the same; deserving of wider 
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recognition, but much loved by those who know her best. 
Powell is the epitome of LEC. It’s fitting that her legacy 
continues to inspire current students through the Powell 
Prize in Creative Writing.”

Royce herself had a message to aspiring authors at LEC. 
“To the wonderful Lake Erie College students who are 
English majors and also to those of you who might be 
secret writers, I would like to tell you that there are so 
many paths along the way!” she said. “My best advice to 
you is to pick one path and follow it with all your strength 
and effort. Give it your best shot. And do that more than 
once. Keep after a dream as long as you can. And then, 
sometimes, like me, if you need to reinvent yourself, do 
it. That is what  liberal arts education is all about…being 
prepared (or being able to figure out how to prepare 
yourself ) for whatever life gives you.”

The 2020 entries to the Dawn Powell Prize are available 
on the Lake Erie College website. Those looking for new 
reading material can investigate those, in addition to pre-
ordering Royce’s second novel, Ruby Falls. Or maybe it’s 
time to check out some works by Powell at the Lincoln 
Library. Lake Erie College is proud to celebrate authors 
from our past, present and future.
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