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More than three decades after 
being held hostage in Iran, Kathryn 
Koob, Wartburg alumna and 
current Oral Communication 
professor, is still sharing her 
experiences and the life lessons she 
learned.

On Nov. 4, 1979, Iranian students 
invaded the U.S. Embassy in 
Tehran, Iran, taking Koob and 51 

other Americans hostage for 444 
days.

“The biggest fear was the 
unknown - not knowing what was 
going on or what was happening to 
our colleagues,” Koob said.

While being held hostage Koob 
and the other Americans were 
allowed to read books, but were not 
allowed to read the news.

“I was in isolation and given the 
gift of time,” Koob said.

Koob said she spent this time as 
a sort of spiritual sabbatical, citing 
Luke 6 as an inspiration and guide 
to help her through the ordeal. 

She said the verses about 
forgiveness and loving your 
enemies were an inspiration for 
teaching an inquiry studies class 
on reconciliation. 

She said one of her most 
memorable moments was 
when a Vietnam veteran made 
a comment about the hostages 
receiving a warm welcome, while 

the veterans did not.
“I’m so grateful he said 

something. It was humbling,” said 
Koob. 

Koob said the experience has 
not defined her life, but it has had 

a large impact on her values and 
goals.

“I have a better sense of what’s 
important in life – family and 
friends – and that things are just 
things,” Koob said.

30 years later Koob reflects on time as hostage

Kathryn Koob, along with the other Iranian hostages, were welcomed home 
by former president Jimmy Carter on Jan. 20, 1981.
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Twelve years ago, a Buena Vis-
ta University professor was ap-
proached by a Wartburg faculty 
member to visit Wartburg College 
regarding the Communication Arts 
program. 

The professor was Dr. Bill Withers  
who accepted the request and soon 
was in a room at the Red Fox Inn on 
the southwest side of Waverly. 

The next morning, former Wart-
burg professor Liz Mathis had 
breakfast with Withers and asked 
him if he would be interested in 
teaching at Wartburg and becoming 

the department chair. 
Withers is an Associate Profes-

sor of 
Commu-
nication 
Arts at 
Wartburg 
C o l l e g e 
and has 
held the 
Commu-
nication 
Arts De-
partment 
Chair title 
for the last 12 years. 

As of June 1, Withers relinquished 
the title of chair and Penni Pier, as-

sociate professor of Communica-
tion Arts, took over.

Withers said he wanted to spend 
more time with his family.

“I want to be the best dad I can 
be for my son Andrew in his se-
nior year of high school and as my 
daughter enters high school. The 
timing was just right,” Withers said.

The Dean of Faculty appoints the 
chair and a term is for three years.

“I’m honored to be the Grant L. 
Price chair. It’s a distinct honor, but 
I think it’s a department effort,” Pier, 
who has been at Wartburg since 
2000, said.

Pier said Withers has done an 
incredible job over the last 10 years 

and has served as a great mentor. 
Withers said accomplishments of 

the department during his tenure as 
chair have been a team effort by all. 

The program has more than dou-
bled in enrollment since 1998. At 
that time, there was no engineering 
for the department and the Foren-
sics team and the theatre program 
were non-existent. 

Withers said he is most proud of 
having continued the leadership at 
the department level as Grant Price 
did as department chair. 

“That’s part of Grant’s legacy...
leaving something better than when 
you found it,” Withers said. “And I 
think we’ve done that.”
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Withers steps down as department chair

Dr. Bill Withers


