
Memorial for Dr. Deborah Ann Turner 
 

 
It is with profound sadness that we announce the passing of Dr. Deborah Ann 
Turner, 73, on January 28, 2024, at MercyOne Des Moines Medical Center. A 
cherished friend, wife, aunt, mother, and esteemed community leader, Deborah’s 
legacy is woven into the fabric of her local, national, and international 
communities. 

Born on October 4, 1950 in Mason City, Iowa, Deborah was an excellent student, 
musician, and cheerleader at Mason City High School where she earned 
significant honors such as the National Merit Scholarship. Her dedication to 
education continued at Iowa State University where she was the first Black 
woman to be accepted into a sorority, Pi Beta Phi. She received her Bachelor of 
Science before obtaining her Doctor of Medicine at the University of Iowa, 
participating in the American Cancer Society’s Fellowship Program, and 
receiving her Juris Doctorate from Drake University Law School. 

Deborah was a medical practitioner for 35 years. Her expertise in Gynecologic 
Oncology earned her respect and admiration from colleagues and patients 
alike. In 2016, Deborah combined her extensive background in medicine with her 
passion for rights advocacy by becoming the Associate Medical Director at 
Planned Parenthood of North Central States. Her most recent honor was her 



service as National President of the League of Women Voters, a role she proudly 
held since 2020. 

Deborah leaves behind a legacy of achievements that will continue to inspire 
future generations, such as being honored by the Schwartz Center for 
Compassionate Healthcare, receiving the Vanguard Award from the NAACP, 
being inducted into the Iowa Women’s Hall of Fame, and accepting the 
Gertrude Rush Award from the National Bar Association. 

Family was the pillar upon which her work was built. Deborah is preceded in 
death by beloved parents Willie and Maybelle (Farley) Turner, her brothers 
Leroy Dunn, Raymond Dunn, Lavern Turner, and Clarence Turner, and her 
sisters Delores (Dunn) Macer and Darlene (Turner) Hill. 

She is survived by her husband David Connolly, her children Danielle Hill and 
Daniyel Turner, her nieces and nephews Dawn Macer, Deanne (Macer) Hodge, 
Deniece Dunn, Ronnie Dunn, and Sterling Macer, Jr., many cousins, and her 
“chickens” and “grandchickens” around the world, who were a constant source 
of joy and pride. 

To celebrate Deborah’s life, a visitation will be held on Saturday, February 3rd 
in the Campanile Room at Iowa State Memorial Union (2229 Lincoln Way Ames, 
IA 50011) from 4 PM to 8 PM with family present from 6 PM until 8PM. 

The funeral service will occur Sunday, February 4th in the Great Hall – 
Memorial Union (2229 Lincoln Way, Ames, IA 50011) with doors opening at 10 AM 
and the program beginning at 11 AM. 

Her impact will be felt for generations by all those touched by her generosity, 
kindness and grace. 

Obituary for Dr. Deborah Ann Turner  
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/obituaries/piow0707800 

-------------------------------------------------- 
A fearless advocate for voting rights and women’s rights, Dr. Turner devoted her life’s 

work to impacting meaningful changes in the lives of voters across the nation. As the 
20th president of our 103-year-old organization, Dr. Turner played a pivotal role in 

fighting for a more fair and representative union while uplifting racial equity in the 
League’s mission work. 
 
Dr. Turner first joined the League of Women Voters of Metro Des Moines in 2010 and 
later served as president until 2015. At the same time, she also served on the LWV 

Iowa board as the state vice president from 2011 to 2015, becoming co-president in 
2015. In her dual roles with state and local Leagues, Deborah devoted her leadership to 
strengthening relationships between local leagues and the state Board. 

https://www.desmoinesregister.com/obituaries/piow0707800


Dr. Turner practiced gynecologic oncology for 35 years, working directly with patients 
and teaching students and trained residents in university programs across the Midwest. 
She participated in a dozen international medical missions and served as the associate 

medical director of Planned Parenthood of North Central States. 
 

LWVUS Press Release 1-29-24 

--------------------------------------------------- 
I was sad to hear the news of Dr. Deborah Turner’s passing, and I know all in our community 

share the sentiment. While I did not have the honor to meet her, she and I shared something 

special: we were both alumna of Iowa State University. Without making this a commercial for 
Iowa State, it is astute to note that Iowa State has a special relationship with the League of 

Women Voters. Both Carrie Chapman Catt and Dr. Turner were leaders of the League of 
Women Voters and Iowa State alums, as well as citizens of Mason City, IA. 

In the spirit of Women’s History Month, I would like to honor these women by reflecting on 

their lives and bring light to these cherished lives and distinguished alumna. Carrie Chapman 
Catt was one of six women in her first year class at Iowa State in 1876. She worked in education 

upon graduation in Mason City, IA, later turning to journalism that sent her out West. Her 
involvement with the ratification of the 19th Amendment began in the late 1880s. In 1892, she 
addressed Congress proposing the case for women’s right to vote. 

Catt founded the League in 1920, six months before the ratification of the 19thAmendment 
with these principles (Wikipedia): 

1. To use its utmost influence to secure the final enfranchisement of the women of 
every state in our own Republic and to reach out across the seas in aid of the 

women's struggle for her own in every land. 

2. To remove the remaining legal discriminations against women in the codes and 
constitutions of the several states in order that the feet of coming women may find 

these stumbling blocks removed. 
3. To make our democracy so safe for the Nation and so safe for the world, that every 

citizen may feel secure and great men will acknowledge the worthiness of the 
American Republic to lead.  

Dr. Deborah Turner was the first Black woman in the Pi Beta Phi sorority in 1969. She was also 
the first Black doctor to be certified by the American Board of Obstetrics and Gynecology – 
specializing in gynecologic oncology in 1985. She also taught at various medical colleges within 
the state of Iowa and Wisconsin. Dr. Turner matriculated from Drake Law School and joined the 
League in 2011, becoming the national president in 2020 (Globe Gazette). 

The intersections of these women’s lives are truly amazing. Their lives in Mason City, 50 years 
apart, educating students in Iowa and their commitment to democracy and women’s roles in 

that civic duty are an inspiration to us all, one that is worth cherishing and remembering. As an 
Iowa State Alum, I am incredibly proud of their legacies. As an active voter and volunteer, I am 

grateful for their sacrifices to our republic. As a woman, I am inspired and in awe of their 
passion to leave the world better than they found it. Being the “first” is never easy, the path 
least walked, and these women created the path so that we may follow or change it. 

mailto:https://www.lwv.org/newsroom/press-releases/league-mourns-loss-lwvus-president-dr-deborah-ann-turner?utm_source=salsa&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=DT&utm_content=01.29.24&eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=5a22c250-5a2d-4794-a4eb-3d4f0d28e075
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/League_of_Women_Voters


My challenge this month to all of you—dream. Say a thank you to the legacy these two women 

have left, but take their stories and allow it to fuel what YOU are able to do. For many hands 
make light work, and a world population heading toward seven billion needs all of us to mold it 

into the place we can share with generations to come. 
 

Submitted by Maggie Roby, Johnson County, Kansas Newsletter 

--------------------------------------------------- 
Tribute planned for Dr. Deborah Turner 

Fundraising is underway for a new Legacy of 
Heroines scholarship to honor the late Dr. Deborah 
Turner—20th president of the League of Women 
Voters of the United States, 2024 Mary Louise Smith 
Chair in Women and Politics, and Iowa State 
University alumna. 

Turner was scheduled to present the 2024 Mary 
Louise Smith Chair lecture at Iowa State on Feb. 13, 
2024, “Visionary Activism: How To Get From Here to 
There,” but passed away unexpectedly on Jan 28 , 
2024. 

“We were deeply saddened to learn of Dr. Turner’s 
untimely death. She is an inspiration to all who 
knew her,” said Karen M. Kedrowski, director of the 
Carrie Chapman Catt Center for Women in Politics, 
which hosts the annual event. 

Dianne Bystrom, director emerita of the Catt Center, is spearheading the campaign to 
create the scholarship, which will be named for Turner. The scholarship will be part of the 
center’s Legacy of Heroines program, which provides scholarships to Iowa State students 
who seek involvement in and knowledge about gender and politics, the political process, 
public service and women’s leadership. 

Legacy of Heroines scholarship recipients participate in mentoring and leadership 
development programs through the Catt Center. In addition to presenting the Mary Louise 
Smith lecture in spring 2024, Turner was scheduled to meet with the current group of 
Legacy of Heroines scholars. 

“Dr. Turner loved Iowa State University. She was married at the Alumni Center in August 
2022 and the family held her visitation and celebration of life in the Memorial Union in 
February 2024,” Bystrom said. “In attending those events, I—and others—were inspired to 
create a scholarship in her honor at her alma mater and through a center named for the 
founder of the national League of Women Voters.” 

If you would like to contribute to the Dr. Deborah Turner Legacy of Heroines Scholarship 
fund, please email the Catt Center at cattcntr@iastate.edu with your pledge amount by 

mailto:cattcntr@iastate.edu


June 30. Once sufficient pledges are received, donors will be able to contribute directly to 
the ISU Foundation. 

In consultation with the family, Bystrom said the Turner scholarship will include 
preferences for an undergraduate student majoring in political science or pre -medicine 
with a demonstrated financial need. 

A fearless advocate for voting rights and women’s rights, Turner devoted her life’s work to 
influencing meaningful changes in the lives of voters across the nation. As the 20th 
president of the 104-year-old voting rights organization, she played a pivotal role in 
fighting for a more fair and representative union while uplifting racial equity in the 
League’s mission work. 

Turner first joined the LWV of Metro Des Moines in 2010 and became its president in 2011. 
She also served on the LWV of Iowa board as the state vice president from 2011 to 2015, 
becoming co-president in 2015. Turner was elected to the League’s national board of 
directors in 2016, served on its finance and governance committees, and chaired its 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee. 

In 2016, Turner became a member of the LWV of Greater Omaha when she moved to Omaha 
to serve as associate medical director for Planned Parenthood North Central States. While 
a member of LWVGO, she was elected national president of the LWVUS in 2020 and re -
elected in 2022. Turner moved back to Des Moines in 2022 after retiring from her position 
with Planned Parenthood. 

Bystrom, who retired from ISU in August 2018, has been a friend and colleague of Turner 
since 2012 through their mutual ties with ISU and the League of Women Voters in Iowa and 
Nebraska. 

(March 11, 2024 - Updated Feb 4, 2026} 
 

Oct. 22, 2024  
The paver honoring Dr. Deborah Turner has been installed in the Plaza of Heroines in front 
of Carrie Chapman Catt Hall on the Iowa State University campus.  

--------------------------------------------------- 
To make a contribution to the 
Dr. Deborah Turner Legacy of Heroines Scholarship 

Dr. Deborah Turner Legacy of Heroines 
Scholarship: $2,500 

Criteria: 

• Full-time undergraduate student pursuing a degree in a pre-medicine or pre-
health program 

• Preference to applicants with financial need as determined by the Office of 
Student Financial Aid 



To make a donation to the Dr. Deborah Turner Legacy of Heroines  
Scholarship, please contact the Gift Processing Office at 515.294.4607 or toll-free 
at 866.419.6768.  Gift receipts for the charitable contribution will be issued in 
January. 

Your friends at the Iowa State University Foundation 

--------------------------------------------------- 

 

 


