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Introduction 

Good afternoon and thank you for attending my fifth State of the University 

address. While many universities are struggling to fund new initiatives and 

ongoing operations, I am pleased to say that Georgia College is doing very 

well. Our enrollment figures look promising, and our list of achievements 

grows even longer. Georgia College is on a clear path to preeminence. And, 

we see signs of preeminence across our campus – as evidenced by the way 

that each of you works. 

Our students’ success, our faculty productivity, and our staff excellence are all 

important indicators of preeminence and hallmarks along the way that we can 

all point to with pride. 

We are all working toward preeminence – often in ways that are not always 

obvious. Our campus is one example of this. I can’t tell you how many times 

parents and other guests have visited Georgia College and told me how 

impressed they were with our beautiful campus and the outstanding 

opportunities we provide for our students. 

Everyone who interacts with our students plays a role in the development, 

support, and education of that student. We have some of the best faculty 



members who are diligently devoted to our students, their scholarship, and 

engagement in the communities we serve. We also have deeply committed 

staff members – many of whom work behind the scenes and are just as 

essential to the Georgia College success story. My gratitude is extended to: 

 the hard-working men and women who interact with our students at The 
MAX 

 the advisors who guide our students and help them discover their major, 
find internships, and prepare for a career 

 our athletic department staff who challenge our students to compete with 
honor 

 the housing staff who create a “home away from home” for our students 

 the campus life group who provide richness to the Georgia College 
experience 

 our campus bus drivers who know our students by name and safely 
transport them 

 the financial aid staff who guide students through the process to receive 
necessary support 

 the campus public safety officers who guard the safety and well-being of 
our entire community 

 our advancement professionals who work hard to expand our endowment 
and generate support, scholarships, and funding for important initiatives. 

Collectively, the work that you do propels us to new heights. It is this collective 

work to provide an exceptional environment for our campus and community 

that will lead us to preeminence. 

We have assembled a companion piece that you will receive as you leave 

today. It highlights our long and very impressive list of accomplishments and 

accolades from our past year. These are clear signs of preeminence, and I 

could not be more proud of our students, faculty, staff, and alumni. 



 

The New Normal 

I would like to focus my remaining remarks on the future and the horizon we 

see when we look across higher education in the State of Georgia and the 

nation – and what this means for our institution. Our path toward preeminence 

has been a common theme for several years now, and I am delighted at the 

progress we are making. But that doesn’t mean there won’t be speed bumps 

along the way. These speed bumps are not necessarily negative in nature, but 

they do present an opportunity for us as an institution to think clearly about 

how we negotiate the environment they represent. Many of you have heard 

me talk about what has been called the “new normal” in higher education. 

There is no doubt that higher education is undergoing a tremendous time of 

disruption, and the changes taking place are substantial and even 

unprecedented. 

In many states in the country, public funding for higher education has declined 

year after year causing distress in institutions that are ill-prepared. Based on 

research done by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP), some 

states have restored some of the deepest cuts to higher education; but the 

total funding for public two and four year colleges is billions below what it was 

prior to the Great Recession – even while accounting for inflation. [1] 

Unfortunately, we also know that to offset reduced state support, public 

universities have had to raise tuition and fees. The result has been tuition 

increases that have risen significantly faster than the median income of 

families across America. Although Georgia College has been relatively 

restrained when it comes to tuition increases, the trend across the United 
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States has seen sharp increases across the sector. That same study by the 

CBPP [2] demonstrated that Georgia, along with five other states, saw tuition 

increase by more than 60 percent since the 2007-08 academic year. 

At Georgia College, our tuition increases have not surpassed 3% annually 

since 2012; and there was no tuition increase in the last budget. This tuition 

cap removed a critical source for new funding at Georgia College and, thus, 

limited our ability to grow and introduce new initiatives. 

We have come to depend on tuition as one of the important pillars to provide 

new funding for the institution. However, in a time when tuition increases have 

become politically unpopular, we may be facing more years without tuition 

increases. Therefore, we must prepare for a future where tuition and fee 

increases may be few. 

Related to this, I would like to describe another speed bump along our path to 

preeminence. Our appropriation from the state is largely derived from a 

funding formula that favors student enrollment growth. For us to maintain our 

mission and stay within our niche, we have made the decision to purposefully 

cap enrollment to stay true to our brand and true to our unique identity. This is 

the product for which we are known. In fact, it is this very distinctiveness that 

keeps us strong. So, I expect that we will continue to be selective and 

intensely focused on our liberal arts mission with relatively small class sizes 

so that we can better focus on the success of our students. What that means 

for us as an institution is a smaller share of new funding dollars as we grow in 

quality and diversity but not in quantity. We must all remember that this self-

imposed decision, this self-imposed speed bump, will create yet another limit 

to the new resources that are available for the institution. 
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Although university presidents and our system office advocate for higher 

education in Georgia, we also acknowledge the budgetary and fiscal realities 

we face. In fact, the Governor’s latest annual Budget Report indicates that the 

State of Georgia already spends over 53 percent of its budget on 

education; [3]but it also has needs to fund healthcare, public safety, and 

transportation among other policy areas. It is unlikely we will see significant 

new funding for higher education – not only in Georgia, but broadly across the 

nation as well. This is why I must be clear with you today about the very real 

impact of the “new normal” on higher education and on our university. Without 

tuition increases and with no enrollment growth, new funding from these 

sources will be very limited in the future. 

 

Demographic Trends 

As I look toward our path to preeminence, budget implications are not the only 

issues that are emerging that we must seriously consider. Changing 

demographics will shape the composition of our applicant pool and our 

student body, and we MUST be well-positioned. The changes I am referring to 

are both in terms of overall number of students graduating from high schools 

across the United States and in terms of the changing composition of 

students. 

Nationwide, the number of students receiving a high school diploma in 2017 is 

expected to drop significantly. In fact, Inside Higher Ed reports that the 

number of high school graduates is expected to decrease by around 81,000 – 

reflecting a 2.3 percent decrease in this year. [4] While Georgia is among the 
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states that will see a rising population [5], the rate of growth we see for high 

school graduates is expected to slow down in several more years. [6] 

As many of you know, I have made diversity and inclusive excellence an 

essential part of Georgia College’s strategy. It’s an area of emphasis that is 

important to us. It’s the right thing to do and aligns well with the values we 

collectively espouse. As it turns out, it’s also a strategy that is essential for the 

university’s long term success and business progress. For example, even 

during periods of demographic leveling, the Hispanic and Asian/Pacific 

Islander population is expected to increase considerably. From the period 

between 2014 and the mid-2020s, the Hispanic population will grow by 50 

percent at our nation’s public high schools. [7] Becoming a more diverse 

institution is just good business sense. 

So, what are we doing as an institution to prepare for these demographic 

changes? How are we changing our recruiting and student support strategies 

to accommodate this demographic shift? To prepare our institution for the 

future, we need to answer these questions. Therefore, I am directing Provost 

Kelli Brown, Dr. Veronica Womack, Dr. Bruce Harshbarger, and Ms. Suzanne 

Pittman to assemble a task force with a mandate to provide a set of 

recommendations for how our institution must change to prepare for this 

demographic shift. We must be well-positioned as an institution so that we can 

be proactive and benefit from Georgia’s emerging demographic trends and 

opportunities. 

Emerging Technologies and Blended Learning 

I believe that fundamental changes in demographics are also being matched 

with rapid generational changes, and this will have enormous implications on 
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how we use technology. This brings me to another potential speed bump on 

our road to preeminence. Recently, I had the privilege to visit one of our 

feeder high schools in Atlanta. As I walked through the school, I was struck 

with the level of technology and what appeared to be group instruction that 

was going on in the classroom. As I talked with our student guide, she told me 

about how all of the students used the learning management system and that 

their courses and notes were delivered directly to their laptops in that format. 

These students will be our students. These students are our students now! It 

is clear that we must challenge ourselves to a higher level of innovative 

pedagogy. “Sage on the stage” is a pedagogy that will not meet the demands 

or the needs of our students who will confront a world filled with technology 

and the need to work with others. 

Don’t get me wrong here. I am not advocating for a total conversion of our 

curriculum to online learning. However, I am encouraging our faculty to fully 

engage with our learning management system and, where possible, employ 

technology in a hybrid way and use group learning techniques in our 

coursework. Our students expect it and need it to be prepared for their future. 

Drs. Brown and Spirou have been vigorously imagining a new Center for 

Teaching and Learning that will provide state-of-the-art training, assistance, 

and advice to faculty who want to practice innovative pedagogy. Our brand as 

an institution is inextricably connected to our outstanding faculty and their 

outstanding teaching. We are known for our excellent teaching, and we 

cannot afford to go stale. Therefore, we must continue to reach forward and 

challenge ourselves in our course design and teaching. 

This is not the only task that technology presents as we proceed toward 

preeminence. As we become more and more technologically dependent, we 



must make sure that our institution has the highest capacity possible to meet 

the needs of our advanced users – who most of the time will be our students! 

In addition, we must employ every technique possible to guard and protect the 

private information with which we as an institution have been entrusted. This 

involves, among other things, doing a better job of teaching our students, 

faculty, and staff to guard their own information. Finally, we must employ 

advanced techniques to make sure that the frequent attempts to hack into our 

institution’s web presence and data files are thwarted and that our data are 

safe. 

Career Services 

An additional challenge, has to do with tracking the placement of our students 

into a career or advanced educational studies. Now we could argue all day 

about the importance or value of a college education in itself, and I would be 

the first to agree with you that the educated individual is an individual who has 

the skills and ambitions to live a full life. Yet, those who hold us accountable 

want to see outcomes that are connected to a career or advanced study. To 

be honest with you, I believe that the product and skills that we deliver at 

Georgia College are exactly what those in business and industry say they 

want. But many times, the way we talk about a liberal arts education does not 

sufficiently communicate that our students are prepared with skills that are 

needed in the marketplace. 

Therefore, we are strengthening our Career Center; and we are intentionally 

guiding our students with career milestones and ways to talk about the 

transferrable skills they have acquired in their Georgia College experience. 

We are collecting information about where our graduates are and how many 



from each class and each college are employed. Further, I have asked the 

Provost to create an Office for Pre-professional Advising that will promote, 

prepare, and assist those students who wish to pursue advanced professional 

or graduate studies after graduation from Georgia College. It is my belief that 

our experience is a superior experience that prepares the graduate for both 

life and career. It is time we collect the data to prove it. 

Institutional Branding and the Liberal Arts 

This brings me to a connected but final speed bump that I would like to 

mention today. This challenge has to do with our ability to communicate who 

we are and the added value we generate to a public that is increasingly 

skeptical of higher education in general. It is incumbent upon us to clearly 

“unpack” for the public what we mean when we say public liberal arts 

institution. Further, it is important that we state clearly the relative advantage 

of a liberal arts education. We take for granted that everyone understands and 

appreciates the wonderful work that we do here. Yet, what we find when we 

survey others in the state about Georgia College is an incomplete 

understanding about our niche and the outcomes we provide. 

This is not just a Georgia College problem. This is an issue across the 

country, and sometimes rather prominent individuals pronounce statements 

about the liberal arts based upon a very light understanding of what “they” are. 

Unfortunately, we also may find ourselves in an echo chamber where we are 

often too quick to believe our own press when we haven’t adequately 

informed others about the relative advantage of a Georgia College degree. 

As a result, we are in the middle of an ambitious branding project in which 

some of you have participated – and for that, I thank you. We are going to be 



calling upon everyone to help us define and express the value of a Georgia 

College degree to our most important audiences. We must communicate that 

in a way that is memorable, distinctive, and resonates with prospective 

students and their parents, prospective employers, donors, and the public at 

large. 

Our Path to Preeminence 

So, how will we respond to these speed bumps along our path to 

preeminence? Let me offer a few more things we must do as an organization 

to safely maneuver through these opportunities and challenges. 

Looking forward, we must continue to redirect our funding so that we can 

continue the great momentum we have at Georgia College. As I have noted, 

the two primary sources of new funding for this institution may not be as 

prominent in our future. Therefore, we must prepare for alternative ways to 

fund new initiatives and programming. 

Given our mandate to be the state’s only designated public liberal arts 

university, we are fortunate to have a focused mission. We cannot and will not 

try to be everything to everyone. That focus is precisely why we can 

accomplish so much, but we must continuously find ways of being nimble and 

to navigate the institution on our path to preeminence. 

At Georgia College, we have introduced a number of efficiencies into our 

operations – so much so that we have been able to keep tuition increases 

relatively modest. I am pleased to report that we are also doing much more to 

control the cost of college, including: 



 Capping tuition levels: In Spring 2015, approximately 25 percent of our 

students took advantage of the savings generated by tuition charges that 

max out at 15 hours. This alone saved 1,652 students over half a million 

dollars. 

 Dual enrollment: 296 students brought in 3,400 hours to Georgia College in 

Fall 2015 – saving $1,148,270 in tuition resulting in an average savings of 

$3,879 per student in the fall semester. 

 Cost of Textbooks: Our initiatives driven by faculty members reduced the 

cost of textbooks by more than $130,000 in our last academic year. 

 Energy savings: Over the last five years, we saved approximately $474,081 

from reduced energy costs – amounting to approximately $70 per student. 

Of course, we also make college more affordable by continuing to improve our 

four-year graduation rate. In fact, our four-year graduation rate is second in 

the system; and we will continue to support our students through intrusive 

advising, course scheduling, and making better use of our summer semester 

to ensure that our students move along with the appropriate advice and 

support throughout their experience at GC. 

Another area where I believe we can mitigate the financial burdens of running 

the university and providing scholarships for our students is by expanding our 

endowment. In the 2016 fiscal year, our foundation returned over $1.5 million 

to our students, faculty, and staff in scholarships and awards from the 

endowment. This was an increase of 64% from 2012. So, as you can see, the 

success of our Foundation has already become a new source of funding for 

the university; and this has also become part of the new normal. 



During our last fiscal year, our advancement team raised over $4.7 million for 

Georgia College – the second highest annual total in our history and second 

only to the $5 million that was gifted the prior fiscal year. Our overall 

endowment has grown from just over $25 million when I arrived here in 2012 

to over $36.74 million in the first quarter of 2017. This represents an increase 

of approximately 45 percent. By all indications, it appears we are well 

underway to embark on the university’s most ambitious capital campaign. We 

are fortunate to have members of our Foundation Board here today, and I 

would like to ask them to stand so we can recognize them and thank them for 

their guidance and stewardship. Also here with us today are members of our 

Alumni Board. Please stand and be recognized for the support you provide 

Georgia College. 

Our new strategic plan helps us think clearly about navigating these speed 

bumps. In 2015 and 2016, an incredible number of faculty, staff, and students 

joined together to create a new strategic plan for the university. From that 

process, emerged a fresh vision and set of values that affirm who we are 

today and where we want to be in the future. We are seeking ways to 

measure progress and track important indicators that we know are the 

hallmarks of preeminent institutions. Our strategic plan affirms our 

commitment to providing our students with an expansive education 

experience – one that is transformative and which prepares them for an 

exciting future with the transferrable skills we know they will need throughout 

their lifetimes and across various career changes. 

 

 



The Final Word 

I know that I spent a lot of time talking about speed bumps along our way to 

preeminence. But let’s be clear here. While they present challenges, they are 

by no means unique to Georgia College. In fact, universities across the nation 

will be experiencing some of these same speed bumps. Some will ignore the 

bumps and hope they go away. Some think they are immune to the bumps 

and will attempt to speed right over them. Some are not on the same 

ambitious course to preeminence with which we have challenged ourselves so 

the speed bumps may not be as consequential. 

What is different about Georgia College, and why am I convinced that we will 

successfully negotiate these speed bumps and achieve preeminence? 

Georgia in many ways is doing much better than other states in terms of state 

support for higher education as well as population growth. Within the state of 

Georgia, we are fortunate that Georgia College is one of just three selective 

institutions in the university system and the state’s only designated public 

liberal arts university. When I arrived here in 2012, there were 3,515 

completed applications for the freshman class. In 2017, we had over 4,000 

completed applications. Over the last five years, our four-year graduation rate 

has improved from 39.93 percent in 2012 to 47.55 percent in 2016. Our 

median faculty salary has risen from $54,911 in 2012 to $62,447 in 2017. 

When I arrived in 2012, the total number of FTE faculty was 348. In 2017, the 

faculty has grown to 371. Funding for research has grown considerably. Over 

this same time frame, our endowment has expanded considerably; and we 

continue to set new fundraising records every year. In 2012, we raised over 

$2.4 million; and this year to date for 2017, we have raised an astounding 



$3.8 million dollars. Indeed, we are poised to set another record. With this sort 

of momentum, it is easy to see that our endowment has expanded. 

While these speed bumps are very real, we are also at the vanguard of 

making relevant changes to the way we operate because of the actions we 

are taking. This is why I have tremendous confidence in the institution and the 

people with whom we work. By being proactive and nimble as a university, we 

can react to, adjust, and navigate through these changes – much the way we 

train our own students to navigate through life’s challenges and adventures. 

Despite these challenges along the way, I am delighted at the progress we 

have already made and the accomplishments that I know are on the horizon. I 

am very impressed with all that we accomplished in just the last year. I could 

spend all day talking about the accomplishments, accolades, and successes 

of our students, faculty, and staff. Needless to say, I am excited about the 

momentum we have at Georgia College. 

With that sentiment in mind, we prepared a short video that I would like to 

share with all of you. 

Those were just a few examples of what makes Georgia College a special 

place. We prepared a more comprehensive booklet which you will all be 

receiving today. That booklet highlights many more accomplishments from 

last year. I hope you all feel as optimistic as I do about our path to 

preeminence and how everyone here today is making a profound difference. 

When we talk about preeminence, it is about developing a culture of 

excellence and having the right plans, indicators, and metrics in place. The 

work we are doing collectively as a university is truly remarkable, and the 

trajectory I see ahead is very exciting for all of us. 



The American builder and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie said: "Teamwork is 

the ability to work together toward a common vision. The ability to direct 

individual accomplishments toward organizational objectives. It is the fuel that 

allows common people to attain uncommon results." [8] 

And so, let me end my remarks by thanking all you for your hard work and 

dedication. Together, as a team, we can confront and overcome any 

challenges that the future may present. We can produce the fuel that will allow 

us to achieve our uncommon goal of preeminence. 

Thank you for being here today. Please pick up your copy of the 2016 year in 

review booklet as you leave here, and I hope you will join me for a brief 

reception just outside as you exit Russell Auditorium. 
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