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Thank you, Dr. Delgado, for that kind introduction. I also would like to thank 
those who are watching for taking the time. I know your schedules are very full.

This is not a conventional State of the University address. You probably noticed 
that I did not shake hands with Elvin as we passed one another on stage. That 
is because we each recorded our messages in a studio at different times. I am 
standing in front of a green screen, and the video crew I am looking at is wearing 
masks and practicing social distancing. You are probably watching this from your 
home office.

Like so much of the fall quarter, this feels unnatural. Like you, I miss the face-to-
face interactions that used to fill my days on campus. Seeing and talking with you 
was the reward for giving this address. 

We are a university that prizes proximity. We group our buildings into neighbor-
hoods and construct them to be walkable. Our teaching style is personalized and 
immediate. Most of us live and work in spaces that offer frequent interactions with 
students and co-workers. 

This quarter doesn’t feel normal because it is not.

Planning for this academic quarter began immediately following the decision 
to close the residence halls and pivot to virtual systems last spring. We formed a 
planning group comprised of experts from across the university, and they worked 
non-stop to get us ready. They are now engaged in planning for winter quarter. 

This team has done outstanding work, and I thank them for their time and 
expertise. As my confidence in the team and plan grew, I was able to turn my 
attention to implementation. We had so much to accomplish in so little time. 

Our facilities staff had to rearrange classrooms. Our communication experts 
designed and produced signage. Procurement sought contracts for personal 
protective equipment. Health staff established testing protocols. We set residence 
hall occupancy at about half and created alternatives to traditional student 
activities…and the list continues for pages.

A critical task was to adjust courses, teaching methods, and technologies to 
accommodate a primarily online class schedule. Over the summer, 250 faculty 
trained with our Multimodal Learning Team. They added to the 280 faculty who 
had already completed the Master of Online Teaching Institute program. 

This work was necessary, but also undesirable. No one wanted to make the changes 
forced by the pandemic. Yet, you did it, and you did it exceptionally well. 

Even as I thank you for the work you did over the summer, I cannot shake the one 
question that continues to worry me. 
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Can a university that values interaction and that attracts more than 11,000 
students behave in ways that will suppress the rate of infection of COVID-19?

To date, the answer appears to be that it can—that you are. Most of you are 
wearing your masks and maintaining appropriate physical distances. 

Some are not, especially at off-campus gatherings. Those who are not adhering to 
these common-sense behaviors pose significant danger to our collective health and 
to our ability to continue planned operations. 

I continue to worry about this basic question because physical distancing is not 
what we like to do at Central. 

I also know that for many of us, there is a tendency to downplay risk over time. As 
our positive behaviors combine to lower the rate of infection, we might also begin 
to relax our guard. 

We cannot grow complacent. The virus is still out there, and it poses a significant 
risk to our health. 

Acting as a community is the best tool we have for curbing COVID-19 infections. 

So, please keep maintaining your distances. Work and study from home if possible. 
Mask up. Wash your hands and monitor how you are feeling. Keep a close eye on 
friends and family, and please do not attend large gatherings of any kind. And, 
mask up.

For the past several years, I have reported that by all measures, the state of our 
university was excellent.

I have applauded the hard work of our faculty, staff, administrators, and alumni, 
and I have thanked all of you for your commitment to our students. 

I also told you that Central is on the cusp of greatness. Even in the face of current 
challenges, I firmly believe that to be true. I have gone on to challenge you to take 
the step from excellence to greatness. 

While not minimizing the difficulties presented by the pandemic and economic 
stressors, I know that Central can continue to grow and improve. 

The unflagging optimism Dr. Delgado attributed to me derives from my 
confidence in you and your commitment to our mission and core values. 

Your commitment produces excellent learning experiences for our students, 
irrespective of their location, their background, or their ability to pay. 

Your success in meeting critical goals places us in a very select group of 
universities, and we grow better each year. 
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Realizing institutional greatness will require constant attention and adherence 
to our values. It will also require the unwavering optimism that Dr. Delgado 
mentioned—a state of mind that could be elusive under the current circumstances. 

It will demand dedication to the principle of others-over-self, a belief in inclusive 
excellence, and a tireless commitment to unlocking the potential of every student. 

It will also require that we always remain unsatisfied in our level of performance. 
Greatness results from asking how we can be better tomorrow than we are today.

I see examples of greatness across the university—in Ellensburg, and at our 
Learning Centers. It is evident, for example, in the career of Professor Bobby 
Cummings. 

Dr. Cummings is a forceful and effective advocate for others, often at her own 
personal and professional expense. She cares deeply about colleagues and students, 
and she has a passionate commitment to inclusivity, multiculturalism, and 
diversity. 

Her accomplishments and honors are many, but I would like to add one to the list. 
Today, I recognize Professor Bobby Cummings with the Lifetime Achievement in 
Diversity Award. It is an award created primarily to recognize her, but I hope that 
others will seek this recognition. It is also my pleasure to announce that this award 
will subsequently be named in her honor. 

Dr. Cummings, I speak on behalf of the many people you have inspired, 
supported, taught, and mentored, when I say thank you. And, congratulations. 

I also offer my congratulations to Professor Brandy Wiegers on earning the 
2020 Henry L. Alder Award for Distinguished Teaching from the Mathematical 
Association of America and to Professor Jodi Musser, who earned the 2020 
Washington State Family and Consumer Sciences Teacher Educator of the Year.

Both are at the top of their respective fields and illustrate Central’s commitment to 
greatness in the classroom.

Central provides a learning environment that is second to none. Our faculty and 
staff work together to empower students, many of whom might not otherwise have 
an opportunity to achieve enlightened, productive, and responsible lives.

Our graduates are the best measure of our greatness. Recently, Central began 
a tradition of awarding honorary doctorates to alumni and friends who have 
demonstrated distinction in their professional and personal lives. The alumni 
receiving the honor this year include former Deputy Secretary U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development Ron Sims, and former United States Secretary of 
Defense James Mattis.
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We can see the same potential in younger Wildcat alumni. One of the rewards of 
my job is getting to know individuals like Edith Rojas, who graduated two years 
ago with a degree in digital journalism and minors in business and advertising. 
Edith is now a communications and marketing coordinator at the Lake 
Washington Institute of Technology.

Like many who attend Central, she was a first-generation college student who has 
said that coming to Central changed her life. Edith fully embraced the Wildcat 
experience. 

In addition to graduating with a major and two minors, Edith hosted a radio 
program, served as the ASCWU President, and worked as a marketing intern for 
CWU Auxiliary Enterprises. 

Looking back at her CWU experience, she says, “I never felt like I didn’t belong at 
Central. I love CWU!”

Edith would say that her sense of belonging was a critical factor in her 
achievements here. I was able to watch her transfer her sense of belonging to 
others, and thereby follow the path set by Professor Cummings. In doing so,  
she has facilitated the success of many other students. She even talked me into  
a juggling contest in the SURC Pit.

A sense of belonging derived from engagement is the primary reason we are on 
the path to reach our goal of increasing our freshman-to-sophomore retention rate 
to 80 percent. 

Last year, our persistence rates increased from 71 to 73 percent, suggesting that 
we were clearly on the path to 80 percent. This year, despite the impact of the 
pandemic, Central enrolled the largest sophomore class in the past ten years. 

We have established the tools needed to reach the 80-percent mark. It is now time 
to set a more aggressive goal—an 85-percent retention rate over the next ten years. 

A key to reaching that milestone will be the expanded use of data analytics to 
anticipate when a student needs help—and then direct them to the appropriate 
assistance as quickly as possible. We have been creating and expanding this 
capacity over the past five years. 

It will be equally important not to objectify student achievement into numbers 
or trend lines. Doing so would mask the very reason this goal is so crucial. 
Persistence is a behavioral concept based on the needs of individuals. No trend line 
can capture those realities.

We always focus on the individual student. 

We have seen what belonging meant for Edith. Jasmin Washington is another 
person with a different background and set of challenges. 
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Jasmin was a first-generation college student who was born and raised in New 
Orleans. She and her family relocated to western Washington when she was  
nine years old after losing nearly everything during Hurricane Katrina. Her  
family arrived with only a few hundred dollars and was housing insecure for 
several years. 

She coped with these challenges because of the love and support of her parents. 
She wrote and published a book about her experiences, which was featured on the 
“Reading Rainbow” program and republished this year for the 15th anniversary of 
Katrina.

Once at Central, Jasmin found that getting to college and staying in college were 
two different things. Following her first year, her lack of financial resources made 
her consider dropping out. 

That’s when she showed the courage to approach me and ask for help. Her drive 
and her talents were evident, just as they are for so many of our students. I was 
able to guide her to those on campus who could help her find the resources that 
would allow her to continue her education at Central.

She also faced personal and academic challenges that threatened to overwhelm 
her. This time, she did not approach me for assistance. Fortunately, her struggles 
were noticed by one of her mentors, Dr. Shawnté Elbert, our associate dean for 
health and wellness. Dr. Elbert reached out to Jasmin and told her that she is 
more than the sum of her circumstances. She told Jasmin that she has a purpose 
attached to her name, and she needed to see herself in ways that others see her. 

Jasmin took those words to heart and decided not to drop out of school, which she 
had been planning to do later that very week. Last year, she finished her degree in 
public health while also serving as President of our Association of Students. 

Today, Jasmin is a graduate student in Tulane University’s School of Public Health 
and Tropical Medicine.

I relate to Jasmin’s story because it underscores a key reality of Central’s greatness. 
You all change lives, no matter what role you play at Central. You are all part of the 
village that Jasmin speaks of so fondly. 

The challenge is to identify those students who, like Edith and Jasmin, need a little 
help to complete their journeys. I believe the responsibility rests with us because 
not all students will have the courage to reach out to us. 

Taking a proactive role in identifying when a student needs help is one reason  
I set the goal of increasing the diversity of our faculty and staff by 5 percent in  
five years.
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We know that diversity enriches the educational experience by providing students 
with the opportunity to learn from people with different backgrounds and life 
experiences. 

For many students, Central offers the first opportunity for them to examine 
preconceived notions about others. Students that challenge stereotypes show 
significant gains in cognitive skills, such as critical thinking and problem-solving. 
Research indicates that students interacting with a diverse group of peers learn to 
communicate more effectively than they previously did.

It is also critical to their own success. 

This year, about 40 percent of our students identify as a racial or ethnic minority. 
These students want and need to see reflections of themselves in our faculty,  
staff, and administrators. Doing so will enhance their sense of belonging and  
self-efficacy. 

Jasmin’s graduation was made possible by a conversation she had with Dr. Elbert, 
a person who shares many of her demographic traits and professional aspirations. 
I have no doubt that these similarities facilitated Jasmin’s willingness to listen 
to Shawnté and that Shawnté could speak to Jasmin with credibility rooted in 
experience. 

We will achieve collective greatness only when we can provide every student with 
the range of opportunities necessary to make them successful. That will necessitate 
we continue our drive to diversify our faculty and staff. 

We are making progress in this area. Insight into Diversity magazine again 
recognized Central with the prestigious Higher Education Excellence in Diversity 
Award. It is the sixth time in the past seven years the magazine has honored 
Central for our commitment to broadening diversity and inclusion on campus.

Under the guidance of Dr. Delores Cleary, our Vice President for Inclusivity and 
Diversity, and Staci Sleigh-Layman, our Director of Human Resources, we have 
adopted policies requiring that employees of color be on search committees. We 
are also reviewing the demographics of applicant pools. 

To aid in the retention of those we hire, we have developed a mentor program to 
support employees of color and to provide a support network to aid them in their 
career trajectories.

Evidence suggests your efforts are working. Geology was one of the first 
academic departments to use a diversity advocate for their searches. As a result, 
the candidate pool saw increased diversity throughout the search process. The 
department was able to hire a person from a traditionally under-represented 
group. Other departments have had similar, positive results, often with the  
support of Dr. Cleary.
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Overall, we have already increased faculty diversity about one-point-five percent, 
suggesting we are on target to reach our five-year goal. 

Our third challenge was to enhance our sustainability efforts. The first step was  
to hire Dr. Kathleen Klaniecki as our Sustainability Coordinator. She wasted no 
time in developing a comprehensive sustainability plan that includes benchmarks 
and goals. 

As a result, we have expanded the Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, which provides 
fresh, organic produce to our Dining Services. In March, the farm introduced 
honeybees to help pollinate crops. Soon, you may be able to taste Wildcat Farms 
Honey.

Dining Services has introduced compostable NoTree products to campus and 
reusable plates and silverware in the Holmes Dining Room. 

Wildcat Printing replaced its use of white copier paper with a product made from 
sugar cane, a carbon-neutral and sustainable crop.

In February, Central’s Ellensburg campus received a Tree Campus USA 
recognition from the Arbor Day Foundation. The designation acknowledges 
the university’s efforts to manage trees on campus and to develop community 
connections.

We formed a CWU Council on Investor Responsibility to make recommendations 
on socially and environmentally responsible investment opportunities.

The first cohort of students graduated with a Sustainability Certificate in  
spring 2020.

I could continue with our achievements, but I want to spend a moment discussing 
an important fourth goal for this year. That is to help welcome two new senior 
leaders to our university. 

One is already here. Of course, I’m speaking of our Provost, Dr. Michelle 
DenBeste. She is making a significant and positive impact on our university, 
despite having been here for only a few months. The arrival of Dr. DenBeste 
also underscores the difficulty of managing transitions of leadership during a 
pandemic.

The pandemic accelerated the provost’s learning curve, while removing the usual 
methods of achieving it! Undaunted, she dived enthusiastically into this very 
challenging situation and has been instrumental in meeting those challenges. She’s 
doing an exceptional job and, already, it feels like she’s been around for years. 

As we continue to welcome Michelle, we will need to attend to another significant 
and exciting leadership change when we welcome our next president. That could 
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be as early as sometime in winter quarter, but certainly by the end of this  
academic year. 

An element of that transition should be to continue the drive to greatness. We 
must show Michelle and the new president that while we are the best in the west, 
we are not satisfied.

We want to do better tomorrow than we did today.

That drive to greatness has made my time at Central the most rewarding of my 
career. I have had the pleasure of meeting thousands of students and learning 
their individual stories. I have the honor of working with our faculty, staff, and 
administrators.

We have worked and grown together. We faced and overcame significant 
challenges, often turning them into opportunities. We then set to build upon our 
successes. 

If I have learned anything in the past decade, it is that the Central family is proud, 
strong, resilient, resourceful, and innovative. 

It is a rare gift to be able to work with colleagues who share a common purpose. 
Central is such a place, and I thank you for the opportunity to serve as your 
president. 

In the coming months, I will continue to work with you to face the challenges  
and opportunities we face. I will continue to ask the critical question: how can  
we do it better? 

Thank you for your attention. Go Cats.

CWU IS AN EEO/AA/TITLE IX INSTITUTION. FOR ACCOMMODATION EMAIL: DS@CWU.EDU.


