
CENTRAL WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY

S tate of the
University

October 16, 2019



STATE OF THE UNIVERSITY

James L. Gaudino
PRESIDENT OF CENTRAL WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY



Thank you, Walter, for convening this event.

Thank you, Ron, for that kind and generous introduction.

A special thank you goes to Robert Nellams for sharing his personal story and the 
wisdom it has created. Both have significant meaning for the future of this university.

Welcome to the State of the University 2019. I thank you for your attention today. 

The state of our university is excellent. Your optimism, dedication, and hard  
work has combined to meet or exceed the vision we set for ourselves during this  
past decade.  
 
Your continued work and commitment lays the foundation for the next.

FROM EXCELLENCE TO GREATNESS
In January, the leader of the NWCCU visitation team summarized his assessment of 
Central by saying, “Central is an excellent university that is on the cusp of greatness.”

My immediate thought is that we had succeeded in achieving the vision we for 
ourselves. Basically, we did it.

I also noted that accreditors were not the only persons to note our achievement. 
For example:

•  The results of surveys and focus groups now show a distinctive image of Central 
as an excellent institution that offers students from all backgrounds a rigorous, 
individualized, experiential education in a safe and inclusive environment.

•  National organizations and prominent publications now rank Central atop their 
lists of comprehensive universities.

•  More students than ever before are applying for admission to Central, and we 
are now listed among the top 50 fastest growing universities in the country. 
Congratulations to everyone, and especially to our Enrollment Management 
team.

•  Students from 64 countries traveled here to study at Central this year, a record 
number. A job well done by our International Programs team.

•  Alumni participation and support are on the rise, and as a result, our giving has 
nearly doubled in each of the past three years. Credit goes to our alumni and 
development staff.
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Clearly, we have accomplished what we set out to achieve at Central. But…there seems 
always to be a but….

Even while I take pride in our achievements, a voice keeps asking, “It is enough?” And, 
what is the difference between excellent and great?

So, I did what any 21st century student would do, I ‘googled’ it. Merriam-Webster’s 
tells us that excellence signifies us as having an “outstanding quality” or as being “a 
very good example of our kind.” 

Again, I felt satisfied. Until I read the definitions of greatness: “Unusual or 
considerable,” “Remarkable in effectiveness,” “Eminent.”

And the word, “cusp,” started to bother me. To be on the cusp suggests we are 
standing on the line separating two states, one being unusually good, the other being 
remarkable and eminent.

It probably won’t surprise you to know that suddenly excellent, while a good start, is 
not the end of our journey. 

We absolutely must strive for “greatness,” not for ourselves, but for our students and 
our alumni. They are what motivate me to continue to improve.

A vision of greatness should not suggest to anyone that we abandon what got us to 
this point in our history. Rather, achieving greatness requires that we build on our 
foundation of excellence.

That foundation is you—our faculty, our staff, our administrator team, our students, 
and our community. As I have repeated over the years, our excellence derives from 
many factors, but none more important than the quality of our faculty and our staff. 
Collectively, you manifest a distinctive and inspiring commitment to our students. 
You are our strength.

We must redouble our efforts to recruit, sustain, and reward the individuals who are 
responsible for its achievements—in short, YOU. 

We must honor our historic commitment to a distinctive learning environment. 
Central provides opportunities for students to learn in small and experiential 
environments. And, we invite them here irrespective of their location, their 
background, or their ability to pay. 

Our value on diversity means we must work to understand the social, technological, 
economic, and political perspective they bring. We must acknowledge that students 
deserve a voice in defining and assessing what it means to be welcomed and that they 
will ultimately decide if they truly belong at this institution.
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As generations of students change, we must adapt the ways in which we manifest our 
learning and living environment. Although many efforts are already underway, this 
starts at the very top of the University. 

Tomorrow, our Board of Trustees will use their time together to gain a better 
understanding of future generations of students.

We must all open our minds to the perspectives our students bring to us, and we must 
embrace a willingness to adapt to meet the needs they are expressing. 

Greatness will require us to balance the need to be simultaneously dynamic and 
deliberate. It will require us to use information wisely and to have the confidence to 
take measured risks.

We must work as a team to achieve greatness. We must approach our future as a 
community that seeks common goals and enjoys mutual trust. We must honor the 
value of shared governance, collaboration, and consultation.

ACHIEVING GREATNESS
This year, 2019, marks the end of the decade. It is the year in which we can all take 
pride in achieving excellence.

It is the year that calls for us all to revisit our vision and agree on a pathway to 
greatness. It is also time to examine our strategic plan—work that is well underway. 

As guideposts for the steps toward greatness, I am today establishing three goals for 
the university. 

Each vice president will work within and across divisions to develop strategies for 
success. They will also develop plans that encourage each us to work together.

GOAL 1 
Increase freshman-to-sophomore retention from  
71% to 80% over next five years

Goal #1. The first is a continuation of a challenge I made in my state of the university 
address last year. At that time, I asked for a commitment to increase our freshman to 
sophomore retention rate.

You have responded exceptionally well, and I am pleased to report that freshman-to-
sophomore retention increased from 69 percent to 71 percent—in a single year. That 
is a remarkable achievement, and you should all give yourselves a round of applause. 
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To move toward greatness, however, I ask that we increase the first-year to second-
year student retention rate from 71 percent to 80 percent over the next five years.

This is an achievable goal, and a critical one. While recruiting new students is 
important, it is of limited value if we do not help them persist to their second, third, 
and fourth-years—and then to become graduates of CWU.

We are already showing success with programs already underway.

•  We are shaping our information systems and analytics to better anticipate when 
a student might be in need of help.

I want to pause for a moment to comment on that statement because it relates to 
what Robert shared with us.  

Traditional university informatics systems tend to group students based on 
measurable characteristics and to compare groupings within and across institutions. 

Those groupings are given descriptive labels such as first generation, low income, 
under represented, developmental, honors, student athlete, and the list goes on. The 
labels are used to predict risk and align services.

Robert has warned us that grouping and labeling, while well intentioned, carries 
meaning to the individuals who comprise the clusters.  

Labels can become stereotypes that shape how we see students. They also suggest to 
students how they are being perceived by us. 

Information systems of today can be more comprehensive and analytics can be more 
sophisticated. Big data and intelligent analytics can be used to focus not on the  
group, but on the individual. Programs can be designed to support the person and  
not the cluster.  

Individual students become the unit of support. Student, a singular term, becomes  
the primary label. 

•  For example, the leadership of the Faculty Senate to eliminate the 
discouragement produced by labels such as “developmental education.”  

•  The Senate is also working with staff in an effort of being able to ensure each 
student receives the advising needed to navigate the program of choice.

•  We are examining the connections between community colleges and CWU to 
help facilitate individuals in the transition from one school to another.

While these and other vitally important efforts are the responsibility of specific 
teams, none of us have the comfort of thinking retention is someone else’s job. 

4



We can all help, no matter where we work or what job we perform at Central.

In his new book, The College Dropout Scandal, David Kirp writes that four of every 10 
college students nationally will drop out of school. 

Kirp notes that one of the simplest things a university can do to help combat the issue 
is to create an environment where students believe they belong. In his words, students 
want to know the institution has their backs.

Our success in recruiting students suggests the word is out that Central cares about 
and supports its students. I believe that to be true, but I also know that not every 
Central student would agree. 

We must ensure that each and every student knows that we care and that we have her, 
his, or their back. 

We become great when no future student has experienced Robert’s story.

GOAL 2 
Increase diversity of our faculty and staff by 5% in 
five years

Which leads me to the second goal—diversity and inclusivity.

Our commitment to inclusivity is articulated in the slogan, “welcome—you belong 
here.” That message reflects how we want our students and prospective students, our 
employees, and our community to feel about Central.

There are so many ways that we can and do make the word “welcome” a reality—from 
the academic advisor who helps a student navigate the process of transferring credits 
from a community college, to the administrator who personally walks a lost freshman 
from Barge Hall to the Registrar’s office in Bouillon. 

We call that spirit, the Wildcat Way, and we pride ourselves in how we treat one 
another.

It also requires something else. Some students tell me that they question the degree 
to which they really belong at Central because the fail to see people like themselves 
working here. 

We all do tend to be more comfortable in familiar surroundings—students are 
no different. Students want and are encouraged when they see, meet and have 
opportunities to work with faculty and staff with whom have shared experiences. 
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We owe them that opportunity, and we must take the necessary steps to attract a 
diverse pool of candidates for employment at Central. Today, I am challenging the 
university to increase its workforce diversity five percent in the coming five years.  

Each hiring manager will set unit-specific goals, and I ask each person who serves on  
a search committee or participates in an interview to be sensitive to diversity.

GOAL 3
Reduce campus carbon foot print by 5% in five years

The third goal relates to something our students care deeply about. I hope we all do. 
That topic is sustainability.

The world had an opportunity to hear from a young, Swedish, climate activist, Greta 
Thunberg as she addressed the United Nation’s Climate Action Summit. The power 
of her passion gave an indication of the feelings of her generation, and reminded us of 
our responsibility to act immediately to confront those challenges.

Central actually started this process several years ago and we have had good success.

• Dean, Hogue, and Discovery halls have all earned LEED Gold certification.

•  Barto Hall, which opened in 2012, earned a LEED platinum certification, a rare 
achievement for a residential structure.

•  In 2015, Central implemented a heat-recovery system that enables us to heat 
more than 100,000 square feet of space in Discovery Hall and 135,000 square 
feet in Samuelson solely from the recovery of the “waste” heat from the central 
steam plant.

•  Nearly 10 percent of our motor pool vehicles are hybrids or electric vehicles and 
I expect that number to increase as we begin phasing out older, less-efficient, 
gas-powered vehicles.

In sum, the our Operations Division team has reduced our electricity and gas 
consumption while the size of Central’s building footprint has increased. 

But, again looking toward greatness, I challenge us to further reduce our carbon 
footprint by five percent in the next five years.

Carbon footprint is only a part of the issue. Waste is another. Again, we are taking on 
the challenge with determination.

•  Recycling construction waste diverted more than 90 percent of construction 
debris, or 12,800 tons, from landfills.
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•  Our irrigation conservation strategies are saving us five million gallons of water
annually.

•  We are using locally-sourced meat and produce. Vice President Klucking led the
creation of the Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, which has already sent as much as
10,000 pounds of fresh produce to campus dining facilities.

•  Our campus dining facilities have introduced biodegradable, plant-based
drinking straws, utensils, and food containers.

Just last month, the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher 
Education named CWU a bronze institution for its accomplishments in campus 
sustainability.

Bronze is good—perhaps excellent. The goal for the next five years is to be great, as 
indicated by a gold or platinum rating.

CONCLUSION
As I envision our future, the only limits I see are those that we impose on ourselves. 
When I attend listening sessions across the university, I sometimes hear complaints 
about the pace of change.

These are listening sessions, so I usually don’t respond. If I were to, I would have  
to report that I do not foresee a time when continual change will come to an end. 
I honestly don’t. 

We are on a cusp—a line between to states of being. I do not believe that such lines 
are fixed in place and that organizations cannot stand still. 

We cannot stand still because if we do, we will fall behind. 

Certainly, there are and there will be challenges. I would be lying if I said otherwise. 
But we success because we are Central Washington University. 

If we continue to set aspirational goals, adapt our work to accomplish them, and 
always, always, always have our students’ backs, we will achieve eminence. 

I will not forget those words….“Central is an excellent university on the cusp of 
greatness.” 

But, I no longer see them as the compliment they were intended to be.

I see them as a vision. I hope you do as well and that we come together to commit 
to crossing over the line that separates excellence form greatness.

Thank you for all you do—and go Wildcats!
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ACHIEVING GREATNESS
GOAL 1 

Increase freshman-to-sophomore retention 
from 71% to 80% over next five years

GOAL 2
Increase diversity of our faculty and 

staff by 5% in five years

GOAL 3
Reduce campus carbon footprint by 

5% in five years

LEARN. DO. LIVE.



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


