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Good afternoon and welcome to the beginning of the 2009-2010 academic year.  It promises to be, well, interesting.  But more on that shortly.

Among the images on the screen as you filed in today are several short videos.  They were conceived by our video production manager, Morgan Schmidt, to create a Chico State presence in the Web 2.0 environment and they can be found on the University’s home page in the “Best of Chico State” feature.

Before we proceed with our program, I’d like to introduce just a few folks in the audience.

New faculty  (photo)

Members of advisory boards, etc.

And two new members of our community, with whom many of you are not yet acquainted.

Alex Hobson, our new Chief Human Resources Officer.

Maurice Bryan, Director of Employment Practices and Dispute Resolution.

They succeed retirements in Human Resources and also reflect the need to bring that area at least somewhat up to previous staffing levels, especially at a time when we expect them to be very busy.

There is also another group of new people on our campus this fall, who are not in the audience today, but, whom you will meet and notice because they are more numerous.  These are our students of color.  Last year, such students constituted just under 20% of all of our new enrollments in the fall.  This year they constitute almost 30% of our first-year students.  

My thanks to all of you who helped recruit these students to our campus and who are now ready to support their success, as is the case for all our students.

Speakers:

Jennifer Meadows:  Academic Senate Chair; associate professor in the Department of Communication Design.  At Chico State since 1996.

Pat Gantt: Systemwide President of the California State University Employees Union; representing our collective bargaining units

Paula Scholtes:  Chair, Staff Council, and assistant librarian in the Meriam Library for Collection Management and Technical Services; Chico State alumna; here since 1989.

Ann Schwab:  Mayor of the City of Chico; served as program director for CAVE for 11 years; Chico State alumna.

Joseph Igbineweka (IG-BEN-EH-WAKA):  President, Associated Students; majoring in Political Science; born in Nigeria, finished high school in Richmond, CA

Thank you, all.

Let me preface my remarks with a word or two on communications.  The length of our program this afternoon will not allow a time for questions and comments today.  But such occasions are needed and are already being scheduled, including one for next Thursday.  We will have as many of them, as frequently as we can schedule them, live and on-line, in addition to my regular communications with you through Inside Chico State and campus messages.  We need these occasions to listen to one another, support one another, get the facts straight, and, yes, vent.  All are necessary.  And all of these elements are in my comments now.

I want to talk to you this afternoon, and as we open this academic year, about conflict and resolution.  And if that sounds a bit edgy and somber, you’re right.  First, about the conflicting set of circumstances we face both at our own University and as part of a proud system within the larger framework of public higher education in this state.  And, second, about the outlook and effort we must bring to bear to resolve them. 

There will not be a whole lot of humor in what I have to say, because there is nothing amusing about the betrayal of a promise and the failure of vision that have occurred in this state.  Let me be clear from the outset that what I’m talking about is the abandonment in our state of a model for higher education that has worked and been emulated around the globe.  This is the model envisioned and accomplished within the 1960 California Master Plan for Higher Education:  a system of post-secondary education that has been first-rate, low-cost, and highly accessible.  

I have no intention of obscuring the nature of the conflict, or pretending that it will be resolved satisfactorily sooner than later.  It won’t.  In fact, there is the real possibility that 2010-2011 will be even rougher than the academic year we are beginning.  So, this is a frank assessment of where we are and what it will take to move forward.  And it is a harsh message and challenge for anyone who can help shape the public agenda in this state, especially those in Sacramento who need to know what their lack of judgment and understanding is doing to our state, to the future of our young people, and to all who have high expectations for what Chico State and our sister institutions are capable of achieving.

I look forward to debating with them, with anyone, the choice between improving schools and supporting prisons, between the politics of fear and the obligations of hope, between what it means to sow peril and what it takes to restore prosperity, between settling for mediocrity and standing for excellence.  Between what it takes to build up a great system of higher education, and what it means to tear it down.

So, let me start with the conflict that is inherent in a moment of great celebration for our University, yet one tempered with warning and apprehension.

As reported to you earlier this summer, on June 26, I received a letter from the executive director of the WASC Commission informing us of the outcome of our re-accreditation review.   We achieved what less than 5% of institutions re-affirmed for accreditation in the western region earn.  In an era when the norm for re-accreditation is seven years, we received ten, that is, the maximum re-accreditation award.

Let me pause for just a moment to let that sink in.

Through a two-stage peer review process that lasted over three years, we have been judged to have met all WASC standards at an “exemplary level.”  

We have been told that we have developed our mission to a mature level and that it is well integrated into all aspects of our institution.

We have been recognized for the soundness of our financial management, governance structures, and strategic-planning.

We have had our core values affirmed, especially the focus on the achievement and assessment of student learning, diversity, the First-Year Experience, and the effective, innovative use of instructional technology.

We have been told that “the Chico Experience” is something definable, measurable, and distinctive.  Our students feel this daily and our alumni enthusiastically acknowledge the impact it has had on their lives and careers.

We have been commended for the candor of our self-study, a broad institutional consensus about where we are headed and why, improved retention and graduation rates, the commitment to student success across academic and student services areas, the alignment of our strategic goals and priorities, and a strong sense of positive organizational momentum.

In sum, we have been designated as a model in our region for attaining and sustaining a set of core commitments that underscore our capacity for, and demonstration of, educational effectiveness.

It doesn’t get any better than this.

We owe a huge debt of gratitude for the outcome of this review to the WASC steering group headed by our chief WASCeteer, Arno Rethans.  And I’d like all of us to acknowledge Arno and the members of that leadership team.

But the story that Arno and our colleagues captured in the self-study and demonstrated in the team visits was the result of a campus-wide effort and the deep, true commitments of our faculty and staff to the success of our students, the work of our University, and the promise of public higher education in this state.  This was an effort not contrived for WASC, only confirmed for them.  And I thank you and congratulate all of you, all of us, for making this happen.

Similarly, I am pleased to announce our high placement in two national higher education rankings.  Forbes magazine just a few days ago listed us among the top 100 public colleges/universities in the country.  And today it will be announced by US News & World Report that we are ranked 6th among public, master’s granting universities in the West.  This is a nice improvement in our ranking and only two other CSUs – San Luis Obispo and Long Beach – are so highly placed.

Yes, there is good and genuine reason here for pride and celebration.  But lest pride come before the fall, or celebration cloud reality, there are two observations within the WASC letter that get to the heart of the matter of conflict.   

First, there is this single sentence, almost a throw-away line, just before the letter concludes.

“The Commission wishes to acknowledge the financial challenges that lie ahead for CSU, Chico and the other CSU campuses.”

No other commentary.  But none needed.  Our accreditation visiting team arrived here in the shadow of the Governor’s January budget, when the budget deficit facing the state was “only” $12 billion.  As we know, it has since grown to more than twice that.   And the WASC Commission considered the team report after the sound defeat of several ballot measures in May that complicated the state’s deficit and nearly tripled the original cuts to the CSU.

“You don’t need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows,” Bob Dylan wrote in 1965.  Well, WASC wasn’t telling us anything that we did not know either.  But what I find most remarkable in the Commission’s judgment – despite the howling winds – is that we demonstrated to them “clear evidence of being able to sustain our strengths for ten years.”

Put another way, what we have achieved has created high expectations of our institution’s performance – not just for our own students and those whom we serve directly, but also for institutions throughout our region who look to us for best practices and guiding example.  How terribly ironic that we now have to ask ourselves if this so recently commended record is sustainable.  If WASC’s judgment was true yesterday, will it be so, not ten years from now, but how about just tomorrow?

So, the fundamental conflict in which we are engaged is the struggle between who we have demonstrated we are and who we are expected to be.

Let us look at this conflict more closely. 

We are members of a system which has established three primary goals to survive this budget crisis, each qualified with the phrase “as much as possible”:

· to serve students

· to protect jobs

· to preserve the financial integrity of the University

We are members of a system which has identified three broad strategies to accomplish these goals:

· to reduce enrollments

· to raise revenues, especially student fees

· to reduce costs, especially the University’s payroll

And, only a year after the CSU Trustees adopted a new strategic plan entitled “Access to Excellence,” we are members of a system where the unfolding consequences of the collision of the state’s financial meltdown and the actions taken to address it are reduced access, decreased affordability, diminished quality, and threatened diversity.

Let me repeat that:  reduced access, decreased affordability, diminished quality, and threatened diversity.

The numbers that portray this conflict are staggering.  Consider these examples.

First, state support.

Over the last ten years, since academic year 1999-2000, the CSU’s percentage of General Fund revenue has declined 47%.  From 3.46% to 1.8%.  In dollars, despite a 25% growth in state revenues over this period, including the downturn of the last three years, the CSU’s General Fund allocation has decreased from $2.25 billion to $1.6 billion. That’s right, a loss of $625 million.  

As for most of the systemwide numbers, Chico State’s share is a little over 4.1%.  So, since 2000, we have seen the General Fund allocation to our campus decline by about $27 million.  

Over this same period of time, and in the same small discretionary sliver of the General Fund budget where higher education resides, the General Fund allocation to prisons has more than doubled from $5 billion to $11 billion.  That amount roughly equals the total General Fund allocation to all of public higher education in this state, that is, to the 23 campuses of the CSU, the 10 campuses of the UC, and the 109 campuses of the community college system, combined.  In even starker terms, California spends about $50,000 a year to support a prisoner in our state correctional system, and less than one-tenth of that a year to support a student in the California State University.

Any way you look at it, California has decided that higher education is depreciable and that high quality higher education is expendable.

Second, student fees.

If we use 2009 dollars as our benchmark, ten years ago the state General Fund provided approximately $11,000 per full-time student in the CSU.   Total student fees (the largest element of which is the State University Fee) were about $2350, or about 17% of the cost to support a full-time California resident undergraduate.  

The decline of General Fund revenue, as the previous slides have shown, means that state support per student in the CSU is now under $4700, and dropping.  That’s almost a 60% decline.  Conversely, the total average student fee for a full-time California resident undergraduate (that is, the State University Fee plus campus mandatory fees) has increased to $4827.  That’s an increase of over 100% .  We are still a bargain compared to the costs which students bear at most state universities in the country.  

But, any way you look at it, students are being asked to pay more, to compensate for the state’s retreat from responsibility to fund higher education, and to make deep sacrifices to afford a CSU education.  Many will conclude that they can’t afford these costs, or worse, decide that a CSU education just isn’t worth it.  

Third, reducing enrollments.

Ten years ago, the CSU enrolled about 368,000 students.  That headcount rose to almost 440,000 this past academic year, or about 368,000 FTES.

In order to effect greater alignment between student enrollments and state support, the CSU has decided to reduce its enrollment by 40,000 FTES by the end of the 2010-2011 academic year.  For us, this means a reduction of 1398 FTES, or 9.5% fewer FTES than our target for AY 2008-2009.  And, incidentally, because of demand, better retention rates, and greater course loads – all good things, mind you – we exceeded last year’s target by about 400 FTES.  So, we have to reduce our enrollments back to the 2008-2009 target, and then take another 9.5% off of that.  This will not be easy.  But preliminary figures for the fall show a decrease of about 400 FTES (500 HC) from last fall, so we’re off to a good start to achieve this mandated, new, reduced enrollment goal.

Lots of numbers, but here’s what they boil down to:  Over the past decade, the FTES enrollment in the CSU has increased 29%; state General Fund support for them has decreased 28%; and student fees have doubled.   We are moving rapidly from being state supported, to being state assisted, to merely being state located. 

Any way you look at it, we all suffer – and the goal of access to excellence seems a daunting task at best, a hollow promise at worst. 

What these numbers add up to is nothing less than the abdication of fiscal and social responsibility through political paralysis, small-picture agendas, and the rejection of history and common sense.  We remove people from office for far less.

I don’t know about you, but I’m sick and tired of our legislators and governor telling us that we just don’t understand how difficult their choices are. 

Well, let me tell you what they don’t understand.

They don’t understand the history of their own state.  California has invented and re-invented itself on several previous occasions – after the Gold Rush and through the emergence of a distinctive regional culture in the late 19th century, through the Great Depression and the Second World War, into the post-industrial age, beyond the dot com revolution.  And each time higher education has provided the key to hope and recovery, to high expectations and needed corrections.

Thomas Friedman, the author of The World is Flat, summarized this particularly well in a recent New York Times column:

“The country [or state] that uses this crisis to make its population smarter and more innovative – and endows its people with more tools and basic research to invent new goods and services – is the one that will not just survive, but thrive down the road.  We might be able to stimulate our way back to stability, but we can only invent our way back to prosperity.  We need everyone at every level to get smarter.”

“We need everyone at every level to get smarter.”  Is that so difficult to understand, so impossible to expect?

We need leaders willing to seek understanding, rather than to patronize and dismiss those who might offer it.  We need leaders able to take the long view, rather than being consumed with the immediacy of securing their next term of office.

We need to achieve a deep, functional, and guiding awareness that action without understanding has no meaning; and understanding without action has no consequence. 

So, let me now turn to some observations about understanding and action.  And some suggestions for moving forward, short and long-term.

First, we need to do something which we know very well how to do – to teach.  To teach those in Sacramento, especially, but all public policy makers and shapers, our alumni, our students and their parents, our advisory boards and donors and partners, the press, what a robust system of public higher education accomplishes and why it is vital.  The Alliance for the CSU, which started last year, is a good idea to do this, but not nearly the effort that is required.

This is the crux of our case.  Education is as fundamental to the needs of our state and nation today as waterways were in the early 19th century, railroads after the Civil War, federal highways in the mid-20th century, and the internet at the end of the second millennium.  For more than providing the foundation for the knowledge-based global economy of the 21st century and a strong social fabric, our colleges and universities foster democratic engagement, encourage altruism and community service, promote environmental stewardship, enable a healthier population, build a more sustainable future, and solve problems.

Almost 90% of the state’s K-12 teachers are graduates of the CSU.  Two-thirds of the state’s nurses come from the CSU.  More than 50% of the agricultural research and management workforce is prepared in the CSU.  Public administration and criminal justice draw, respectively, 82% and 89% of their workforce from the CSU.  Within 15 years, over 40% of the jobs in California will require at least a bachelor’s degree.  To meet this demand, this state needs to increase the number of bachelor’s degrees awarded by almost 60,000 a year. 

So, what are we doing?  We’re reducing enrollments because we are so grossly under funded.

All this, and so much more, underscores why higher education is an investment, not just another item to be relegated to the discretionary portion of a state budget.

Second, we have too long sat too meekly while the legislature, the governor, the press, and other critics have blasted higher education for being bloated and wasteful and unaccountable.  If such a day ever existed, we are long past assuming that resources should flow to us because we are intrinsically deserving.  Resources should flow to us because we earn them, everyday.  

Since at least 1862, when the Morrill Land Grant Act established a public service imperative for the new state colleges that accompanied the westward expansion of our nation, and 1904 when the University of Wisconsin declared that the state of Wisconsin was its campus, our public institutions have built their case around serving the greater public good, as well as providing the means for the personal growth and development of our students. 

The partners we at Chico State have – in the organic agriculture industry and the concrete industry, in the Silicon Valley and the Central Valley, in the LA music industry and the Chico arts community, in Costa Rica and China, in the local and national sustainability movements, in K-12 education and with the health and human services providers throughout the North State, in a trailer park in the Coachilla Valley and a Native American tribal center in our own backyard –  yes, these partners who rely on us, trust us, do not see us abusing the public trust.  They see us serving it.  

No less, of course, is the situation with our local community and our North State service area, where we impact the economy to the tune of over $600 million a year, provide tens of thousands of hours of volunteer service, and keep our doors open to all who are eligible for admission to our University. 

What arrogance to be lectured otherwise by our elected representatives in Sacramento who have overseen the plummeting of the state’s credit rating and K-12 math and science scores to the worst in the nation.  We can’t even say “thank goodness for Mississippi” anymore.   

But what we can say, and should say, is “shame” and “good riddance” to those who wreck this state because they shackle us.  We must raise and organize our voices of disgust and remedy much more aggressively and urgently.  We must empower our partners with the arguments and exemplary resolve to stand up with us.  I believe they will and are only waiting to be told how and now.

Third, and very importantly, we must also come to grips with the dismal record of higher education to influence anything receptive and positive in Sacramento.   Yes, we must make our arguments more powerful and, yes, we must expand the chorus of those who stand with us.  But will that result in the governor giving me a call tonight to say, “You know, Paul.  I’ve thought it over.  You’re right.  We need better schools, not bigger prisons.  How can I help?”  You’ll be the first to know if he does.

Or do you think the legislature will seriously consider re-visiting Prop 13 and the personal and corporate tax structure of this state in order to support education?  Or that the electorate is in the mood to do so?  It’s times like these that I think Will Rogers nailed it when he said that when the Okies left Oklahoma in the Great Depression and arrived in California they raised the IQ in both states. 

But there’s nothing funny when it seems that it only matters to us and our students that our Fulbright winner Diana Dwyer teaches freshmen; that our Guggenheim recipient Byron Wolfe teaches undergraduates; that our biologist Jeff Price and our alumnus Dean Williams were both part of the team that shared the 2007 Nobel Prize for their work in global climate science; that our students are rock stars in Memphis, Tennessee, when they lead the nation again for fundraising for children’s cancer research at St. Jude’s; when Forbes magazine ranks us in the top 25 public universities in the nation for the median salaries of our graduates; when our Town Hall meeting is celebrated as one of the three best practices in the nation for promoting civic engagement by the American Association of State Colleges and Universities; when the environmental web site Grist lists us in the top ten of all colleges and universities in the world for our environmental education and sustainability efforts. 

But, you know, it does matter most that we care about these things.  That we celebrate these accomplishments, that they become the very fabric of our story, the foundation for the partnerships of promise and purpose and performance that we seek and sustain.

Those partnerships should include state government.  But that hinges on one very critical understanding – that we’re both focused on serving the greater public good and will take the long view and make the hard choices to do so.

Yes, higher education and state government sometimes seem like alien cultures.  We talk about tenure; they talk about term limits.  We value deliberation and thorough inquiry; they focus on immediate issues and quick legislative wins for the folks back home.  We’ve been assessing our students and holding faculty accountable to high standards through the tenure process for centuries; they act like they just invented accountability for education.

But we agreed in 1960 to do something bold for California when the Master Plan declared that “a vital, comprehensive, accessible, and excellent educational system is essential to the cultural, political, and economic health of a nation or state.”  Time to remember that; time to do so again.  This is what the focus of our efforts, our campaign, should be:  in a time of great challenge and misgiving, it’s time to be bold again; it’s time to dare to be great again. 

Finally, let me emphasize that our partners and our credibility depend on the manner of our performance as much as the substance of our case.  What I mean by this is that we teach with the force of values-based example, as well as discipline-based expertise.

How we manage to the bottom line of serving students and supporting their success is the most important test we must pass.  We all know that.  But we do this through people, first and foremost, not through organizational charts and systems.  How we manage through these very trying times for our workforce is a case in point.

Let me be very clear that the loss of a single member of our workforce – no matter how we categorize the loss: non-renewal, non-reappointment, furlough, lay-off – is a loss.  And for the person who loses his or her job, or some portion of it, who suffers financial distress and emotional anguish, it is irrelevant whatever we call the process of separation or work reduction.  Any loss – part-time lecturer, half-time tradesman, full time MPP – hurts that person and his or her family and diminishes our community.

We’ve been dealt a very hard hand here.  Reducing the CSU payroll through furloughs by $275 million.  And no one will guarantee that furloughs will avoid lay-offs.

I can’t either.  But it is my direction and our campus goal and, so far, we are achieving it, to avoid any technical lay-offs for anyone who is a member of a represented employee group which has supported furloughs.

There’s a lot at stake here.  Fair play and shared pain, common sense and compassion, trust and respect.   Even a hard hand, though, can be played well.  But we must use this situation as an opportunity to re-affirm our purposes, re-set our priorities, re-establish our standing, and re-visit a lot of how we do business and define quality. 

And we must always be guided by the understanding that a university is, fundamentally, a place of people and ideas.  We succeed because we build and sustain a distinctive sense of place; we support the people (students, faculty, staff) who comprise our community; and we foster an environment of free exchange and bold imagination.  That is who we are.  There is no obstacle that we cannot overcome if we are guided by confidence in our mission, joy in our accomplishments, kindness in our spirit, courage in our decision-making, and pleasure in each other’s company.   

These are the better angels of our nature.  They will sustain us.  They enable us to be the place WASC witnessed and the place WASC trusted we will continue to be.  They remind us, even when things around us seem to be spiraling out of control, that we can always control effort and attitude.

Yes, we need to be edgy, and, occasionally, we will be cranky.  Yet, we need always to aim high, to advance and enable the unfinished and continuing agenda of the California Master Plan and American democracy.  They are one and the same.

Thank you for your support for me personally, I could never express adequately how much that means, and everyday for your dedication and the extraordinary work you do for our students, our community, our future. 

I wish all of you, all of us, strength and wisdom and daring in the year ahead.

Now please join me for some refreshments in the courtyard outside.  Thank you.
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