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Good morning – it’s a great day at UAA! It’s my privilege to welcome you to the start of this new 
academic year. I want to acknowledge the staff who can’t be with us this morning because they are 
doing the essential work of preparing the campus for our students arriving today for move-in and 
tomorrow for Campus Kick–Off.  
 
I’d like to acknowledge that our campus sits on the traditional lands of the Eklutna Dena’ina people and 
thank the native village of Eklutna for welcoming us to their lands. 
 
It is clear to me – as I hope it is clear to you – that UAA is a strong institution. It is strong because of its 
people. Because of its students and alumni, and because of you: All 1,200 faculty and 1,300 staff. You 
are an amazing group of people. 
 
UAA is at the heart of what I believe is the best of public education, providing opportunities for students 
and the citizens of Southcentral and of Alaska.  
 
Tomorrow we will welcome nearly 3,200 new students and their families to UAA at the Campus Kick-Off 
event – all of whom have hopes and dreams to fulfill on our campuses. We need to realize that while 
there are constraints, there remain incredible opportunities here, and we have resources to capitalize 
on these opportunities.  
 
I welcome and encourage a continued dialogue today and throughout this year. Your engagement with, 
and involvement in, the initiatives that will help UAA take the next steps forward are essential. It is 
through your perspectives and ideas that UAA can continue on its path toward excellence. 
 
This morning, we celebrate the achievements of our colleagues and also welcome new members to our 
UAA community. Please take a look in your program for a list of those receiving 2017 Chancellor’s 
Awards and those who are marking a longevity milestone, as well as promotion and tenure here at UAA.  
 
If you are receiving a Chancellor’s Award this year, would you please stand to be recognized? And would 
those who are receiving a longevity pin this year, please stand? This year we are privileged to be 
recognizing more than 2,500 cumulative years of service among our faculty and staff on this list alone.  
 
If you are a faculty member who has earned promotion and/or tenure this year, would you please stand 
to be recognized? As a note, there will be a faculty recognition ceremony at 3:30 this afternoon in the 
Fine Arts Building.  
 
The reception that preceded this event was intended to foster connections across campus. I encourage 
you all to look for opportunities, formal and informal, to continue networking, connecting and 
collaborating with one another. This UAA community of faculty and staff is made stronger by the 
connections we cultivate among us.  
 



 

 

It is my pleasure to serve as your interim chancellor. I have reminded myself that in all of the positions I 
have held in my career, I have been “interim.” That is to say, no matter whether my title held the word 
“interim” or not, my priority has been, and will continue to be, stewarding the mission of the institution 
forward while preparing for the next leader.  
 
Personally, I am committed to the mission of UAA and join you enthusiastically in devoting my time and 
energy to the future we are creating for our students and for Alaska.  
 
Since I’ve moved into the chancellor’s office in July, Duane Hrncir has joined us to serve as interim 
provost.  
 
One of the ways I know UAA is thriving is by the number of new faculty and staff at this institution. I 
joined more than 40 faculty at new faculty orientation last week. As we all know, hiring is a sign of 
health in an organization. Would all of you who are attending this welcome event for the first time – or 
who have assumed a new position in the past year – please stand to be recognized? 
 
We truly are grateful for each of you.  
 
As we begin a new year, we must also acknowledge the accomplishments of the prior year. And 2016-
2017 was truly a successful year. Nearly 2,500 students graduated with degrees and certificates, 
including the first four to receive a doctorate of nursing practice.  
 
Programs in five units recently achieved reaccreditation – College of Engineering, School of Nursing, 
College of Health, College of Arts and Sciences and Career and Technical College, allowing us to continue 
serving our students in these in-demand programs. These successes are due to the work of faculty, staff, 
advisory board members and alumni. 
 
The Community and Technical College Automotive and Diesel Technology program ranked #13 on the 20 
best Automotive Mechanical Schools.  
 
CBPP’s Leadership Fellows Juniors Program earned an Anchorage School District Spirit of Tomorrow 
Award, an honor recognizing schools and businesses that develop strong relationships for the benefit of 
students.  
 
For the 8th consecutive year UAA was named a Military Friendly School by Victory Media, for the 
numerous programs supporting service members, veterans and their families.  
 
UAA also saw a double-digit increase in externally funded research last year and reached $37 million 
dollars in awards, with more to come. Three patents were added to our growing cadre, too, bringing our 
total to 11 since 2011. 
 
Undergraduates participated in research projects at UAA in growing numbers – 63 research grant 
awards were presented at the 2017 Undergraduate Research & Discovery Symposium and 41 students 
received undergraduate research grants, 10 more than in 2016.  
 
The College of Education’s Master in Educational Leadership was named one of the 50 best online 
education masters programs by College Choice.  
 



 

 

Our development team raised nearly $9 million from private sources to support UAA students, faculty 
and programs. Our growing community of alumni is now more than 50,000 strong and though we have 
alumni in all 50 states, most of them are right here in Southcentral, Alaska.  
 
Seawolf Athletics had a banner year and in case you were not one of the 125,000 fans who attended one 
of the UAA athletic events during the 2016-17 seasons, here are some highlights: 

 A second straight Top 20 finish out of 306 schools in the prestigious Learfield Director’s Cup 

 GNAC all-sports champions – a first for UAA 

 25 All-American honors 

 7 Conference team titles  

 A combined 3.26 GPA for our student athletes  

 And, 2,340 community service hours 
 
Yesterday’s announcement about the elimination of the iconic Great Alaska Shootout was difficult. We 
are looking forward to a great 40th anniversary celebration over the Thanksgiving weekend as a final 
farewell. The Shootout was the last tournament of its kind in the nation, which tells you how long we 
held on dearly to it when others were saying no more. Despite tradition, we need to make smart choices 
for the future of Seawolf Athletics and for UAA. 
 
Last year also saw institutional accomplishments. I applaud the work done on UAA 2020. This effort led 
to a set of smart goals that we are focusing on for the next few years. These goals are all about Student 
Success. When you are asked what UAA’s priorities are, you can answer that UAA’s top priority is 
Student Success. It is imperative that we increase student enrollment, retention and, most importantly, 
completion.  
 
I’ll tell you why. Because this is the story of our students over the last five years: In Fall of 2012, 1,006 
students enrolled as first-time, full-time undergraduate bachelor’s degree-seeking students. After one 
year, 29 percent were not on track to graduate, either because they stopped out or they had become 
part-time. After the second year, over half of the starting cohort (51 percent) was not on track to 
graduate. After the third year, 30 percent had stopped out, 24 percent were enrolled only part-time, 
and 8 percent had transferred. Almost two-thirds of this population was not on a path to timely 
completion. After 6 years, one-quarter of the students have now graduated, 20 percent are still taking 
classes and 52 percent of our starting cohort is not at UAA.  
 
While the national cohort graduation rate is 42 percent, UAA trails far behind at 25 percent.  
 
Compounding this is the many students not counted included in the cohort. In the fall of 2012, UAA had 
a total of 2,187 first-time freshmen, yet only 1,006 of these were in the cohort. Even fewer of the 1,181 
students not counted in the above analysis have graduated or are still enrolled. Adding in all of the non-
degree seeking students leads to an even bleaker picture.  
 
And before we excuse the non-degree seeking students from this review, we all need to acknowledge 
that the comparable graduation rate of this population is 6 percent. We need to work with these 
students, too. 
 
In sum, we can do better.  
 



 

 

We must change this story. We need to recognize who our students are and meet them where they are 
so they can be successful. The UAA 2020 plan sets forth goals to reduce barriers and to improve 
structures and systems at UAA to support our students.  
 
This story is not intended to make you feel badly or to point out weaknesses or misguided efforts – I 
believe this room is filled with professionals who already work incredibly hard to change this story. UAA 
2020 simply brings focus and it brings the will to focus resources to these goals.  
 
One of the most telling aspects in the process of developing UAA 2020 was the alignment of the UAA 
Community around our values. There was also overwhelming agreement that UAA’s mission and vision 
still capture who we are. The work that more than 1,000 of you did to identify goals for 2020 will guide 
us for the next few years.  
 
You have already begun seeing reminders of this plan. The image behind me, banners across campus, as 
well as the lapel pins distributed this morning – pins that I hope you’ve already donned – are intended 
to reinforce the purpose of our critical work to promote and support student success.  
 
It is for this reason that we have created a position to hire a Vice Provost for Student Success, an 
individual who will be leading the charge to change UAA’s infrastructure and culture to better support 
student success. This interim role that is tied to UAA 2020 was posted yesterday and we hope to have 
the positon filled by Oct. 1.  
 
As impressed as I have been with UAA 2020, I am equally as impressed by the work done that led to the 
creation of UAA’s first Diversity Inclusion and Action Plan. We believe it may be the first such plan 
created in Alaska. This plan lays out a set of seven goals that will guide our work. We are committing 
immediately to one of these goals: the recruitment of diverse faculty, staff and administrators.  
 
As we have a number of major searches moving forward, we will enhance our search committee 
training. I have asked Human Resource Services to work with the appropriate personnel to ensure 
outreach and advertising for all searches is appropriately targeting staff, faculty and administrators from 
diverse backgrounds, particularly those from under-represented groups. 
 
We all should acknowledge the leadership of tri-chairs Maria Williams, Robert Boeckmann and André 
Thorn as well as the support offered by Interim Associate Vice Chancellor Jeane Breinig. Other key 
players in the development of this plan include members of the Diversity Action Council, the Faculty 
Senate Diversity Committee and those who served on subcommittees. We commend all involved for 
their leadership, integrity and dedication to make UAA a great place for everyone. 
 
This plan was an initiative promoted by Chancellor Emeritus Tom Case as an expression of our 
institutions values and commitment to diversity. In many ways, his support for the development of this 
plan and the challenges it lays out for the university are reflected in the preface of the published plan, a 
statement he authored. I assure all of you that with our shared values, I commit to the objectives of this 
plan to move UAA forward toward a more inclusive environment that supports everyone's success. This 
is an effort that will require engagement by all. 
 
As we begin to design the implementation, I invite and strongly encourage you to join me on Tuesday, 
Sept. 12 from 1-3 p.m. in LIB 307 to begin the process of ensuring that our campus diversity, and the 



 

 

activities we undertake to support diversity, reflect our community. Make your voice heard and 
contribute to this important process.  
 
In the aftermath of what is playing out across our nation, we must affirm UAA's commitment to 
diversity, tolerance and inclusion and reject anything that undermines these commitments.  
 
The words we use to describe our values are important, but not as important as the actions we take to 
bring these values to life. UAA must move toward action and be known for what we do to create an 
environment that is welcoming and supportive for all. I urge all of us to move beyond talking about what 
isn’t working and focus on what actions we need take to better ensure under-represented populations 
are successful and that our community reflects the student community we serve. I look forward to the 
conversation on Sept. 12 and hope to see you there.  
 
We continue preparation for reaffirmation of accreditation by the Northwest Commission on Colleges 
and Universities. The tri-chairs – Jennifer Brock, Larry Foster and Susan Kalina – engaged faculty, staff 
and students in this required thorough review. As we all learned, part of the process is to document that 
UAA meets the eligibility requirements and the standards for accreditation. More importantly, the 
university also is expected to demonstrate that it is meeting its mission by focusing narrowly on the core 
themes and the indicators developed and implemented beginning in 2011, the start of this accreditation 
cycle.  
 
As you may recall last spring NWCCU contacted UAA to postpone our scheduled site visit from fall 2017 
to fall 2018. We agreed that over the summer a small team would work on a gap analysis of our self-
study document so we can finalize our required report by January and schedule activities in the spring 
that will help us prepare for the site visit.  
 
Another Statewide initiative we need to talk about is the work on Strategic Pathways that continued last 
year. As a reminder, this system-wide effort is designed to provide a framework for decision making as 
UA adapts to the state’s changing environment. Phase 1 reviews are now well into implementation and, 
with direction recently set for areas in Phase 2, implementation efforts are beginning. Internal review of 
recommendations for those areas in Phase 3 continues.  
 
I call your attention to the Strategic Pathways 3 Forums scheduled here throughout the day on 
Thursday, Aug. 31. President Johnsen will be here to share current thoughts about each of the areas and 
to receive feedback from faculty, staff and students from the areas under review. These include:  

 Arts & Humanities 

 Social & Natural Sciences 

 Mine Training 

 Finance 

 Risk Management 

 Land Management 

 Facilities 
 
I encourage all of you to review the reports for these areas, to provide comment online and to attend 
these meetings if your schedule permits.  
 



 

 

While not directly tied to Strategic Pathways, there are some changes unfolding in system management 
structure that should be noted. As the system becomes more integrated, different structures are 
needed to support effective communication.  
 
To this end, the President recently re-formed the UA Summit Team to include broader representation. 
Supporting this a set of Councils has been created, all of which include faculty and staff. This process is 
designed to support coordinated decision making processes within the system.  
 
As President Johnsen has stated, this structure will allow the UA Board of Regents and Statewide 
administration to focus on policy and direction while management of operational activities will be 
assigned to the campuses. This restructuring of the Summit Team is a bridging step to a different way of 
doing business.  
 
As we enter this year, there are several obvious challenges before us. As we all recognize, each of these 
challenges does require us to identify and implement strategies that will move UAA forward. 
 
Two of the ongoing challenges that we are facing and that we must address are state funding and 
student enrollment. The two are inextricably linked. 
 
In June the prospect of a Government shutdown was real and the University of Alaska was preparing for 
a worst-case scenario. However, as this played forward, the UA system ended up with $322 million in 
general funds, $13 million more than UA had planned for. This means an additional $4.6 million for UAA. 
 
So as we enter FY18, the fiscal news is better than projected. So now what do we do? Three things. 
Number one, we take care of our fixed cost increases, which are primarily the result of increased energy 
costs. Number two, we must build back UAA’s contingency fund to 2 percent of our gross operating 
budget in order to cover unforeseen events. This reserve fund is our insurance policy and with years of 
budget cuts, it has been nearly depleted. And number three, we allow units to keep their undesignated 
fund balance from FY17 to invest in high priorities of the institution. 
 
The UA Board of Regents has established a set of strategic initiatives to include student success, 
research, workforce, online program development and process improvement/automation. The regents 
have directed UAA to invest a minimum of $1.1 million of fund balance in the area of student success as 
well as $700,000 in workforce development.  
 
As we focus on student success, we will continue our enhanced marketing efforts including engagement 
with Ruffalo Noel Levitz and committing to EAB’s Student Success Collaborative. We will measure our 
progress in improving student success with the metrics set forth in UAA 2020, including decreasing the 
barriers to success and increasing student retention and graduation. 
 
In the area of workforce development, we will support expansion of the nursing programs, development 
of strategies to support apprenticeship programs and other similar efforts.  
 
As in the past, UAA has established a $1 million fund to support efforts on these and other strategic 
initiatives. All recommendations will be brought to PBAC, UAA’s Planning Budgeting Advisory Council.  
 
We also need to recognize that enrollment for UAA – as well as for all of UA – continues to be a 
challenge. Fall enrollment at UAA reached its highest level in 2011 with 20,699 students. Since that 



 

 

peak, enrollment fell each successive year and in fall 2016 was down to 17,962. We produced 14.5 
percent fewer credit hours in FY17 than in FY11. If we had retained enrollment at FY11 levels, UAA 
would have earned an additional $10 million in tuition last year. We estimate that the cumulative impact 
over these years is $30 million.  
 
We need to be more intentional in our student recruitment. Gone are the days when we can simply wait 
for students to walk through our open–access doors. We must seek out our students and recruit them 
to our campuses. Our reputation as a place where today’s students can find success, be supported in 
their academic endeavors and not incur unnecessary debt will enhance our ability to recruit tomorrow’s 
students. 
 
The work to achieve the goals in UAA 2020 must begin now. The new Vice Provost for Student Success is 
essential to this given where we are and where we hope to go with UAA 2020. This position will create 
and deliver on a vision for student success at UAA. We will be investing to support this work. 
 
A community focused on success can only be achieved when our campus environment is safe. I affirm 
the commitment to a safe, secure, respectful environment for all who work and study here. We will not 
tolerate violence, harassment or discrimination of any kind on any UAA campus, facility or program. As 
we move forward with the recommendations included in the Voluntary Resolution Agreement provided 
by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights, we comply not for compliance sake but 
because it is the right thing to do.  
 
Plain and simple we will make this campus safer, helping our employees and our students feel more 
secure, confident and supported. Each of you has a role to play. Title IX training is just one component. I 
emailed each of you this week about the required annual online training. Yes, even if you completed it 
last year you must do so again this year. I personally have already enrolled and am completing the 
training. 
 
Yes, UAA faces challenges. Yes, UAA has opportunities. As Moira Gallagher, Anchorage Economic 
Development Corporation’s Director of the Live.Work.Play initiative said at the July Economic Forecast 
luncheon attended by 1,200 statewide leaders, UAA is “the single most important resource we have in 
retaining and developing our local workforce … our university provides a workforce pipeline that is vital 
to our local businesses. And that relationship goes both ways – talented, well-educated graduates can 
get great jobs in Alaska. Many of our businesses know this, which is why they continue to invest in the 
university to develop the programs they need for their workforce requirements. Without a strong public 
university, these public-private partnership can’t happen.” 
 
As UAA enters its next era, I believe it’s time to focus on Anchorage and Southcentral Alaska, which is 
beginning to appreciate what UAA means to the city.  
 
UAA is a strong, vibrant University. UAA is a strong, vibrant University that is an integral part of the 
region that houses us. 
 
We will work hard this year – there will be challenges and there will be opportunities. Our job is to focus 
on the opportunities that will move UAA forward and that will help our students succeed. My 
commitment to all of you is to do everything I can to support your hard work that will best position UAA 
for its future. I ask each of you to lead where you can.  
 



 

 

Thank you.  


