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UNIVERSITY

Gordon Gee looks ahead at his last year
as WVU president and his retirement

BY DAVID BEARD
DBeard@DominionPost.com

WVU President Gordon
Gee talked with The
Dominion Post about his
vision for WVU’s future —
and his own — as he heads
into his final year at Stew-
art Hall.

Gee, 80, will retire July 1,
2025, and a search process
for his successor has begun.

Its hard for him to
consider retirement after
45 years heading universi-
ties, he said, but “it's time.
T've still got a lot of things T
‘want to do.”

His three goals for this
year: finish strong, make
sure WVU is positioned
for a bright future and
attract a good leader who
will continue to move
WVU forward.

Academic  transforma-
tion brought tumult and
pain to the campus. While
it's no longer in the news
every day student com-
ments at the April Board of
Governors meeting showed
the pain continues. Asked
about it, Gee said, “I think
that we are in the process of
healing.”

The underlying issues
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WVU President Gordon Gee addresses the Class of 2027 gathered at Milan Puskar
Stadium for a freshman event prior to the start of the 2023-24 academic year.

driving the transformation
may have cropped up first
at WVU, but they’re nation-
wide, he’s said before and
said again. He didn’t nec-
essarily want to be first in
paving that path.

“Higher education has
to fundamentally reimag-

ine itself and reevaluate
itself,” he said. Universities
nationwide have lost trust,
gained a perceived lack of
relevance and face the
demographic cliff of drop-
ping birth rates. “We're in
an existential crisis in
many ways.”

On the flip side, he said,
“I think we're very well-
positioned.” West Virginia
is a small state with WVU
in place as a leader and its
largest employer.

Gee wants WVU to be the
leading land-grant univer-
sity that still focuses on

applied and fundamental
research that is applicable
to the people of the state.
WVU has doubled research
and health care services,
and he wants to double that
again, along with commu-
nity building and economic
development efforts.

He also wants to stabi-
lize enrollment. “I think
that the pandemic affected
us as an institution more
than many other institu-
tions because we're sur-
rounded by all these behe-
moths” in other states. “We
feel good about where we
are now.”

Land-grant universities
were created during the
Lincoln  administration.
The federal government
sold plots of land to states to
establish colleges to teach
agriculture and engineer-
ing, science and military
science — along with clas-
sical studies associated
with the liberal arts uni-
versities. Gee called it pro-
viding education for the
masses.

But West Virginia’s Leg-
islature also created WVU
as a liberal arts institution.

“We are Iowa and Iowa
State combined. We are

Indiana and Purdue com-
bined. We're a unique
American institution,
because we’re both a major
land-grant university but
also, we're also a major
research and liberal arts
university”

Gee said he doesn’t have
an exact picture of his post-
retirement pursuits. He's
focused on now.

“I will have a lot of
opportunities, but I'm
devoted to the state.”

Gee was first president
at WVU from 1981-85. He led
other universities and
returned to WVU as pres-
ident “for a term” Jan. 1-
March 3, 2014, when he took
over as president for the
second time

When he returned to
WVU for his second stint as
president, he decided he
would be a full-time West
Virginian, he said. He will
remain involved with WVU
in some way.

But he will leave for his
sabbatical year.

“I think it’s very impor-
tant for the old president to
be out of town when the
new president is here.”

New president has vision
to keep FSU relevant

BY EVA MURPHY
DPNews@DominionPost.com

The milieu of higher
education is changing at an
exponential pace.

Fairmont State Univer-
sity’s newly inaugurated
president, Michael K.
Davis, has a vision to keep
the school relevant to its
students and improve West
Virginians' lives.

people believe that great
things are happening,” said
Davis, who began his
tenure in July 2023. “A lot of
a president’s job is to get
people to think about how
they might expand or
enhance their own areas.
Then I have to get out of the
way and let people do what
they’re great at.”

Fairmont State has
enacted several notable
changes aimed at bringing
about positive change in
the region. The Middle Col-
lege Initiative is an edu-
cational and residential
option for West Virginia
youth aged 16 and older in
the foster care system.

“Some foster students
are in seven or eight high
schools in a single year
because they are being
bounced around so often,”

said Davis.

According  to  the
National Institutes of
Health, this disruption can
contribute toarange of neg-
ative outcomes, including
dropping out of school
before graduation.

The Middle College Ini-
tiative, the first of its kind
in the nation, is the result of
Fairmont State Univer-
sity’s collaboration  with

VC. a nonprofit, state-
licensed _child placement
agency. Foster care youth
accepted into the program
will live on-campus in
Prichard Hall all year with
round-the-clock ~ support
staff.

“Giving them a stable
home and learning envi-
ronment is impactful,” said
Davis. “It's going to be a
life-changing _experience,
not just for the students,
but  for  everybody
involved.”

The first cohort of the

Middle College Initiative
has been admitted and will
begin classes this fall
semester.
This year, the leadership
at Fairmont State has
undertaken a  strategic
planning process to iden-
tify how to best serve the
community.

“Part of the process is

asking people to dream
about the future,” said
Davis. “We're asking ques-
tions like, ‘What sort of
society do you want to live
in? How can Fairmont State
University help serve that
society?

After engaging in con-
versations with all 23
units on Fairmont State’s
campus, leadership will
usher in an era of univer-
sity- and community-wide
discussions.

“In the fall, we’ll move
into the implementation
phase, where we take what
we heard and design some
new programs out of that,”
said Davis.

FSU aims to bolster
future enrollment through
targeted recruitment
efforts and the launch of
new programs. Notably,
plans for an outdoor recre-
ation major align with
statewide initiatives to pro-
mote tourism and eco-
nomic development.

“There are 20,000
unfilled jobs in the tourism
and hospitality industry in
West ~ Virginia,” Davis
noted. “So, we think it's
part of our job to help
develop the next generation
of leaders in that area.”
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COMMUNITY COLLEGE

Pierpont celebrating 40 years

BY EVA MURPHY
DPNews@DominionPost.com

This year, Pierpont
Community and Techni-
cal College celebrates its
40th year of serving the
north-central West Vir-
ginia community.

It was formed in 1974
with the purpose of pro-
viding an accessible and
comprehensive education
that empowers its students
to transform their lives.
All these years later, it con-
tinues to evolve to meet the
community’s  changing
needs.

During the spring
2023 semester, Pierpont
unveiled its brand-new
Culinary Academy at the
Middletown Commons in
White Hall. The facility
houses the school’s Food
Service Management Pro-
gram, which features
degree  specializations
such as Culinary Arts,
Pastry & Baking Arts and
Nutrition & Dietetic
Technology.

The new facility has
twice as much Kkitchen

training  spaces.
With a focus on hands-on
training and industry-rel-
evant curriculum, Pier-
pont equips students with
the skills and knowledge
necessary to excel in the
dynamic culinary arts
field.

In June 2023, the Board
of Governors appointed
Milan S. Hayward as Pier-
pont’s fourth permanent
president after the depar-
ture of Johnny M. Moore,
who served in that role
from 2016:21. The new
president has had a glow-
ing career in higher edu-
cation and brings many
skills to the table.

Looking ahead, Pier-
pont will help its students
succeed with an innova-
tive articulation agree-
ment with Harrisburg
University of Science and
Technology in Pennsylva-
nia. An articulation agree-
ment is a formal arrange-
ment between two colleges
or universities that eluci-
dates a transfer plan
between program offer-
ings. This particular
agreement details a route
for students of PC&TC's
two-year Associate of
Applied Science in Phys-
ical Therapist Assistant
(PTA) program to transi-
tion into Harrisburg Uni-
versity’s four-year Bache-
lor of Exercise Science
(EXSC) program.

Earning an associate’s
degree ata community col-
lege before transferring to
a fouryear college is
widely regarded as a
cheaper way to get a bach-
elor’s degree.

According to  The
Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation, while 80% of stu-

dents enrolling at commu-
nity college intend to
transfer to a four-year col-
lege, only 15% completed a
bachelor’s  within  six
years. The articulation
agreement with Harris-
burg is designed to remove
obstacles that might
impede students from pur-
suing more advanced edu-
cation after graduating
from Pierpont.

Pierpont  Community
and Technical College is
an established part of the
higher education land-
scape of the region, but
continues to find innova-
tive ways to connect with
the community. In 2024, the
college hosted its first
Experience Pierpont, an
immersive “day-in-the-life
of a Pierpont student”
experience for local com-
munity leaders.

“The inspiration for
[Experience Pierpont] is
there still seems to be
some air of mystery about
what a community and
technical college is,” said
Hayward in a recent press
release. “This will be a reg-
ular event, and you will see
this many more times.”

Attendees of the inau-
gural event came away
with a better understand-
ing of the scope of Pier-
pont’s offerings and an
appreciation for how it
supports not just students,
but the community as
well.
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