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MORGANTOWN (WV News) — In less than 40 days, Michael Benson will officially

assume the role of 27th president of West Virginia University.

Benson, who most recently served as president of Coastal Carolina University,

spoke to WV News about the institution’s finances, his strategies to increase

enrollment, his fundraising goals and his vision for the university’s future.

Benson has spent three decades in higher education, having also served as

president of Snow College, Southern Utah University and Eastern Kentucky

University.

A Utah native who has spent his recent years in sunny Myrtle Beach, Benson said

he and his family are looking forward to life among the hills of West Virginia.

“We can’t wait for fall and the changing of the leaves,” he said. “Palm trees, if you

know, don’t change a lot of color.”

Benson’s tenure will mark the start of a new

chapter for WVU following the “academic

transformation” process that began in

September 2023. The university, seeking to

rectify a $45 million budget shortfall, eliminated

some majors, reduced faculty size and took

other cost-saving measures, including the

consolidation of colleges.

Although this “very difficult project” was painful

for many within the extended WVU family,

Benson said the university is “through the worst

of it” and is now on stable financial footing.

“I’m so excited about the future,” he said. “What is past is past, and we went

through a very difficult period. There’s so much to be optimistic about at the

university. I choose to focus on that.”

WVU has seen declining enrollment for the past decade and reported an

enrollment decline of 7% for the fall 2024 semester compared to the previous

year.

Benson, who was credited with helping bring additional students to Coastal

Carolina, said he hopes he can do the same thing for WVU.

“The philosophy I’ve always adopted at every place I’ve been is that enrollment is

not the purview of a small subset of an office on campus,” he said. “It is the

business of everybody that is involved in the university.”

He has gone so far as to call prospective WVU students himself, Benson said.

“We’re going to do that on a regular basis,” he said. “Everybody is going to be part

of the process of recruiting students, retaining them and graduating them.”

Despite rising costs across the board and the current climate of inflation, WVU

held its tuition rates flat for the upcoming year. Additionally, the university

announced a new program in January to help qualifying West Virginians cover the

costs of tuition and fees.

“The last thing that I want to do is price anybody out of a West Virginia education

that wants one,” he said. “I’m a product of a family where my grandfather was the

first person in the family to go to college — it changed his life, but it changed

everybody else’s life who followed him. So I really want to do everything I can to

make sure that if a student wants to come to WVU, and they don’t have the

wherewithal to do it, what can we do in terms of a financial aid package to make

that dream a reality?”

Within months of starting at Coastal Carolina, Benson helped secure a $10

million gift to the university, the largest in its history.

He said he has already started familiarizing himself with WVU’s established donor

network and has set an ambitious annual goal, Benson said.

“I intend to spend as much time as I possibly can meeting as many of our donors

as I can,” he said. “I’ve kind of charged the group that, for a school our size with

our alumni base and our assets in terms of our capital infrastructure and our

needs, we need to be raising $300 million every single year.”

WVU is on track to meet that goal for this year, with more than $280 million

raised, Benson said.

“As both federal and state support continues to contract, where do you make it

up on the margin? That’s where you get your private support, and why I’m very,

very grateful to the donors who’ve supported us up to this point. I really look

forward to meeting a lot more of them.”

When he was in the process of interviewing for his new position, numerous

stakeholders stressed the importance of having a strategic plan or vision for his

time leading WVU, Benson said.

“I think one thing we’re going to try and do even more aggressively is tell our

story,” he said. “I believe stories are one of the most powerful ways that you can

convince people to support a cause, an effort, an institution or a university and

the stories of successful students, the faculty, the staff and the impact that we

have. So you’re going to see a lot more targeted messaging.”

Incoming West Virginia University President Michael Benson, left, poses a question as Marshall
University President Brad D. Smith listens during a recent event in Bridgeport.

Staff photo By Charles Young

Benson

Senior Staff Writer Charles Young can be reached at 304-626-1447 or cyoung@theet.com
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