ACF July 2018 Retreat Report 
The Advisory Council of Faculty (ACF) has held its annual retreat in Blackwater Falls State Park on July 13-15, 2018.  Below are the highlights of the retreat. 

1) The West Virginia Higher Education Policy Commission has suspended its search for a new chancellor without elaborating on the grounds for its decision.  The President of WVU Tech, Dr. Carolyn Long, will serve as interim chancellor and the current Chancellor of HEPC, Dr. Paul Hill, is being appointed advisor to the interim chancellor.  This development took the ACF and many higher-education watchers by surprise, as the search for a new Chancellor had barely started this summer.  It also casts a cloud of uncertainty over the ability of the HEPC to maintain a neutral and objective perspective on competing policy issues at a time when the state’s higher education master plan and funding formula are being crafted.  Bruce Walker, who had served as the HEPC’s General Counsel since 1991, submitted his resignation shortly after this announcement was made.  

2) On July 2, 2018, Governor Jim Justice signed an executive order creating a Blue Ribbon Commission to “review, study, and assess the current state of four-year Higher Education institutions in West Virginia.”  The creation of this Commission augments the uncertainty surrounding the impending higher-education reforms, especially that it will be co-chaired by Dr. E. Gordon Gee, (WVU President), Dr. Jerome Gilbert (Marshall University President), and Dr. Kendra Boggess (Concord University President).  The Governor has instructed the three co-chairs to consider “every possible solution” to improve the stability, performance, and economic structure of the higher education system in West Virginia.  Any proposed changes, however, must first be approved by the state legislature before they go into effect.  It should be noted that while the Commission is still being formed, no faculty member has yet been appointed to serve on it.  

3) The ACF invited 18 legislators to speak at the retreat about trends and issue affecting higher education in the state, but none of them was able to attend.  The non-appearance of all the invited guests could be attributed to a reluctance to discuss a policy area that is currently undergoing significant transformation.  Apart from waiting to see what the Blue Ribbon Commission recommends, legislators are also preoccupied with investigating the possible impeachment of one or more state Supreme Court justices. 

4) Three HEPC officials accepted the ACF’s invitations and gave three separate presentations at the retreat: Mr. Matt Turner, Executive Vice Chancellor for Administration; Dr. Chris Treadway, Senior Director of Research and Policy; and Dr. Corley Dennison, Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs.  

Mr. Matt Turner expressed optimism about the fiscal outlook for higher education, noting that the state budget looks healthier than it has in a number of years.  He was pleased to report that the HERA funds replacement is now part of the governor’s base budget rather than an improvement request.  This makes it fairly secure, even if staff changes occur or the governor leaves office, unless sharp cuts are made in state expenditures.  He believes that the “free community college” bill will probably be reintroduced next year, given the level of public support it enjoyed.  

Dr. Chris Treadway gave a detailed overview of the new higher education funding model that was described at length in previous ACF reports.  He said that the committee he headed was tasked with developing a model that would be transparent, straightforward, and cognizant of variations in both institutional missions and student populations.  He believes that the final product meets these requirements because it is student-centered and is easy to understand and follow.  It also rewards institutional success in terms of retention rates and degree completion.  This is a significant improvement over the current funding system that arbitrarily creates winners and losers among higher-education institutions.  The disruptive impact of the new model will be mitigated by the “hold-harmless” provision, which protects institutions from funding loss for three consecutive years.  The presentation is available online and can be downloaded at:  

www.wvhepc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/FundingModelPresentation.pdf

Dr. Corley Dennison said that there is reason to celebrate because the pass rates for college math and English are up and more students have graduated this year with post-secondary degrees than ever reported in West Virginia.  However, higher learning institutions need to brace and plan for change because the projected decline in the state’s youth population and high school graduation will translate into lower enrollment and a reduced demand for degree programs.  Responsive strategies may include offering certificate programs and professional training courses, reaching out to “non-completers” in the institution’s geographic area, identifying high-risk students in order to provide appropriate interventions, training professional advisors to help non-traditional students navigate the complexities of college admission and completion, attracting more out-of-state, international, and transfer students, and keeping tuition and textbook costs within reach for students.  With that said, institutions should guard against diluting their academic standards in order to achieve better numerical results. 

5) The ACF will focus on the following key issues in the 2018-2019 academic year: 


i. Supply a steady stream of revenue for the higher education of WV students 


ii. Fund PEIA to meet the growing needs of WV public employees for affordable and accessible healthcare


iii. Support the critical work of the HEPC and CCTCE to ensure transparency and oversight at colleges and universities in administering higher education 


iv. Include faculty in planning and decision making processes that affect higher education 


v. Preserve the autonomy of Boards of Governors to regulate safety and security of the campus community 


vi. Promote ethical behavior and due process  

6) At the end of the retreat, the ACF elected its officers for the next academic year.  Five ACF members have been elected for a one-year term to the following offices: 

· ACF Chair – Marybeth Beller (Marshall University)

· ACF Vice Chair – Amy Cunningham (Pierpont CTC)  

· Legislative Liaison – Harry Baxter (Fairmont State University)

· Secretary and Treasurer – Max Guirguis (Shepherd University) 

· Webmaster – Mike Ditchen (Bridge Valley CTC) 

Marybeth Beller’s first order of business as new ACF chair was to ensure that the faculty have a voice on the Blue Ribbon Commission.  Immediately after the retreat, she sent a letter to Governor Jim Justice expressing concern that the Commission includes no faculty, and requesting that members from the ACF be added to participate as voting members of the Commission. 

Respectfully Submitted,

Max Guirguis, PhD

Professor of Political Science

Shepherd University

Shepherdstown, WV
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