
March 2016 
 
President’s report to the faculty, mea culpa and invitation 
 
As I write this, on February 24, the snow is falling and the wind is howling. I’m writing now, well in                     
advance of the March faculty meeting, because I’ve just realized the scheduling gaffe that I’ve made.                
I’ve been trying to make up for my mid-year start by meeting as many people as I can, as quickly as I                      
can. There are a number of alumni events, called “Connections,” around the country each year, and, as                 
the new guy, my intention is to get to all of them. Elizabeth and I agreed to attend one on Sunday                     
March 6 in Oakland, CA and another in Naples, FL on the following Sunday, with the intervening                 
week consisting of visits with individual alumni and donors. We chose to fly directly from California                
to Florida, and so will be out of town from March 2-14. It’s very important that I get to meet our many                      
supporters, but please know that I very much regret missing the faculty meeting, and that moving                
forward, these meetings are scheduling priorities within both my office and the Advancement office. 
 
Regarding my travels, I met with about 125 alums in Chicago and a similar number in Phoenix recently.                  
I’ve also made a dozen or so visits to supporters of the University in ones and twos, in conjunction with                    
these trips and otherwise. They are exciting opportunities to talk about Illinois Wesleyan with              
individuals who love this place, who want to see it thrive, and who understand our need for their                  
support. 
 
I’ve recently communicated with you regarding recruitment and retention. As I mentioned in my              
recent memo, the MAP grant problem complicates an already difficult environment. We cannot             
control what happens in Springfield, but we can act as a community to support our current students                 
and continue to recruit new ones. I am proud of what all of us--trustees, faculty, and staff--have done                  
in support of our mission. Your efforts in recruiting new students are an important part of this. I                  
know that emails, phone calls, and following up with Admissions each take time, but I also know that                  
putting you in contact with students is a powerful recruiting tool. This is likely to be a challenging                  
year for admissions for every institution in Illinois. We’re part of a special place, and I’m very grateful                  
for your efforts working to help prospective students understand this. 
 
The last thing I’ll do before I leave campus on March 2 will be to hear a preliminary report from a team                      
of consultants at the end of a three-day visit to campus. Their charge was to examine our admissions,                  
enrollment and communications effort. They will submit a final report later in the month, and I will                 
report back to you at an April faculty meeting regarding their findings. As you know, at this point in                   
the cycle there is very little concrete information on admissions for next year, but I will have more to                   
report on our admissions outlook in April. 
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One of the things about which I’d really like to talk to everyone is this “signature work” idea that I’ve                    
mentioned (once or twice). As I’ve said from the time I first interviewed, it is clear that the best colleges                    
increasingly distinguish themselves with curricular programs, defined differently at each place but            
referred to collectively as signature work, that give seniors, and in some cases juniors and even                
sophomores, a different kind of ownership over some part of what they do as students than often has                  
been the case. It’s tied to individual or small-group supervision by faculty, and it might be based upon                  
individual research or artistic output, a group project, a high-content internship, or other high-impact              
interaction. A key characteristic of signature work is that it is difficult to imagine it being replicated for                  
all but a fraction of students at large, public institutions, because they lack the faculty resources to                 
extend it more fully. In contrast, small, high-quality institutions like ours can provide the important               
guarantee that every student will experience it. Indeed some already do so, and others have made clear                 
and specific plans to be able to make such a guarantee in the near future. 
 
Some of you may have concerns that “signature work” is vaguely defined. I see that as a significant part                   
of its appeal, because it allows us scope, building upon our existing capabilities, to design our own                 
implementations of the concept. At the same time, I understand potential reluctance to go “all in”                
without a tighter definition. I’d like to suggest that we begin to work on that tightening. I’ve said                  
before and firmly believe that the specific form this effort takes at Illinois Wesleyan must reflect us--our                 
existing and future strengths--and be uniquely ours.  
 
As much as I’m looking forward to fleshing out what signature work means at IWU, I’m leery of trying                   
to form a single, institution-wide definition as our first step. In the near term, I’ve asked the Provost to                   
identify a small number of departments and programs that have moved already in this direction, or                
that would welcome the opportunity to do so, with an eye toward identifying outcomes, structures,               
and any additional resource needs. It’s my hope that we get a representative cross-section of               
departments and programs. We may as a result see a palette of responses that, in both their similarities                  
and differences, would inform subsequent discussions in the larger community. One might hope that              
we also may be led to a tighter and more instructive name than “signature work” as the unifying                  
character of our implementations emerges. 
 
A reasonable concern regarding any new undertaking is the accompanying resource needs, and,             
undeniably, signature work carries with it resource needs. These needs must be met. In the long run a                  
signature work initiative, done well, will generate more than offsetting tuition revenue. In the short               
run, we will rely on donors to get started. I have a full summer of travel taking shape, and I’d like to                      
have something concrete to talk about on my visits. The timing is a bit awkward, but there is                  
movement on these kind of programs elsewhere, and we must be leaders in this effort. Jonathan and I                  
have had very good conversations with the Gen Ed Task Force, and I believe that they are organizing a                   
more structured conversation for interested faculty later this spring. I’m grateful to the Committee              
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members for their hard work and leadership, and I look forward to the continuing conversations over                
the summer (and subsequently) that such a meeting will facilitate. 
 
Now, about that invitation. Elizabeth and I still have minimal furniture in the house, but expect that                 
by April 18, we may have some in place. With the understanding that we may need to stand, move to                    
the back yard, camp on the floor, or otherwise improvise, should the furniture not be there, Elizabeth                 
and I would appreciate it if you would come to the house April 18 to celebrate the final faculty meeting                    
of the year. Or more accurately, to celebrate finals about to be graded, students about to commence,                 
and the glorious expanse of summer about to spread before us. To make this work, we’d of course                  
need to commit to a reasonably early end to the faculty meeting, say 5 or 5:30, and then could                   
reconvene for appetizers and drinks. 
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