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Chancellor Noland; Chairperson Exley; Members of the Board of Governors; Faculty and Staff and students and supporters of West Liberty State College; Distinguished Guests; Family; and Friends.


Fifty years ago next month, my Dad and Mom loaded up our `52 Ford and moved our family to a small apartment in Moundsville, West Virginia. Eventually we settled into a house on Clearview Heights in Marshall County where my Mom still lives today. 


My Dad worked shift work at a power plant and coached a little league baseball team. My mom washed our clothes and hung them out to dry on the clothes line out back of our house. She scrubbed the floors and cooked our meals and took us to Sunday School in the one car we owned. 


Together, they saved and saved and often did without so that their kids could have the opportunity to have something they never had – a college education.


My story isn’t unique or exclusive. It’s a story that can be told by countless numbers of sons and daughters of workers who made the down payment on their children’s’ futures with the sweat of their brow in the steel mills and the factories and the coal mines and the power plants of the Ohio Valley. 


Many of these sons and daughters were the first in their family to earn a college diploma and found the opportunity to fulfill their parent’s dream here amongst the green rolling hills of the northern panhandle where we gather today.


Truly, West Liberty State College means so much to so many people.


Over the last several months, it seems like there hasn’t been a day gone by that a grateful graduate; a proud parent; a dedicated faculty member; or a devoted staff person has expressed to me their affection and appreciation for this institution.


Their love for West Liberty State College indeed magnifies the duty and responsibility that I assume here today.


That’s why, it’s with a deep sense of honor and gratitude, that I stand before you today as the 33rd President of West Liberty State College and I pledge to you with a profound feeling of commitment and allegiance to steadfastly keep and cherish the trust which you’ve graciously bestowed.  

 
On this occasion, I’d like to take a few moments to pay tribute to my wife, Saun, and my daughter, Emily. 


Saun, over the past 13 years, you’ve supported me through the twists and turns of my career and you’ve endured endless nights when my work took me away from home. Thank you for your love, your patience and your willingness to share in our service to your alma mater.  


Emily, you’ve sacrificed the comforts of the neighborhood in which you grew up to become a part of this community. I only hope that in return you’ll find life on a college campus to be a valuable and rewarding experience from which you can benefit as you move through your teen years and on towards young adulthood – which, for the sake of your father, I hope will proceed at a very slow pace. 


I would also like to thank my Mom for her care and encouragement that started during my earliest years and continues to this day.


And may we also share this moment with my Dad and my sister, Kathy; both of whom left this world far too early, but I’m confident they’re looking down on us today with a smile on their face and pride in their hearts.


Just before the first shots of America’s War of Independence were fired, a handful of pioneers searching for productive farmland carved out a small community in the western frontier of Virginia. 


As more settlers moved in, the town first known as Black’s Cabin and later called “West Liberty” began to grow. In 1776, it became the first county seat of Ohio County – a distinction it would hold for 22 years.  


Notwithstanding this growth, community leaders knew that if West Liberty wanted to continue to expand and extend its influence, it needed two additional institutions: churches and schools.


A number of iterant preachers quickly appeared each of whom shared one common interest: education. They knew that if an untamed frontier was to become a thriving and prosperous community, their followers would have to know how to read - and read the Bible, in particular.


After several schools appeared and disappeared during the formative days of the town, a Presbyterian pastor and educator named Reverend Nathan Shotwell eventually came forward and through his efforts, West Liberty Academy was chartered by the Virginia Legislature on March 30, 1837. 


The challenges of these early pioneers were many. In its first year, the Academy lacked a school house, so the faculty - consisting of Reverend Shotwell and his wife - taught classes to the initial group of sixty-five students in the main room of their home. 


A year later, the generosity of the townspeople produced a new school building only to be destroyed by fire two years later.


Despite these trials and tribulations, Reverend Shotwell, his wife, the trustees and benefactors of West Liberty Academy endured. 


As time passed, their successors would, likewise, face a number of fiscal, economic and political challenges.


Yet, despite wars and depressions; through good times and down times; West Liberty State College has not only persevered, but prospered - fueled not by an abundance of material wealth that may characterize some colleges and universities, but by its keen and unending sense of purpose and its unwavering commitment to academic excellence; a high quality student life; and a strong and compelling bond between the College and the community.


Today, technology and the rapid growth of the global community have created a new frontier in education not unlike the challenges that stood before Reverend Nathan Shotwell, in terms of unknown obstacles and uncertainties. 


In the spirit of our predecessors, we’re confident that we can meet these challenges if we commit ourselves to the same values that have served this college well for over 170 years.


More specifically, however, our commitment to academic excellence must include an assurance that our students will be offered quality disciplines that are relevant to the economic environment of the future; and that our graduates will possess the communication and critical thinking skills and the broad base of knowledge that’s necessary to compete and thrive in the world they’ll confront.  


Moreover, our commitment to academic excellence must include a strong and focused effort to provide the personal and professional resources necessary to attract and retain the same high quality faculty and staff that has characterized this institution throughout its history.


Our commitment to a high quality student life must include providing additional opportunities for real life experiences in the student’s academic life; and elevating their campus experience to a level of excitement and satisfaction that will create a union of spirits that they can carry with them for the rest of their lives.


And our commitment to our community must include assuming the role of a good citizen by actively engaging in initiatives that address many of the social problems that plague our area; by seeking out partnerships with the business community and government entities to assist in their efforts to provide an economic environment conducive to growth and opportunity; and by training and supplying professionals in areas of demand and entrepreneurs who can ignite and sustain a bright and prosperous future.  


In additions to the challenges, the new frontier in education will also create fresh and exciting opportunities.  It was the prospects of a more productive, prosperous and fulfilling life that led our predecessors to persist and overcome the difficulties they faced.


Likewise, as stewards of this College and heirs to a great tradition, we are duty bound to join together to not just address our problems – but to prudently seize the opportunities that lie before us and pursue success, not survival; excellence, not just mere existence; to transform a good institution into a great institution. 


I am mindful that the journey into the new frontier of education will be difficult. 


But, I’m reminded of a presidential candidate who once in 1960 stood on a chair in front of Rogers Hall on a bright spring day and addressed the students of West Liberty State College. 


Two years later as President, John Kennedy would speak of the challenges of a new frontier – in that case, a new frontier in space. 


Speaking at Rice University he said:


“We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because the challenge is one that we are willing to accept; one we are unwilling to postpone, and one in which we intend to win.”


Madame Chair and members of the Board of Directors; fellow administrators and members of the faculty and staff; benefactors and supporters of West Liberty State College – Let us join together to in a common vision:


We shall choose to move from a good college to a great university, not because it’s easy, but because it’s hard; because the challenge is one that we’re not only willing to accept, but that we must accept; it’s one that we’re unwilling to postpone; and one in which – with God’s guidance - we intend to succeed.


Thank you very much.
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