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Introduction

The purpose of this document is to provide 
context for Grand Valley State University’s 
next chapter based on feedback from the 
Grand Huddles in Fall 2019. It explores both 
the challenges and opportunities identified 
because of conditions outside of the 
university and the opportunities available 
from within when the university community 
works together. It outlines what Grand Valley 
must do to ensure we Reach Higher 
Together.
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Challenge and 
Opportunity

Grand Valley State University is facing the 

challenging times that are enveloping all higher 

education institutions, especially the univer-

sities in Michigan. The urgent need to change 

comes from ever-advancing technology, which 

is transforming jobs and demanding increased 

knowledge. It comes from a decline in the pop-

ulation of young people, which is increasing 

competition among universities to a fevered 

pitch. It comes from a decrease in confidence 

that a college degree will have a return on the 

investment students must make to earn one. 

Universities must create a cultural shift to com-

pete and thrive. They must make significant 

investments that fund new ideas and ways of 

operating. Decision makers and influencers 

who do not make reasoned, strategic invest-

ments in the future of education and their insti-

tutions will find a dwindling pool of applicants 

and students and may not survive. 

Grand Valley will not only survive, it will thrive. 

There is great energy and optimism surround-

ing these discussions. There is an understand-

ing that Grand Valley is uniquely positioned to 

answer the challenges because of the charac-

teristics of the leadership and the campus and 

West Michigan community, its board of trust-

ees, and other constituents who are invested in 

its success. 

This university has the capability to evolve and 

to tap into the collective talent and abilities of 

faculty and staff to evolve and grow in a way 

that stays true to Grand Valley’s history and 

mission.  The community is well aware of the 

university’s role as a steward of knowledge 

and as an institution dedicated to teaching and 

student success. 

The community must reach deep, inside and 

out, to analyze the university’s current position, 

the opportunities that are readily apparent, and 

the ones that still need to be identified short- 

and long-term. This journey must begin with a 

shared context of the current environment and 

the challenges ahead.
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“As with all challenges, opportunity 
is on the other side, and institutions 
that stay alert, plan and act will  
survive any turbulence.” 

External Conditions 
The Challenge

The university is operating in a world of both 

subtle and seismic shifts, creating challenges 

that are forecast to keep coming. As with all 

challenges, opportunity is on the other side, and 

institutions that stay alert, plan and act will survive 

any turbulence. To fulfill the primary purpose of 

educating students to be productive in their lives 

and society, universities must confront these 

challenges:



Too many universities are comfortable with 

traditional, undergraduate student offerings 

and have failed to mature in their digital devel-

opment, for those students and non-traditional 

students as well. Adult, non-traditional stu-

dents are being pushed by advancing tech-

nology, artificial intelligence and the constant 

upheaval in social and economic arenas to 

increase their knowledge and skills. Corpo-

rations, nonprofits and other organizations 

expect and need employees to advance their 

capabilities. Universities are being pushed to 

meet this diverse array of needs and opportu-

nities by diversifying how they help students 

learn. The chance for faculty to co-create new 

curriculum and embrace new opportunities 

could be a chance of a lifetime for an educator.

                                    Demonstrate its ability to meet 

the needs of diverse learners in an advanced 

and complex environment.

Agile Educational 
Model

Focused on
Learning

• Affordability and access 

• Dramatically shifting demographics 

• Tremendous talent gaps affecting business 

and industry 

• Declining public confidence 

• New knowledge and skills needed for jobs 

in a high-tech, knowledge economy 

The changing world does not change edu-

cation’s noble and vital mission. Education 

must continue to embrace and strengthen 

that which makes each of us uniquely human, 

especially in an era of artificial intelligence and 

smart machines. 

What does change is the way people want 

to interact with universities in order to create 

more fulfilling lives. It remains true, the institu-

tions with the quality, the environment, and the 

delivery system that best meet learners’ needs 

will thrive, and those unable to transform will 

struggle and may cease to exist. 

The conditions outlined above necessitate the 

following from universities: 

• An agile educational model

• A focus on learning

• A clear and profound value

• A willingness to experiment and invest in a 

different kind of university 
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“Education must continue to 
embrace and strengthen that 
which makes each of us uniquely 
human.”

The fast-paced change of society and advanc-

es in the fourth industrial revolution, including 

robotics, virtual reality, and artificial intelli-
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The need for learning continues throughout a 

lifetime. No one believes students are finished 

learning when they cross the commencement 

stage, especially in this day and time when 

high- tech and the need for new knowledge are 

roaring all around institutions. The universities 

that roar within this complex and competitive 

environment are the ones that will hold the 

most value for learners as they move through 

their careers and need new skills and knowl-

edge. 

Some of these students will come from orga-

nizations that recognize the need to invest in 

their employees, which, in turn, allows the com-

panies to excel in their own competitive mar-

kets. Businesses and nonprofit organizations 

are looking for universities that offer quality, 

while keeping down the cost of additional edu-

cation and allowing for flexibility and efficiency. 

The value of the investment in learning extends 

beyond individual students and cohorts to ev-

ery company and community students touch. 

These communities can be anywhere in the 

world. Educating students to operate in a 

diverse and global society is essential to their 

long-term success and to the impact they will 

have on our world. 

gence, explosive scientific advancement and 

big data are demanding that learners possess 

a high degree of intellectual and social ad-

aptation and the skills to learn in a variety of 

contexts. Education’s goal is to imbue in stu-

dents a desire for lifelong learning and ongoing 

attainment. Lifelong learners are more able to 

contribute to their professions and the public 

good. They can stay relevant throughout their 

career and career changes. 

Liberal education is precisely the fertile ground 

that encourages students to keep learning and 

gaining intellectual self-sufficiency. Students 

must have opportunities to stretch, to prac-

tice and experience situations that challenge 

their intellect, assumptions and ethics, so they 

can adapt and succeed in an ever-changing 

workplace and economy. Liberal education 

provides the tools to adapt that will remain with 

learners as they travel from one sector to an-

other, from one diverse work group to another. 

These diverse learners are hungry to access 

knowledge and find the right institution to 

deliver dynamic teaching in the most time- and 

cost-efficient way.

                Provide high-impact learning 

opportunities with the depth and breadth that 

comes with a liberal education foundation. 
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“Liberal education is 
precisely the fertile ground that 
encourages students to keep 
learning and gaining intellectual 
self-sufficiency.”

Clear and Profound 
Value



                 Provide a quality, flexible educa-

tional experience with cost and time efficiency, 

and be the institution students connect with 

throughout a lifetime of learning.

The tentacles of education make its potential 

profound and necessary for societies to func-

tion. Higher education has a natural and strong 

connection to K-12 systems, industry and busi-

ness, to nonprofits and service organizations. 

Learning makes communities and economies 

stronger. Any single university is only one part 

of a vast and complex system. It is an ecosys-

tem; it is not a supply chain or a conveyor belt, 

and students are not products. People don’t 

enter at a precise point and leave at a precise 

point. The system should allow for people to go 

in and out of education as needed. Universities 

must be active, nimble participants, adapting 

to opportunities, leading change and igniting 

innovation.

Maintaining the most effective impact higher 

education can have requires a keen eye for 

opportunity and a nimble approach to seize it. 

Institutions must adapt quickly to change and 

they must be willing to take strategic risks and 

make targeted investments.

Experiment and 
Invest in a Stronger
University

Universities that excel into the future will widen 

their offerings to embrace the 75 percent of 

potential students who are not the traditional 

18- to 22-year-olds, while never taking their eye 

off of recent high school graduates who flock 

to campuses each fall. 

They will execute the necessary shifts by 

finding innovative ways of collaborating, ex-

perimenting with alternative administrative 

approaches, and pursuing new funding models 

and private partnerships. These institutions will 

encourage and reward risk-taking and experi-

mentation with ways to deliver education. They 

recognize the university must respect tenured 

faculty, who dedicate their lives to teaching, 

while also being open to those working in 

cutting-edge fields who could offer current, 

real-life lessons to students in the classroom. 

They will answer 21st century students’ needs 

by offering support and creative ways to con-

figure education credentials (e.g., micro-cre-

dentials, certificates, degrees) that further 

careers and personal goals. 

They will show flexibility and use sound rea-

soning to give students credit for their work 

and life experiences. They will take the time 

to understand what people possess as part 

of their formal and informal education, so they 

can “stack” credentials and show students 

a path forward to better opportunities with a 

faster, more efficient approach. Students can 

then imagine their futures with the university as 

an able partner throughout their life. 
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“The university is committed 
to its liberal education foun-
dation, blended with profes-
sional studies, research and 
internship opportunities.”

Grand Valley 
Focused on Students 

Grand Valley State University is a young univer-

sity with a proven history of being flexible and 

agile. It was founded by practical and gutsy en-

trepreneurs, who understood that Michigan and 

the entire region needed a university that would 

remain ready to respond to community needs. 

The culture of Grand Valley has always been 

to focus on students. No matter how learners 

touch the university and its excellent resources, 

the faculty and staff remain focused on student 

success and education as a public good. The 

university is committed to its liberal education 

foundation, blended with professional studies, 

research and internship opportunities. 

The university’s dedication to scholarship and 

service has had a positive ripple effect into 

the world, which acts much smaller now than 

it did a half-century ago when Grand Valley 

was founded. That means the community the 

university can potentially serve is much larger. 

Technology brings more students within Grand 

Valley’s reach. Faculty expertise in scholarship 

and teaching can translate to new curriculum 

and delivery methods students need, and the 

administration and staff are ready to support 

strategic growth and change. 

The community’s willingness to broaden the 

definition of student, innovate and experiment 

is a continuation of what has always made 

Grand Valley distinctive — the focus on stu-

dents and their success.

                                  Build upon its history and repu-

tation of offering a high-touch approach with 

high-tech opportunities to widen access to 

Grand Valley programs and faculty.

                Experiment and create new 

partnerships and funding avenues that shape 

the best educational experience for a diverse 

constituency.

GV MUST
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Grand Future
Reach Higher Together 

Imperatives for Grand Valley State University:

  

• Demonstrate its ability to meet the needs of 

diverse learners in an advanced and complex 

environment.

• Provide high-impact learning opportunities with 

the depth and breadth that come with a liberal 

education foundation.  
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The Grand Huddles, which will continue, have 

elicited ideas that include specifics regarding 

curriculum, including more experiential learn-

ing and inspiring the desire for lifelong learning 

as a core value for students. Conversations 

have included the need to listen to businesses 

and nonprofit organizations to identify how 

Grand Valley becomes the answer to their em-

ployees’ need for further education. (See chart 

on last pages.)

The work this year includes identifying op-

portunities that are immediately apparent and 

those that will take additional planning to re-

alize. Grand Valley’s Chapter V will be marked 

by accelerated innovation and growth through 

these strategic initiatives: 

• Stay focused on critical elements of 

current plan while developing broader 

opportunities consistent with vision. 

• Take all input and act on immediate 

opportunities. 

• Encourage experimentation and invest-

ment strategy that aligns with imperatives.

• Develop a strategic plan for 2025 that de-

fines a path but leaves room for innovation. 

This point in history is the beginning of Grand 

Valley’s Chapter V. The bold drivers of this peri-

od of innovation will be true to the university’s

mission, vision and values, while letting ideas

and creativity soar. Be open and supportive of

colleagues, and never forget that people reach

higher together. 

• Provide a quality, flexible educational

experience with cost and time efficiency,

and be the institution students connect

with throughout a lifetime of learning.

• Experiment and create new partnerships

and funding avenues that shape the best

educational experience for a diverse

constituency.

• Build upon its history and reputation of

offering a high-touch approach with high-

tech opportunities to widen access to

Grand Valley programs and faculty.

It is time to act and to lead. The entire Grand 

Valley community is called upon to contrib-

ute their talents and energies to broaden the 

scope of the university’s potential and reach. A 

change of this magnitude requires an iron will 

by many to make a successful transition to the 

future. Everyone must join in the movement to 

gather ideas, create a vision and a plan, and 

the university must invest in the most prom-

ising ideas to ensure success. Grand Valley 

has a history of recognizing the need to evolve 

and meeting conditions head-on to excel, and 

today’s leaders are meeting the current chal-

lenge with energy and creativity.

 Work currently underway: 

• Refine vision. 

• Gain deeper understanding of current 

position and opportunities. 

• Identify where to invest. 

• Ensure commitment for bold moves. 



Expanded President’s Cabinet

Unit Conversations

Leading Key University Initiatives

Grand Future          Survey and Thinking Boards

Faculty Associates

Acceleration Teams

Fireside Chats: Designing Education for the 
21st Centurys

Student Design Thinking Gatherings

Grand Future         Immersion

Grand Huddles

To include academic deans and faculty senate leadership

Listen, Engage, and Act

Identify individuals and networks across the university to lead 
emergent opportunities

Provide access for feedback about GV’s future

Presidential faculty associate charged with connecting GV 
with national higher education thinking and developments

Move forward obvious opportunities and needs

Co-hosted by the President and Provost focused on design-
ing education and reconsidering learning opportunities for 
the 21st century

Co-creating GV’s future with students through re-design 
exercises

Think creatively about the future of GV with a small, diverse 
team and test with and build outside partners

Interactive forums for students, faculty, and staff to think 
across the university about GV’s future

DEANS &
FACULTY

UNIVERSITY
COMMUNITY

1

1

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

Reach Higher Together
Grand Valley has a noble mission -- one that requires us to draw on 
everyone’s abilities, talents and creativity to co-create our Grand Future         



Community Conversations

Alumni Grand Huddles

Immersion on Grand Future

Enterprise Grand Huddles

Exponential Impact Convening

Listen, Engage, and Act

Interactive forum for alumni to reflect on essence of GV and 
think about our future

Think creatively about the future of GV, and test with and 
build outside partners (small group)

Interactive forums for businesses, non-profits, and other 
enterprises to provide feedback on GV’s future

H.S. to college educational model for the 21st century 
learner that includes: education leaders, innovators, funders, 
scholars, and entrepreneurs

BROADER 
COMMUNITY

1

2
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4

5

1,250
Online Comments

850
Post-it Note Comments

550
Poll/Text Comments

160

70

Students

Alumni

Staff

Faculty

350

225

15 Huddles


