Goals of the Process
The faculty of Annis Water Resources Institute (AWRI) undertook a strategic planning exercise from April 2025 through March 2026. The goal of this process was to document historical activity and academic productivity at AWRI, understand the beliefs and aspirations of faculty members, discuss potential new norms at AWRI, and set goals for future activity and academic productivity. An additional goal of the director was to explore opportunities to align AWRI norms and activities with broader GVSU strategic frameworks and operating principles.

Process
The AWRI strategic planning exercise was initiated with a faculty survey (Appendix 1). This survey included five questions from the GVSU Provost’s 2025 Strategic Visioning but also covered other big picture questions about AWRI. The director summarized survey responses and used them to facilitate a day-long retreat to lay the groundwork for goals and potential future structures and programming at AWRI. This session also identified existing strengths and areas for future development.
With the help of administrative staff and AWRI’s newly hired data scientist, the director conducted a self-study via data collection and analysis in key areas, including publishing, grant and contract pursuit, faculty workload norms, undergraduate teaching and research, and graduate training. The fresh eyes of a newly hired director allowed for objective analysis and presentation of AWRI data and the AWRI faculty deserve a tremendous amount of credit for their willingness to participate in honest self-reflection.
The areas emphasized in the self-study were the basis of monthly topical discussions with AWRI faculty where self-study results were discussed and prompting questions, brainstorming, and other engagement practices were used to facilitate robust conversation about the future of AWRI in the context of these topics. These monthly strategic planning meetings were supplemented with a one-on-one meeting between each faculty member and the director to collect additional opinions that perhaps were less likely to be shared in a group setting.
All feedback, ideas, and opinions collected over the nine-month strategic planning period were considered during the drafting of this written summary by the director. AWRI faculty members were then given the opportunity to discuss an initial draft and provide written feedback on the draft before it was finalized.
 


Philosophy for Strategic Growth
One very clear overarching takeaway that emerged from our strategic planning exercise at AWRI is that we are proud of our past work and the regional partnerships that have developed over the first 40 years of AWRI are important to us. We are also very interested in growing the international reputation and impact of AWRI, but any strategic growth that occurs should not negatively impact our regional relationships. Therefore, our primary goal is to build a collaborative, internationally recognized research environment while maintaining historically strong contributions to community engagement, outreach, and education.

Objectives for Strategic Growth
Because of the tremendous success AWRI has seen in regional community engagement, outreach, and education, this strategic plan disproportionately focuses on growth of synthetic, collaborative research. Building on the strong foundation of research, teaching, and community engagement built over the past two decades, we will engage in culture change in our approach to research at AWRI and build an international reputation in research. Although the primary focus will be on enhancing collaboration, synthesis, and academic productivity, we cannot neglect the foundation we are building upon and have objectives for strategic growth in education and community engagement as well. In this internal version of our strategic plan, we focus on qualitative strategic growth objectives and mechanisms or changes to achieve those objectives. An external version of this strategic plan will be more metric focused to provide clear targets and means of assessing progress for the director and GVSU administrators. 

Research
It is our intention to build an international reputation in environmental research, with a primary focus on water resources and related aquatic ecology topics. By investing in faculty academic productivity, we see the opportunity to initiate multiple positive feedback loops where higher productivity and impact beget a stronger graduate program and increased success in garnering large collaborative grants that begets higher productivity and impact. We will use traditional metrics of academic research productivity to track our productivity – quantity and quality of peer-reviewed publications; pursuit and acquisition of funding necessary to support research activities; and the degree to which publishing and funding are done collaboratively across GVSU, nationally, and internationally. We have three strategic objectives for research.


I. Increase the rate of peer-reviewed publication and the impact of our publications 
Publishing our work more frequently and in journals with above-average impact will have the largest positive effect on our reputation in the field. Because impact of publications is difficult to quantify and we are focused on institute-wide metrics, we will use two operational definitions of above-average impact: 1) publications in journals with a Clarivate Journal Citation Indicator above 0.8 (Appendix 2), and 2) publications in society-affiliated journals. For appointment, tenure, and promotion decisions, we will focus on the quality and impact of individual scholar’s work and not use these relatively crude, but convenient, metrics to characterize their publication record.

II. Routinely pursue large, collaborative grant opportunities
Large, collaborative grants will fuel more synthetic and impactful research. The work developing these proposals will also enhance collaboration and academic culture within the institute. External collaborations are also valuable as they inherently grow our reputation and provide access to additional expertise or infrastructure. We should continue to pursue local and regional grants and contracts, especially with long-term partners or when they can act as seed funding for additional synthetic, collaborative work. We will measure activity in pursuit and acquisition of research funding based upon the number and budget sizes of proposals and awards each year, but also quantify the degree to which proposals, contracts, and grants include internal and external collaborators.

III. Serve as a hub of interaction and facilitator of scholarship across GVSU’s campuses
The rising tide of strategic growth at AWRI can elevate other units across campus. Our research infrastructure should facilitate scholarly activities by other GVSU faculty. These internal collaborations will strengthen academic culture at GVSU and build expertise that is valuable to AWRI but outside of our core disciplines. Our progress towards this objective will be based on the number of peer-reviewed journal articles, grant/contract proposals, and other scholarly activities/products that include non-AWRI, GVSU faculty.

Education – Graduate Program
GVSU’s Biology M.S. program and AWRI provide a strong research-based graduate experience. The graduate program is one opportunity for a positive feedback loop in academic productivity. Greater academic productivity will attract more numerous and well-prepared graduate students and these students will fuel more academic productivity. Our objectives for strategic growth in the graduate program seek to increase M.S. students’ time for research and enhance the collaborative culture amongst graduate students. We have three strategic objectives for the graduate program:
	
I. Increase the number of graduate students in the program
With larger collaborative research funding, we anticipate supporting more students overall and a larger proportion of students on grant funding.

II. Facilitate more efficient completion of course requirements
The large number of course credit requirements and physical separation of AWRI from the Valley Campus, where most of these courses are offered, is a significant hindrance to graduate student research. We must find opportunities to remove these hurdles.

III. Increase the collaborative culture and presence of graduate students at AWRI
Commitments at the Valley Campus and inertia since the COVID pandemic have resulted in lower-than-optimal engagement amongst graduate students. We seek to increase the amount of time graduate students spend at AWRI and the level of collaboration amongst the students.

The number of students in the program is a straightforward metric to track. Our other objectives for the graduate program are more difficult to quantify but are no less important.

Education – Undergraduate
AWRI faculty contribute to undergraduate education at GVSU by teaching hundreds of students each year in multiple CLAS majors, facilitating field experiences for 500+ GVSU students through our vessel program in cross-campus courses, and offering the highest quality experiential learning opportunity to 20+ students per year through our summer research internship program. We have two strategic objectives for undergraduate education:

I. Leverage creative approaches to increase the number of significant experiential opportunities we can offer
AWRI’s summer internship program provides the best possible experiential learning opportunity, but the number of participants is limited by available funding. We will increase the number of summer interns by including undergraduate funding in grants and contracts.  We will also explore additional course-based options to offer similarly intense, but shorter, experiences. Examples could include one-credit, weekend research experiences and greater use of our vessels by existing GVSU courses.

II. Diversify the disciplines participating in our summer internship program and enhance professional development opportunities for participants
Strong mentoring and diverse cohorts are known to enhance the impact of experiential learning. We see opportunities to improve our, already great, summer internship program by recruiting from diverse disciplines, providing structured professional development opportunities, and facilitating interactions amongst all members of each cohort. We expect these changes to broaden AWRI’s experiential learning impact across GVSU and deepen our impact on participants in the internship program.

We will track progress towards both objectives by quantifying undergraduate student credit hours facilitated by AWRI faculty, the number of participants in undergraduate research with AWRI faculty mentors, and the number of majors with students participating in our portfolio of experiential opportunities each year.

Community Engagement
AWRI was built on community engagement, and we can never neglect that foundation. Although we seek to build an international reputation in synthetic, cutting-edge research, we can maintain and even strategically grow our community engagement. We have two objectives for future community engagement:

I. Maintain our regional engagement
AWRI has built too many important regional partnerships to list here. Most of these partnerships benefit the region and AWRI simultaneously. We should maintain existing relationships, explore opportunities to grow the impact or return on investment of strategic existing relationships, and add new relationships that maximize joint benefits of AWRI and our region. Examples of existing or new partners to foster regional engagement include resource managers from tribal groups, Michigan DNR and EGLE, lake, river, and watershed volunteer organizations, federal agencies (NOAA, EPA, USGS, SeaGrant, and Fish & Wildlife Service), NGOs (The Nature Conservancy, Trout Unlimited, and more), and industry.

II. Adapt our vessel-based education program to a 21st-century education system
As priorities and beliefs around education shift within society, we must adapt our vessel-based education program to meet new challenges. Innovation in our delivery, solving transportation challenges, and disseminating our successes will be important moving forward.

Progress towards community engagement goals will be tracked using numbers of official agreements and publications with regional partners. We will use annual participation in our vessel program and pursuit of educational grants as quantitative metrics tracking our public education program. However, we will also value qualitative data in the form of stories, public engagement events, and meaningful collaborative relationships when tracking AWRI’s future community engagement.

Reaching our Objectives
The broad scope of our objectives and magnitude of change we envision requires a 10-year timeframe for implementation. We will discuss and document progress towards our objectives annually and revisit these goals more significantly after five years. Below we outline our philosophical approach and articulate specific actions that will allow us to reach our objectives for strategic growth.

Faculty Workload Norms
Our best means to initiate positive feedback loops in academic productivity is a culture shift to a focus on large, collaborative grants and more impactful publication. Resetting faculty workload norms can accelerate this change in culture. Articulating these workload norms in the context of GVSU’s 12-credit workload system aligns us with university operating principles and allows us to better articulate our contributions and needs to university administrators. Finally, being clear about scholarly expectations also allows us to justify the reduced teaching requirements of AWRI faculty members.

Key components of the new AWRI workload norms include: 
-publishing two peer-reviewed articles per year on average
-participating in one large (>$300,000 budget), collaborative grant submission per year while also pursuing regional grants/contracts
-contributing to community engagement via our vessel-based education program and collaboration with regional groups
-mentoring an average of 1.5 graduate students per year
-mentoring an average of 2 undergraduate students per year
-teaching one course (at least three credits of contact hours) per year

Beginning in 2027, faculty members’ workload will be evaluated relative to these norms via the existing Faculty Work Plan-Report structure. Meeting these norms on-average over a 2–to-3-year period will equate to “satisfactory” in the merit-review process. We will also provide flexibility in workload amongst faculty or across a faculty member’s career by allowing reduced scholarship with an increased teaching load. 
As at any other academic institution, AWRI faculty are also expected to contribute to the institution and their profession through service. These contributions can include committee service at the college and university levels, editorial service at a journal, participation in professional society leadership, or translation of science to public audiences. Currently service is not reflected in GVSU’s 12-credit workload scheme but is included in the salary adjustment process, we will work with CLAS leadership to develop a service policy (these conversations are in the works within CLAS/GVSU). These workload norms will then be modified to reflect that broader college or university service policy.
	The workload norms described above are intended for tenured faculty members with a 100% appointment at AWRI. Pre-tenure and joint-appointed AWRI faculty members have reduced expectations. For pre-tenure faculty members with 100% appointments, workload norms should be:
-average one paper per year over pre-tenure time
-teach one course per year and do so while embracing best practices and innovative approaches
-consistently pursue external funding to support their research program (totaling over $750k applied for over the pre-tenure time frame) and have sufficient success in garnering external funding to support their research program
-advise at least two masters students to their completion
-join or develop at least one meaningful regional partnership
-provide nominal service to AWRI, GVSU, and their field
Pre-tenure faculty members who are joint appointed should follow their home department’s expectations for tenure. The workload norms of tenured, joint-appointed (25%) AWRI faculty members should be:
-2 peer-reviewed articles published every three years
-participating in a large (>$300,000 budget), collaborative grant submission every other year
-contribute to some form of community engagement each year
-mentor graduate students at their discretion
-mentor an undergraduate student in research per year
These workload norms are not reflected in AWRI’s tenure and promotion documents currently. Upon approval of these strategic plan summary documents, AWRI will go through a revision process of these tenure and promotion documents.

Non-faculty Personnel Investment
Faculty member time is finite. As a result, it is impossible to maintain our historical strengths in education and community engagement while investing more time in collaborative and synthetic research. We propose increased support for non-faculty staff to facilitate community engagement and create efficiencies in a growing AWRI research enterprise. These positions will be 50% supported by GVSU and 50% supported by AWRI via grants and contracts.

Faculty Size and Turnover
There are currently ten AWRI tenure-track faculty members and we benefit from two tenure-track faculty members that are joint-appointed between AWRI and another unit in CLAS. AWRI faculty thinks that ten tenure-track faculty members is an optimal size but believes that falling below eight faculty members would push the unit below a critical mass for collaborative research and engagement, resulting in non-additive negative effects.
CLAS projections anticipate five retirements over the next 10 years. This will dramatically reshape the AWRI faculty. Without replacement hires we will have to reduce our support for teaching in multiple CLAS units and lower expectations for aggregate research productivity by AWRI. Eight to ten tenure-track faculty are required to balance coverage amongst water resource topics and depth in focal areas. This number of faculty members also provides sufficient opportunities for collaboration within AWRI, within GVSU, and beyond to allow for significant growth in cutting-edge research. In any faculty search, we will prioritize excellence in water resources research, ability to mentor students in research, and the skills needed to contribute to undergraduate education. Given these general qualifications, we would prioritize individuals working in multiple areas, including Aquatic Ecosystem Ecology/Limnology, Environmental Chemistry, Population Biology, Community Ecology, Evolutionary Biology, and Environmental Genomics.

Campus Engagement
If AWRI remained at 10 tenure-track faculty, an additional two or three joint-appointed faculty members would forward our goals of engagement across campus and provide additional valuable expertise in areas such as human dimensions, fluid dynamics, policy, public health, and environmental chemistry. Maintaining, and even growing, the pilot AWRI Faculty Fellows program will be another important opportunity for AWRI to catalyze research across GVSU.

Graduate Program
We want our graduate students to participate in our cutting-edge, collaborative culture. As in undergraduate research, graduate students benefit greatly from a cohort-based approach. These benefits can only be manifested if members of the cohort coinhabit a workspace and interact in meaningful ways. Our goal for AWRI graduate students is to remove existing barriers to them actively pursuing their research at the institute. We will remove these barriers and foster peer engagement amongst graduate students by reducing demands to be on the Valley Campus, setting expectations of a physical presence at the institute, and faculty members modeling desired behaviors. We will reduce demands for graduate students to be on the Valley Campus by collaborating with the Graduate School and Biology Department to increase the number of credits focused on thesis work – either thesis credits or courses primarily focused on individual research – and efficiently schedule required courses.
In addition to culture change, we seek to grow the graduate program at AWRI. This will be a natural outcome of increased large, collaborative research projects but investment in the AWRI graduate program can accelerate this growth. Currently, the large majority of AWRI graduate students are supported by institute gifts and endowments. We will request four university-supported graduate assistantships to match these institute-supported graduate assistantships. Simultaneously, AWRI aims to have 50% of all graduate students to be supported by grants and contracts. Growing combined institute- and university-supported assistantships to 10-12 and a 50% grant-funded target would grow the graduate program to 20 or 25 students.

Undergraduate education
AWRI has growing collaboration with multiple offices on campus that facilitate undergraduate experiential learning and scholarship. We will continue to invest in these collaborations to scale our offerings of high-impact, research-based experiences beyond the summer internship program. We would hope to engage >100 students per year in multi-day activities, including senior capstone projects and weekend-long research projects. Again, through collaboration with Valley Campus faculty and staff, AWRI will pursue federal funding for undergraduate research experiences, including S-STEM and REU site programs.
Two infrastructural impediments to engaging more students in high-impact research experiences are AWRI lab space that is more convenient for GVSU undergraduate students and flexible housing near AWRI. We will work with CLAS facilities staff to identify a lab footprint on the Valley campus for AWRI use and develop a strategy to provide sufficient oversight of undergraduate students working in this space. The creation of flexible housing near AWRI would require a much more significant investment but multiple university administrators have been more open to this idea than expected. The AWRI director will continue to explore these opportunities.

Community engagement
As described above, additional research staff seems to be the best means to continue strategic growth in engagement with regional partners while simultaneously growing cutting-edge, collaborative research. Regional partners that we would like to maintain include WMSRDC, EGLE, MCPH, MDNR, MLWP, MDARD, county conservation districts, and more. Regional partnerships that warrant additional targeted investment include tribal groups, MRWA, Northwestern Michigan College and other entities in Traverse City, CIGLR/NOAA, and the National Parks Service.
Our education program provides unprecedented community engagement and demonstrates how embedded we are in the region. Adaptation to a changing educational landscape will require engagement of other school-age groups beyond traditional K-12 classrooms, including summer camps, after-school programs, and homeschooling consortiums. On the other hand, to continue our activities with traditional K-12 classrooms transportation solutions are necessary. Pursuit of endowments or recurring gifts from philanthropic members of the community and community foundations can enable AWRI staff to coordinate and cover costs of school group transportation.
The tremendous innovation and impact that our education program has created over the past four decades is not as well known nationally and internationally as it should be. We will pursue federal grants to more formally assess our program, adopt additional innovative and evidence-based practices and programs, and disseminate our program design and what we have learned from it.



Appendix 1 – AWRI Faculty Survey

Provost Question 1a: What challenges and opportunities are currently shaping higher education?

Provost Question 1b: What challenges and opportunities are currently shaping GVSU?

Provost Question 1c: What challenges and opportunities are currently shaping our discipline(s)?

Provost Question 2a: What strengths and assets does AWRI possess to address these challenges and capitalize on these opportunities?

Provost Question 2b: What strengths and assets does the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences (CLAS) possess to address these challenges and capitalize on these opportunities?

Provost Question 2c: What strengths and assets does GVSU possess to address these challenges and capitalize on these opportunities?

Provost Question 3: The institution remains steadfast in its focus on three commitments:
1. An empowered educational experience,
2. A lifetime of learning, and
3. Culture of educational equity
Should Academic Affairs consider adding other commitments, such as research, scholarship, and creative activity; faculty and staff thriving; a collective commitment to the public good; or others?

Provost Question 4a: Where should AWRI aspire to be in the next 5, 10, 15, or 20 years?

Provost Question 4b: Where should CLAS aspire to be in the next 5, 10, 15, or 20 years?

Provost Question 4c: Where should GVSU aspire to be in the next 5, 10, 15, or 20 years?

Provost Question 5: What actions should we take now to active our possible futures?

Stuart’s Question 1a: What are the pros and cons of taking a “fly under the radar” strategy with CLAS and other colleges on campus?

Stuart’s Question 1b: What are the pros and cons of taking a “proactive engagement” strategy with CLAS and other colleges on campus?

Stuart’s Question 2: Should AWRI aspire to launch a PhD program by 2035? Why or why not?

Stuart’s Question 3: Should AWRI aspire to have additional physical footprints (e.g. Traverse City, Grand Rapids)? Why or why not?

Stuart’s Question 4: Should AWRI actively attempt to shape GVSU’s education and research activities or see what GVSU’s priorities are and deal with those as externalities? Why?

Stuart’s Question 5: What are AWRI’s current expectations for annual research productivity (papers, students advised, presentations, and extramural funding) by a PI?

Stuart’s Question 6: Are research expectations (papers, students advised, presentations, and extramural funding) for AWRI PIs too low, too high, or just right? Why did you choose the answer you did?

Stuart’s Question 7: How many AWRI faculty members is optimal? What is the right split between 100% appointments and joint-appointed faculty members? Why did you choose these numbers?
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