
 

By Daniel McCoy  –  Reporter, Wichita Business Journal 

The next president of Wichita State University will face a 
challenge beyond that of a normal incoming administration. 

She or he will not only meet the same challenges facing all 
colleges amid Covid-19, they’ll also be charged to some degree 
with calming the waters after a tumultuous period at the school. 

As WSU’s second new president in as many years, they’ll enter a 
delicate balance of higher education, businesses and community 
that — in at least some of those corners — spark conflicting 
opinions about the direction the school is heading. 

“No doubt there were many challenges in 2020, but we know 
that with adversity comes opportunity,” says Rick Muma, 
interim president at WSU. “Part of the job of any president is to 
help bring continuity and to nurture an environment where 
everyone can come together to overcome such adversity and 
build on the opportunities that emerge.” 

Leaning on the team 
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The need for a new president at WSU came following the resignation 
of Jay Golden in September after nine months as the successor to the 
late John Bardo. 

Golden’s time at the school included a reported rift with donors 
following his decision last summer to remove a recorded Ivanka 
Trump message as the centerpiece of the graduation ceremony for 
WSU Tech. 

Then, in November, the highest-profile figure on campus — men’s 
basketball coach Gregg Marshall — resigned following allegations of 
physical and verbal abuse toward players and staff. 

Two undeniable black eyes in such short succession now loom over the 
process of finding the school’s next president. 

But, says Dan Peare, an attorney with Hinkle Law Firm who is leading 
the 22-person presidential search committee, that doesn’t necessarily 
add to the pressure of an incoming president. 

And a big reason for that, he says, is the effectiveness of the leadership 
team already in place at WSU that’s now helping the school navigate 
without a full-time president once again. 

Any new president will of course bring with them their own ideas, 
Peare says, but the committee is also looking for someone able to 
continue the strategic mission of applied learning. 
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Enlarge 

On the west side of campus, history professor John Dreifort thinks the university needs 
to recommit to its liberal arts core while proceeding with additions to Innovation 
Campus. 
 

And, as candidates get a feel for the exiting leadership team already 
driving that vision, Peare believes it will stand out as a selling point. 

“I think they’re going to be very attractive to candidates,” he says. “It 
will be like a (prospective) head coach looking over the roster.” 

After having met to hammer out the presidential search profile earlier 
this month, Peare says the committee leading the closed search will 
wait as that profile goes out across the country to prospective 
candidates. 

They likely will meet next in April, he says, to begin whittling down 
what he hopes is a candidate pool of up to 50 people. After the 
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remaining handful of finalists are brought to town for in-person 
meetings, Peare says the hope is to have a new president chosen by 
May. 

Not derailing the vision 

One of the areas the new president will have to likely immediately 
address is enrollment, as colleges across the country face declining 
numbers due to the pandemic. 

After a 3.2% decline in headcount for the fall semester, some within 
the university have told the WBJ to expect even greater declines when 
the spring numbers are published. 

Muma, the interim president, said those figures are expected late next 
month. 

“Our students and entire campus community are in fact learning new 
and valuable lessons about fortitude and adaptability that will no 
doubt help them in the future,” he says. “And pandemic or not, 
Wichita State always continues moving ahead with our mission and 
vision.” 

Cindy Claycomb, a Wichita City Council member and former member 
of the faculty and administration at WSU and a university donor, says 
the power of that vision gives her confidence in its staying power. 

Despite the dust up with donors last year, she points to the final 
success of the WSU Foundation’s seven-year “Shock the World” 
capital campaign — which announced in December that it had raised 
$307.8 million to end 23% above its original goal — as evidence that 
supporters are all-in on that vision, as well. 

That, she says, doesn’t make her concerned about the overall 
trajectory of the university, despite the admitted “missteps” of the 
recent past that she acknowledges have been hard on the school and 
the broader community. 
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The next president, she says, will have to bridge between multiple 
constituencies, including donors, faculty and the business community 
to keep that trajectory heading in the right direction. 

But, much as Peare says, she believes that will be aided by those 
already helping steer the ship at WSU. 

“I have a lot of confidence in the people in leadership positions at the 
university,” Claycomb says. “My hope for the next president would be 
someone who understands the vision set by President Bardo and then 
makes that their own.” 

The soul of a school 

But there are conflicting views among some in the campus community 
about whether that vision is the right one. 

History professor John Dreifort has been on the WSU faculty through 
six presidents. 

That includes Bardo’s tenure, which was highlighted by a shift in focus 
to applied learning, particularly in engineering, and a closer 
relationship with the business community that helped spawn the 
school’s Innovation Campus. 

While he acknowledges there has to be a partnership with business to 
some degree, Dreifort wonders if it’s gone so far in recent years and at 
the expense of the liberal arts soul of the public university. 

“The last two administrations … seems to me an effort to turn the 
university into an extension of the business community,” he says. “I 
think we need to maintain the liberal arts core that we have on this 
campus. Engineers still have to be (community) citizens.” 

Dreifort says such dissent has, in some cases, been unfairly dealt with 
in the past in the view of many on the faculty. That adds to his belief 
that the current search process should have been open rather than 
closed. 

https://www.bizjournals.com/wichita/search/results?q=John%20Dreifort


“If (candidates) can’t take the heat from an open search process, how 
will they ever be able to take the heat as a university president?” he 
asked. 

He also appreciates that the next president will indeed have to work 
with multiple constituencies, a blend of internal and external 
communication he believes was best exemplified during his tenure by 
Clark Ahlberg, who led the school from 1968 to 1983. 

But that same longevity also gives Dreifort confidence that WSU will 
survive any near-term challenges, regardless of a change in approach 
he hopes the next president might bring. 

“Presidents come and go. And visions come and go,” he says. “But 
we’re still here.” 

--------------------- 

 

Higher headcount  

Enrollment at Wichita State University had been increasing in recent 
years. But with the impact of Covid-19, the school saw a 3.2% decline 
in total headcount for the fall semester. Here is a look at spring 
enrollment numbers on the same metric from past years, as the 
university is expected to soon release an official count for its first 
semester of 2021:  

2016 — 13,373 

2017 — 13,209 

2018 — 13,424 

2019 — 13,761 

2020 — 14,016 

Source: Wichita State University  



Tuition tallies   

Among the measures implemented to help offset the impact of Covid-
19 on the finances at Wichita State University was a hike of 2% in 
tuition (student fees were kept flat) approved last summer by the 
Kansas Board of Regents. The school nonetheless saw an anticipated 
$5 million drop in tuition revenue for fiscal year 2021. Here is a look 
at recent annual tuition totals at WSU:  

FY 2017 — $88.65 million 

FY 2018 — $88.67 million 

FY 2019 — $89.48 million 

FY 2020 — $89.22 million 

FY 2021 — $85.17 million   

Source: Wichita State University  
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