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USU Board of Trustees Retreat Minutes
Thursday, August 21, 2025, at 9:15 AM to 2:15 PM MDT

Maverik West Stadium Center (WSC): Founder's Suite Room 16
[Dress Code: USU Athletic Gear]

Attendance

Trustees Present:

Tessa White, Chair

Gina Gagon, Vice Chair

Kent Alder

David Huntsman

Kacie Malouf

Jacey Skinner

Clark Whitworth

Trustees Absent:

John Ferry
Heather Mason
David Petersen
Bradon Sorensen
University Representatives Present: 

Jeff Aird

Dan Black

Donna Blake (virtual)
Stephen Campbell

Samantha Campbell (virtual)
Jen Cowburn

Todd Griffeth

Haley Klaassen

David Law (virtual)
Mica McKinney

John O’Neil

Kristian Olsen (virtual)
Al Smith

MaKenzie Stock

David Vernon (virtual)
Ken White

Additional Attendees: 

TJ Bliss USHE (virtual)
Amanda Covington UBHE (virtual)

Ryan Dent

Brett Hugie

Luke Johnson

Geoff Landward USHE (virtual)

Agenda
1. Welcome
9:22 AM
Presenter: Chair Tessa White
Chair White officially opened the meeting as a public session, welcoming all attendees. She provided an overview of the day’s agenda, emphasizing that the retreat was designed to help trustees gain deeper insight into their roles and responsibilities, better understand various aspects of the university, and ensure they are well-equipped to fulfill their duties effectively. 
2. Role of Trustees and Priorities Panel Discussion
9:30 AM
Presenters: UBHE Chair Amanda Covington, USHE Associate Commissioner TJ Bliss, Commissioner Geoff Landward
The Chair of the Utah Board of Higher Education (UBHE), the Commissioner of the Utah System of Higher Education (USHE), and the Associate Commissioner (USHE) shared key insights on what is most important for USU Trustees and the university to understand from a system-wide perspective. They emphasized the Board’s primary goal of building trust with both institutions and the legislature, highlighting the importance of transparency and timely communication when challenges arise. Trustees were encouraged to actively participate in Board meetings and to view their roles within the context of a unified higher education system.

Legislative priorities were discussed, including cost-effectiveness and return on investment for both taxpayers and students. System-wide alignment in degree offerings and collaboration between institutions were identified as critical. USU was commended for its efforts in these areas, and the upcoming presidential transition was noted as a strategic opportunity. 
Governance was described as a shared responsibility between the Utah Board of Higher Education and institutional Boards of Trustees. Trustees were encouraged to represent their communities effectively and collaborate regularly with the Board of Higher Education. USU was recognized for its leadership potential, and trustees were urged to continue supporting the university’s mission with confidence and transparency.

3. Campus Master Plan Review
10:17 AM
3.1. Data Overview (see attached presentation)
Presenter: Chief Data Analytics Officer Jeff Aird
Jeff Aird provided a summary of the data presentation, explaining the structure and content of each slide as it related to individual campuses. He clarified what the graphs and figures represented and described the methodology used to generate the enrollment numbers and trends.

3.2. Brigham City
Presenter: AVP Dan Black
The vision for the Brigham City region is to develop vibrant campuses that serve as community hubs, fostering academic success and strong community engagement. Growth in the region has been driven by offering desirable, high-demand programs, supported by active recruitment efforts and strategic alignment with workforce needs. Recent shifts such as a growing reliance on online courses, reduced faculty presence, and some internal program overlap highlight areas where the campus can evolve. These trends offer a timely opportunity to refine our strategy and reinforce our vision. They will be thoughtfully addressed in upcoming statewide redesign discussions to ensure alignment with broader institutional goals.
3.3. Moab
Presenter: AVP Samantha Campbell
USU Moab, the smallest of the statewide campuses, is focused on strategic growth despite limited local population increases and declining high school graduation rates. Priorities include capital improvements, especially student housing. This campus is also working on expanding programs aligned with community and workforce needs, such as nursing, outdoor recreation, and technical education. USU Moab is actively partnering with local organizations and launching initiatives like ESL courses to support underserved populations. While facility limitations and policy adjustments present some constraints, they also create space for innovation. Ongoing efforts to develop programs for working adults and strengthen Moab’s role as a community-integrated campus reflect a commitment to growth and deeper local engagement.
3.4. Uintah Basin
Presenter: AVP David Law
The Uintah Basin Campus is addressing regional needs through strong programs in nursing, education, natural resources, and mental health, with ongoing efforts to expand faculty and clinical placements. New hires in early childhood education and business are enhancing local engagement, while opportunities in engineering, agriculture, and veterinary medicine are being explored to meet growing demand. The campus is working to align bachelor’s degree offerings with industry needs, support concurrent enrollment through faculty development, and sustain cooperative education initiatives through local partnerships and grant funding.
3.5. Blanding
Presenter: AVP Donna Blake
USU Blanding serves as a vital educational bridge for diverse communities, including the Navajo Nation, and is experiencing steady growth in programs aligned with regional workforce needs. High demand in areas like nursing, social work, and welding is driving expansion efforts. Although staffing and facility limitations exist, they present a valuable opportunity to explore creative solutions, invest in strategic resources, and strengthen long-term capacity. These efforts can help enhance program delivery and better serve the evolving needs of the campus and community. The campus is planning infrastructure improvements, including the opening of the Monument Valley building to enhance access and safety. Recent grants and a strong endowment are fueling enhancements in student services and technology. This momentum creates an ideal environment to further strengthen key support programs and improve academic readiness among incoming students, ensuring long-term student success.
3.6. Tooele
Presenter: AVP Jen Cowburn
The Tooele Campus has strengthened relationships with the local school district and technical college, leading to improved perceptions of USU and better alignment with regional workforce needs. While the campus does not offer technical programs directly, it collaborates closely to ensure seamless educational pathways. Focus areas include social work, healthcare, and criminal justice, which are growing due to local developments. Faculty actively participate in recruitment, contributing to enrollment growth. A county-funded summer bridge program has been launched to support college readiness, with potential for future expansion.

3.7. Salt Lake and Southwest
Presenter: AVP David Vernon
Efforts are underway to integrate statewide campuses with Extension services, optimize facility use, and plan infrastructure improvements such as a data center and larger event spaces in Salt Lake. Emphasis is being placed on moving toward a more unified system approach, with goals to increase enrollment and retention and strengthen recruitment, particularly among transfer students from regional community colleges.

3.8. USU Eastern
Presenter: VP Kristian Olsen
The Eastern Campus, serving Carbon and Emery counties, is focused on supporting regional economic recovery through programs in nursing, mental health, social work, and trades. Efforts in fundraising, marketing, and scholarships are helping drive the recovery of recent enrollment declines due to COVID-19. The need for faster program development, expanded faculty hiring, and additional student housing presents a clear opportunity to invest in the campus’ future. Addressing these areas will support long-term growth, enhance student experience, and strengthen academic capacity. The campus is working to align offerings with local industry needs, particularly in technical fields like energy engineering, and is exploring ways to streamline program approval processes to better respond to workforce demands. Collaboration with Snow College helps to fill the gaps in concurrent enrollment across the state.

3.9. Statewide Summary
Presenter: SVP Ken White
Trustees were thanked for their continued support of the statewide system, which currently accounts for 30% of USU’s overall enrollment. Growth opportunities were highlighted, particularly in technical certificate programs, where USU is the only degree-granting institution offering fully stackable pathways toward associate degrees. Extension and statewide campuses plan to strengthen partnerships through needs assessments and real-time impact evaluations, supported by a new data analyst role. However, concerns were raised about delays in program approvals, especially in technical education, prompting a call to reassess requirements and better align with technical college standards.

Additional efforts are underway to increase scholarship funding for statewide campuses; with Michelle Merrill assigned to lead fundraising initiatives and support new program development. Faculty are working to adapt offerings to better meet local needs, aligning academic motivation with enrollment and retention goals. The redesign process for satellite campuses under HB265 will be presented before the next trustee meeting, with approval contingent on trustee subcommittee input. 

4. LUNCH – Due to time constraints, the group continued discussions over lunch.
12:35 PM
5. University Landscape
1:05 PM
Presenter: President Al Smith
President Smith shared three strategic goals for the University: increasing the student completion rate to 65% by 2029, becoming Utah’s second AAU institution by 2032, and delivering 3,000 faculty-led extension activities by 2028. He emphasized that strong goals require clear metrics, visible progress tracking, defined success, and accountability. In response, the Board discussed key strategies like expanding scholarships, improving student retention, supporting near-completers with certificates, and strengthening graduate programs. They also reflected on potential challenges, including the need to avoid complacency, stay focused on priorities, and lead with vision and adaptability in a changing environment. By aligning a clear strategy and supporting it with consistent action, they agreed the University can continue to grow and lead with confidence.

6. Trustee Principles and Perspectives – No report due to time constraints.

Presenter: Chair Tessa White
7. University Insights Exchange
1:45 PM
Presenters: Provost Larry Smith, Executive Vice Provost Paul Barr, EVP John O'Neil, VP Lisa Berreau, Coach Bronco Mendenhall, Dean Douglas Anderson
Chair White asked each panelist, “How can the USU Board of Trustees best support you?” Each of the following individuals took time to share their perspectives, offering thoughtful insights into how the Board can contribute to the university’s success.
Paul Barr suggested that proposals should go to the board first, allowing for earlier engagement and better outcomes. Improving internal systems is essential for implementing effective programs, which in turn help attract the right employees. He also raised the question of how to prepare for approvals, noting that guidance will be provided. Overall, Barr appreciated the intentionality moving forward.

Bronco Mendenhall emphasized the importance of a clear identity at USU to guide alignment across people, processes, and decision-making, especially if the university intends to compete effectively. He stressed the need to differentiate USU from other institutions by selecting individuals who embody its values. 
Lisa Berreau stressed the need for more effective communication about the value of research at USU, especially as a Carnegie R1 Institution. She encouraged finding new ways to convey impact to the public and government officials, including better storytelling. She also urged the board to push for greater adoption of technology, particularly in research, and to explore AI tools that can accelerate progress. Berreau emphasized the importance of taking risks, adapting quickly, and ensuring that staff are included in efforts to elevate the university.

John O'Neil emphasized the importance of building strong teams, leveraging data, and providing staff with the authority and responsibility to drive change, all in pursuit of greater operational efficiency and effectiveness. He highlighted the need for infrastructure, tools, and leadership to support strategic planning across teaching, research, and discovery—structured into strategic, decadal, tactical, and immediate actions. A design lab gathers faculty input for improvement, while the board plays a vital role in fostering mission-driven, action-oriented collaboration. He proposed that trustees act as intelligence officers—supporting advocacy, defense, amplification, and review—and stressed the importance of organized communication through the board chair to guide investment decisions and accelerate institutional progress, especially in research and technology.

Doug Anderson, who became Dean 20 years ago after serving on the Board of Trustees, shared that at that time USU was not in the shape he had remembered as a student and recognized the urgent need for significant change. He emphasized rediscovering and refining the university’s core identity and culture—something Jon Huntsman also saw as key to USU’s future potential. Anderson advocated for bold, strategic decisions such as eliminating underperforming PhD programs and reallocating resources to areas of strength, particularly at the graduate level, to better align with the university’s vision and ensure long-term success.

Larry Smith emphasized the vital partnership between USU trustees and administration, noting that trustees also serve as stewards of higher education nationally. He urged awareness of the shifting landscape shaped by state and federal pressures, including challenges like HB 265 and growing compliance demands. Smith stressed the importance of structured, efficient problem-solving focused on money, people, space, and time, and encouraged trustees to consider what not to do to stay effective. Accurate communication is key to helping trustees serve as informed ambassadors, and he called for trust in the university’s professional leadership, which works with top consulting firms to stay aligned with national best practices. He also highlighted the opportunity to improve faculty culture and support student retention, especially through first-generation programs.

The Trustees expressed deep appreciation for the candid and transparent feedback they received.
8. Trustee Debrief
2:52 PM
Utah State University’s leadership and trustees emphasized the opportunity to strengthen relationships with legislators and external stakeholders through proactive, transparent communication. President Smith is leading a strategic pivot toward external engagement. Trustees are encouraged to adopt a national perspective and understand the broader challenges facing higher education, including compliance burdens and funding pressures. Open dialogue, humility, and a shared understanding of roles and responsibilities are key to rebuilding credibility and aligning institutional goals with legislative expectations.

Moving forward, the focus is on signaling change, promoting initiatives, and ensuring that USU’s identity and mission are clearly communicated. Trustees and administrators must work together to define strategic priorities, advocate effectively, and provide legislators with the insight they need to support the university. This is a pivotal moment for USU to shift from defense to offense, leveraging its statewide footprint and institutional strengths to build lasting partnerships and drive meaningful progress.

9. ADJOURN
3:36 PM
Motion: 
Motion was made to adjourn the meeting. Motion moved by Trustee Clark Whitworth and motion seconded by Trustee Gina Gagon. Voting was unanimous in the affirmative. Motion passed and the meeting was adjourned.

_____________________________________         _____________________________________
Tessa White, Chair                                                         Janalyn Brown, Secretary

_____________________________________
Date Approved
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