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The University of Southern Mississippi 

Presidential Search Listening Sessions 

September 19, 2012 
 

Schedule: 

7:30 a.m. Community Leaders  

8:30 a.m. President’s Cabinet 

9:00 a.m. Deans and Senior Program 

Officers Division Chairs and 

Department Heads 

9:30 a.m. Faculty and Staff 

10:00 a.m. Students 

10:30 a.m. Alumni and Foundations (USM, 

Athletic, Research)  

11:00 a.m. Open Meeting for Campus and 

Community 

    

3:00 p.m. USM Gulf Coast Students, 

Faculty and Staff 

4:00 p.m. USM Gulf Coast Alumni, 

Foundation and Community 

 

At the beginning of each session throughout the day, Robin Robinson, IHL Board Search Chair, 

welcomed everyone and thanked the groups for attending.  She introduced Trustees present in 

each meeting, including: Dr. Ford Dye, Christy Pickering, Bob Owens, Ed Blakeslee, President 

of the Board, C.D. Smith, Aubrey Patterson, Shane Hooper and  Dr. Doug Rouse. 

Also, Ms. Robinson introduced the Campus Search Advisory Committee members present as 

well as two members from the Parker Executive Search Firm, Laurie Wilder and Porsha 

Williams. 

Session 1 – Community Leaders’ Breakfast 

This session was divided into two parts.  First, attendees held small discussions at their tables.  

Second, a member from each table shared overall ideas with the room.  For the first part, the note 
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taker circulated throughout the room and recorded as many comments as possible from each 

tables’ discussion. 

Part1: 

 We need a president for both the Hattiesburg and the Gulf Coast.   

 It should be someone with familiarity with our uniqueness. 

 They must have an academic background.  It doesn’t have to be 90% of their career in 

academia, but a solid background is important to the faculty. 

 Someone with ties to South Mississippi and USM 

 Someone that knows the Southern Miss traditions  

 Someone who wants to re-establish USM’s dominance in the education field 

 Someone who is able to mesh with the community 

 Have real world experience 

- Needs the right mix of real world and academia 

 Someone who is willing to involve the community 

 Be approachable under any circumstances – have an open door policy 

 Being outside of academia shouldn’t disqualify a candidate 

Part 2: 

 We need to look for signs of stability, that they will stay here, ties to USM and the 

community, knowledge of our state system. 

 Must have leadership skills, but more importantly management skills – USM is a 

complex organization with different schools, departments and teaching sites. 

 We need someone who can fully recognize the programs we have and place importance 

on the historical programs special to USM (education) 

 Funding is a huge problem.  The new president must have a good grasp of financial 

matters.  He or she must understand funding and our specific market. 

 We need to be sure to research their background, including how they work with others in 

current positions. 

 Must be able to work collaboratively but not be a shrinking violet. 

 We have Division 1 athletics, research, our medical community in the area, etc.  This 

person has to recognize and be able to work with the progress available in our area. 

 Needs firsthand knowledge of teaching. 

 Good hiring skills.  Must be able to recognize talent. 

 Must support local economic development. 

 Needs to push economic development and interface with the community 

 Entrepreneurial spirit 

 Spokesman for Hattiesburg and the Gulf Coast 

 Must understand South Mississippi 
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 Needs to be committed for the long haul 

 Politically astute 

 Must possess academic credibility 

  Will need to work in the community to offer quality jobs for graduates and provide 

quality graduates for jobs. 

 Identifies with the culture of the South 

 Must be able to connect with the community and politicians 

 Scholar 

 Strong enough to make tough decisions 

 Can develop a relationship with staff 

 Open-minded about where USM can go next 

 Able to raise funds 

 Should have business experience outside of school 

 Needs to be strong internally, able to bring all constituents together 

 Has political skills 

 Is passionate for USM 

 Should be an advocate for the student population of the University.  They need to have 

the President’s ear. 

 There has been quick turnover; we need someone to stay here and beat the national 

average. 

 

Session 2 – President’s Executive Cabinet 

 The next President should understand the need for growing funding from all avenues, 

such as private gifts and the legislature.  He or she will need to practice strategic thinking.  

I have been here 14 years and this next president will be the 5
th

 I will work with and that 

is only counting Aubrey Lucas once.  With each presidential change, we lose momentum 

and have to build it back up.  This is especially apparent with fundraising.  

 

 We must have the stability at the top to see anything to fruition.  People skills are very 

important internally and externally.  We need someone who can move easily in the 

community and understands instruction, research and managing a very large budget.  This 

person will run a small city, including a Division 1 athletics department. 

 

 Would like to see support for research, but must understand needs and pressure on 

faculty.  USM is uniquely positioned with research from the oil spill and the medical 

community and we need support from the top to push forward. 
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 We want someone who works to develop a shared vision, not to bring a vision.  The 

brain trust of the university is in the faculty.  The president must understand that 

decisions must be made in the best interest of the students.  He or she must frame 

decisions around how it will affect students.  He or she will also need to have a 

comprehensive appreciation of the University:  the sciences, the arts, health, education. 

 

 The President needs to act as a CEO.  He or she will need to synchronize and synthesize.  

The President must understand athletics as a business but know that, at its center, it is 

filled with young scholars. 

 

 We need a strategic thinker and a critical thinker.  Someone who operates in a 

collaborative way.  Readily able to be a leader in economic development. 

 

 The President will need to help us rebuild a culture of trust.  Progress has been in spurts.  

The President must have uncommon discipline.  Enable sustainable enrollment growth 

through comprehensive university planning. 

 

 Please keep in mind not just the faculty but also staff members in your deliberations. 

Listening Session 3 - Deans, Senior Program Officers, Division Chairs and 

Department Heads 
 

 Need length of service 

 Decisive and strategic 

 Communication skills 

 Perspective is keen  

 Need someone who appreciates a broad comprehensive nature of the University 

 Leader in the arts 

 Economic development 

 Understands and supports university libraries 

 Support academic mission of the university 

 Need someone who has like characteristics of Dr. Saunders such as 

o Academic credentials 

o Understand what it is like to teach 

o Experience with external funding 

o Committed to transparency 

o Knowledge of athletics 

o Managing budgets 

o Explaining what faculty do to a broader audience 

o Advocate for the university 

 

 Title should be President not Institutional Executive Officer 

 Momentum started and to be extended 
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 Back to the fundamentals of leadership 

 Craft a strategic vision for success 

 Excellent leader and manager 

 Recruitment and retention concerns that are necessary for sustainability 

 Concerned with recruitment focus of USM instead of recruiting students from junior 

colleges 

 Futurist 

 Commitment to shared governance 

 Proponent innovative technology 

 

Session 4 – Faculty and Staff 

 Someone who has been through academia.  Someone who has a Ph.D. and knows tenure 

and promotion.  The committee should be open to all views and should be open to 

deliberations from faculty. 

 

 Someone who is an academic leader.  We currently have a Provost from the sciences and 

our next president should be someone who is from another area.  We need diversity at the 

top.  Someone who represents diversity. 

 

 Someone who has integrity.  Someone who has administrative experience at a 

comprehensive university and multi-site campus.  Someone who has experience at raising 

capital. 

 

 Someone who has global vision and international experience. 

 

 Need minority candidates.  Someone who is invested in faculty and will develop strong 

faculty. 

 

 Someone who knows strategy. 

 

 Someone who understands politics.   Someone who has vision, mission and direction.   

 

 Someone who will support technology.  Someone who will support online classes, 

interactive video and technology in the classrooms. 

 

 Someone who is involved in community and civic engagement. 

 

 Someone who is fiscally responsible.  Someone who understands Mississippi politics.  

Someone who can utilize what is available and understands our culture.  Someone who 

understands education is what is most important.  USM is about the education of 

students. 

 

Question: Do we need improvements in our selection process?  Should we have 

deliberations? 
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Board Search Committee Response: The search committee is made up of all areas of the 

university and community and represents such.  Deliberations are not possible. 

 

Session 5 – Students 

 
 President who will promote jobs in the community 

 

 President who is centered on service 

 

 President who will have greater communication to students, a responsive administration  

 

 President with strong relationship between students and administration, personal 

connection 

 

 President with both an academic and financial background,  

 

 President who will reach out to all students and has open door policy 

 

 President who prides himself or herself on diversity, focuses on retention of the student, 

embraces a diverse campus, has track record of diversity and has seen different shades of 

life.  

 

 President who focuses on quality over quantity in terms of student recruiting 

 

 President who focuses on a good athletic program, sports and the quality of programs 

 

 President who has an open door policy and is transparent 

 

 President who focuses on the retention of our students 

 

 President who works on the University and Hattiesburg relationship, can strengthen the 

university’s relationship with the community 

 

 President who promotes our academic programs 

 

 President who reaches out to the Hattiesburg community  

 

 President that focuses on research and will help supply the infrastructure that is needed 

for all our students thrive, a fundraiser 

 

 President who has genuine interest in the students and giving back 

 

 Three qualities: a loyal and just servant, loyal to who they represent, leads by setting an 

example for others to follow 

 



7 
 

Session 6 – Alumni and Foundation Representatives 

 
 A non-traditional person, such as retired politician or military. Strong consideration 

should be given to women and diverse candidates.  There has been a weakness in 

strategic planning. Fund-raising is a critical issue and the candidate chosen should be able 

to interface effectively with state, federal and public organizations. We need a strong 

Provost! 

 

 This University has never reached its potential. We need someone with a grand vision, 

able to lead and heal. We need to be recognized as a comprehensive University. We have 

strong department leaders and the president needs to have the ability to bring everyone 

together, acknowledging the varied ideas of the faculty.  

 

 Southern Miss is my home away from home. We need to keep Southern Miss To The 

Top! We need a leader who can help us make our vision a reality. Also must be a person 

of integrity, a servant leader for faculty and students. The president should be open-

minded with an open door policy and lead by example. 

 

 We have been in a cycle of getting a new president every 4 to 5 years and each time, 

there is a dip in our momentum. Because of issues surrounding our present state, fund-

raising is down. This University needs a long-term president. 

 

 We are tired of the turmoil. We need an outsider who is viewed in a positive light, and 

who has a fresh vision and no agenda. Please find us that person! 

 

 Southern Miss needs continuity. It seems like we’ve been a stepping stone. 

 

 What have we learned? No one person will be able to solve all our issues alone. We as 

the faculty and staff need to have a plan in place to help the new president start at a 

higher level and go up instead of that person having to start at the bottom and work up. 

 

Bob Pierce, Vice President for Advancement and former Executive Director of the Alumni 

Association and Jerry DeFatta, current Executive Director of the Alumni Association, spoke 

concerning the role that the Alumni Association played in the last presidential search and 

how they are repeating that role. The Alumni Association also plans to be a liaison between 

the new president and various key entities around the state throughout the leadership 

transition. 

 

 We need to focus on recruitment, retention and promote higher degrees. Increasingly, 

students with only a bachelor’s degree are having difficulty finding good jobs.  The 

president also needs to be visible to the students. 
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 The next president needs to embrace the fact that we’re a comprehensive University. Our 

Graduate Program needs to be promoted. 

 

 I would like to praise the students for their input. Why is there a large turnover? The 

university has had 10 presidents in 102 years. We need to work toward retention and hold 

the Board accountable for the success of the president. 

 

Session 7 – Open Meeting for Campus and Community 

 
Question: There is a rumor that the president has already been chosen and this search is just 

a formality. Is this true?  

Board Search Committee Response: No 

 

 New president needs to have an eagerness for development. Not necessarily change, but 

to push forward. 

 

 Primary qualities needed in a president are: 

a. Visionary 

b. Strategist 

c. Continuity 

d. Stability 

e. Fund-raising – This has been reduced over the last year. We depend on private 

funding as public funding has been drastically cut. 

 

 This University is a comprehensive University, operating from multiple campuses with a 

wonderful reputation that reaches outside the state of Mississippi. We have a lot to offer. 

 

 Asked the Search Committee to take all recommendations seriously.  

 

Question: Knowing that all applicants will be qualified and will have a vision, what would 

make a candidate stand out to the Search Committee?  

Board Search Committee Response: 

 Matching a candidate to what I have heard from the various groups during the 

listening sessions and meetings. 

 Focus on listening to the various constituent groups. Look for a candidate who not 

only is qualified and has a vision, but one who has a definite plan to achieve the 

goals. Also, someone who is committed to a long term with the University. 

 The main function of the IHL Board is always to do what is best for each of the 

universities.  

 The process of listening to the various groups will produce good results. 

 I want to look a candidate in the eyes and get a feel for their passion. Also looking 

for integrity. 

 

Question: Was a preference being given to younger candidates?  
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Board Search Committee Response: No. 

 

Session 8 – USM Gulf Coast Faculty, Staff and Students 

 
 We need a president with multi-campus experience. Institution needs a president with real 

experience with complexities of dealing with multiple campuses. Our campus has endured 

great trials, including near destruction in the winds and water of Hurricane Katrina.  This is a 

time of opportunity. The new president needs to rethink institutional models. Need a 

president who is schooled and able to lead multi-campus institution. Beyond our walls, 

unmet education needs still exist. Organizational transformations must happen to meet those 

needs. 

 

 We need a president with a high level of credibility to both internal and external 

constituencies. We’re convinced the way to do the greatest good is to take care of the faculty 

and staff of this fine institution. 

 

 The Education department would benefit from having more Hattiesburg students coming 

down to the Coast campus to take classes. There is a possibility for this campus to flourish. 

We need this campus. We need to utilize this campus as much as we can, even if only as an 

extension. 

 

 The cost of an education for students, specifically on the Gulf Coast, has become higher. A 

lack of state funding has increased the need for private funding. Under Dr. Saunders, we 

instituted a new fundraising model that resulted in one of the biggest fundraising years we’ve 

ever had. That was a direct result of the efforts of our last president. We need someone who 

is ready to hit the road. 

 

 Want someone who can help define success so we know when we’re there. 

 

 We need someone with a proven track record. Have they had measurable results beyond a 

shadow of a doubt? Are they taking wonderful things and improving them? Find someone 

who wants to love Mississippi. Let’s not limit ourselves to this region. Let’s look the nation 

over and find the absolute best person we can find. Find someone who has demonstrated that 

they’re open to new paradigms. Someone who comes from a place where best practices are 

used. Someone who is not afraid of change. Southern Miss doesn’t cling to the past, but 

embraces newer, better things. Someone who is excited about new things – hybrid education, 

someone who understands what the new economy will be – and recruit international students. 

We need to embrace what international students bring to us. Someone who can understand 

and appreciate what the Coast can bring to the university. When the port expands, we will be 

a very big economic driver. We must be empowered to do that. We need a president who is 

not afraid to empower the people working for them. We need someone who will be excited to 

see this Coast growing like crazy. Someone with a great sense of humor and is likable and 

likes to be with people.  We need someone who loves people and loves Mississippi and 

wants to take this place to a new, unique level. 
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Ms. Robinson asked the audience break into small groups to determine their top 3-5 

characteristics or qualities they want to see in their next president. Groups reports follow: 

 Flexibility, creativity, intelligence, resolve, open-mindedness 

 

 Open-minded, creative, understanding of tenure and workload 

 

 Great communicator 

 

 Innovative, creative, focused on long-term success, not a career-climber, someone who 

can allow for decentralized decision-making 

 

 Fearless, not afraid to buck tradition, innovator, collaborator, strategic thinker 

 

 Supporter of student life activities, supports scholarship for students as well as student 

leaders, inspiring confident leader, experience in higher education, inspire cooperation 

between Hattiesburg and coast 

 

 Opportunity to work with people on both campuses, understanding of cultural differences 

between the two campuses, tear down the silos and embrace the differences, someone 

who will stand up for USM to the board, understanding of the different workloads 

 

 Someone to promote diversity, need visionary, someone who is committed, somebody to 

support libraries, someone who will promote tourism on the Coast. 

 

 Importance of stability particularly for this campus. This campus needs clarity in the 

administrative structure. In 10 years, we have 7 different administrative structures, Clear 

administrative structure that empowers leadership and faculty here to determine how best 

to serve this region.  

 

 We need a president who has worked through the academic ranks. You don’t get a 

general from boot camp. There needs to be sensitivity to young faculty pressures. To 

have a president who grasps that struggle and looking for resources for not only the 

classroom but for research projects. We need someone who has that sensitivity. We need 

someone who has worked their way up from Assistant, Associate and full professor. 

 

 The new president needs to understand the diversity on the Coast. It is important to have 

a president who understands the role of research within an academic university. They 

need to understand the role of research. It’s very important for the new president to 

appreciate the national profile of the university and work to increase that profile. 

 

 Discussed the role of Online Learning, bringing students from around the world to our 

institution. When we speak of a multi-campus university, online has become another 

campus. I would like the next president to understand the value of online learning. It’s 

because of online students that we have experienced growth recently. 
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Question: How often the Campus Search Advisory Committee meet? Will they meet during 

the selection of their preferred candidates?  

Board Search Committee Response: There will be face-to-face meetings and also 

conference calls to update them. On October 2, there will be a face-to-face meeting of the 

CSAC. 

 

Session 9 – USM Gulf Coast Alumni, Foundation, and Community 

Representatives 

 
 Really disappointed to see Martha Saunders leave the way she did and as promptly as she 

did. We need someone with high analytical ability, Christian values.  

 

 Would like to see a president who appreciates the Gulf Park campus for the jewel that it 

is and the potential that it has. Small example of how there isn’t transparency on how the 

two campuses work. As long as the Gulf Park Campus is perceived as a threat to some 

department chair in Hattiesburg, the Coast will never achieve what it can. Participatory 

rather than autocratic and seeks wisdom around him or her. 

 

 The next president has a pretty good template to look at. Hopefully it will be someone 

who will stay long-term. Was lucky to have Aubrey K. Lucas as president when I was at 

Southern. Have a son at Southern now. He deserves a dynamic leader. We need a good 

economic developer and provide the kind of regional leadership we need. We need 

someone who has connections and wherewithal to make a difference. 

 

 The attribute that comes to mind right away is a bridge builder. Building connections and 

honoring those connections is a trait that will help take our state even farther. Respecting 

and supporting the connection with the outstanding community college system down 

here. As you look at the candidates, I would ask you to consider whether there are 

demonstrated examples that this person truly gets it and can truly build those bridges. 

 

 Look at the process, think of the great hockey player’s quote: “It’s not where the puck is; 

it’s where is the puck going to be.” Need a leader who can face the types of issues that 

have faced the last three presidents.  Southern Miss is fed by Pearl River CC, Jones 

County JC, MGCCC. New president needs to appreciate those three feeder systems 

within 35 miles of the campus in Hattiesburg is a great asset to play upon. University is 

an economic development train and a university president needs to understand that. It’s 

getting jobs and better jobs to the president. Look at history. The gentleman who founded 

Hattiesburg also founded the state port at Gulfport. He designed those two cities as sister 

cities in economic development. All trade routes of the world are open to us through the 

Port of Gulfport. It is conceivable that Southern Miss could easily double in size if it puts 

the programs out for those people who are hungry for an education. Take those students 

with two years of education and give them that third and fourth year. 

 

 We could have 10,000 students at this campus if we have dorms and had programs here 

like we have in Hattiesburg. One additional issue on the Coast. We can pull students back 
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over here if we can get someone in Hattiesburg who views us as an asset and not a threat. 

We need someone up there who can look at all the Coast and understand our uniqueness. 

We need dorms. We have to be able to offer the students here and in Hattiesburg what 

they want. 

 

 Would like to have interaction with the university president. We need a president who is 

in tune with the tuition problem. 

 

 Expect tremendous growth from Hattiesburg south. Looking at the schools on the Coast 

in the bottom three counties are so much more than any other three counties in the state. 

We as faculty want something to hang our hat on, someone who can recognize USM for 

what USM is. We don’t want to be anybody we’re not. We want to be recognized for the 

things we do that is unique. Because Gulf Park is a smaller campus, faculty who work on 

the Gulf Coast campus feel they experience issues that their colleagues in Hattiesburg 

don’t experience. 

 

 On a personal note, one of the reasons I came to Southern Miss was because it was a 

place I’d feel comfortable being so far from home. Dr. Saunders did a wonderful job of 

giving that Southern charm of making you feel that you’re at home. I want someone you 

see on campus. It needs to be someone a student can walk up to and feel comfortable 

with. 

 


