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April 23, 2018 

 

President Search 
University of Guam 
UOG Station  
Mangilao, Guam 96923 

 

Dear members of the search committee: 

Please accept these materials as my application for the position of President at University of 
Guam. I was notified of the opening during a meeting of the Montana Board of Regents, and did 
not give the opportunity much thought. But, as I read the Position Profile, I began to see a lot of 
similarities between my current position and what is required in the next president at the 
University of Guam. I will admit, I also understand that my years of experience in the State if 
Montana is not a strong selling point. In this letter I will try to be very upfront about my own 
skills and strengths, and at least one area mentioned in the Position Profile where I believe that 
an internal candidate would be preferred, if such a candidate exists. 

For the past year I have served as interim chancellor at Montana State University Billings. This 
time as interim has allowed me the opportunity to try my hand as CEO and I have found it to be 
a complex, demanding job that I absolutely love. I love big challenges and I have demonstrated 
an ability and discovered a passion for this work. Continuing in the role of chancellor at Billings is 
not an option, so I am seeking another opportunity, another chance to serve and to help an 
institution achieve its potential. 

My background includes many years as a faculty member and administrator at Montana State 
University Bozeman, so I have an extensive background at a research-intensive, land-grant 
institution. I served as Head of the Department of Chemical and Biological Engineering for nine 
years, and led efforts to update and modernize the curriculum, and significantly expand the 
department’s research productivity. My experience with engineering curriculum and ABET 
accreditation might be of value to the University of Guam. 

Over the course of my career I have seen my focus evolve. In the early years I was focused on 
doing everything that I could to help make my students successful. During this time I worked to 
improve my teaching and developed course materials to help students learn. Some of these 
materials ultimately became a series of textbooks which have formed the basis of my scholarly 
contributions. 

In 2000, I served as chair of the Faculty Senate at Montana State University. This was an eye-
opening experience for me as I discovered the extent to which the faculty on a campus need 
support and nurturing too. Soon after, I became department head and focused on supporting 
my students by supporting the faculty. I had the opportunity to make a series of great hires. The 
department has thrived, even after I stepped out of the leadership role in 2011. 
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In 2011, I assumed a new role as associate provost for assessment and accreditation. My role 
soon expanded to include curriculum, program review, policy review, and academic appeals. My 
favorite part of that position was working with faculty members who had an idea for something 
new, but did not know how to make it happen. Helping them achieve their goals was my delight. 

Then, I was asked to take on the role of interim chancellor at Montana State University Billings. 
In January 2017 I began the most demanding and most interesting job that I have ever held. I 
found a position where my passion to help others achieve their goals can operate at a much 
higher level. We have made some significant strides in Billings, and I hope that I have positioned 
the campus and the next chancellor for great success in the years to come. 

While many of the Position Profile associated with the presidential search are evident on my 
curriculum vitae, there are a few that I would like to address directly. 

The next president will possess the experience, skills, and drive required to shape 
the future of UOG, while exemplifying the character and ethics expected in a highly 
visible and trusted university and community leader. 

Earlier this month a decision was made to hire an external candidate as the next chancellor of 
Montana State University Billings. In the wake of that decision I have received a number of 
messages about my time as interim chancellor, and I include two extracts from those messages 
that address some of the personal characteristics that the University of Guam is seeking. 

In the year that I have had the honor of working with you, I can state 
unequivocally that your leadership, demeanor, basic humility and honesty, and 
care for this university put you at the top of the list of the CEOs I have served 
under.   We will all be the poorer for losing you. 

 
During your tenure as Interim Chancellor you have provided MSU Billings with 
exceptional leadership, a very positive presence within the University and across 
the community, and a very positive outlook for the future for the 
University.  You and Mrs. Larsen have impressed all of us with your warmth and 
openness. Your leadership style has encouraged each and all to focus and 
perform at the highest possible levels.  I cannot over emphasize the importance 
of the stability and positive outlook your efforts have generated across the 
University. 

Like UOG, MSUB is a small campus (4400 students) in a large community (100,000). 
What I have discovered is that Billings is a very large small town, run by a series of 
networks of influential leaders. The only path to success is to work effectively with these 
leaders. In Billings, I have found these leaders to be very open and willing to accept my 
leadership of the campus and my participation in community leadership. I cannot 
guarantee that I will be equally effective in Guam, but my approach is to listen first, and 
then speak with others to find solutions. 

3,875 students attend UOG, 72% of them full-time. 58% identify as female. 98% are 
paying resident tuition rates. 89% identify as Asian-Pacific islanders.  
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Tuition and fees for the 2017–18 school year are $2,892 per semester for 
undergraduates. A substantial number are first generation, with 65% receiving Pell 
grants. 85% of all students receive some form of financial aid. The six-year 
graduation rate is 35%. 

UOG is slightly smaller than my current institution, but has some similar characteristics: about 
60% identifying as female, mostly resident students, a high percentage first-generation, and a 
large percentage Pell-eligible. There are also some differences; UOG has a higher percentage of 
students attending full time, and a higher six-year graduation rate. MSUB students are 
predominantly Caucasian with a significant and growing percentage of Native American and 
Hispanic students. 

MSUB needs to do more to support poor, first-generation students, but we are making progress. 
Several retention initiatives including supplemental instruction in high D,F,W courses and co-
requisite instruction in math and writing have shown promise in improving retention rates (too 
early to tell on graduation rate). These students need additional support to navigate an 
increasingly complex higher education system. 

After 1695, Chamorros were forced to settle in five villages: Hagåtña, Agat, Umatac, 
Pago, and Fena, and they were monitored by the priests and military garrison, 
forced to attend Church daily and to learn Spanish language and customs. The 
Spaniards imported Spanish soldiers and Filipinos to restock the population, 
marking the end of the pure Chamorro bloodline. 

The actions described in this paragraph were repeated 150 years later to the Native Americans 
of the northern plains. They were forced onto reservations and their children were sent to 
boarding schools to learn the English language and American customs. A friend of mine, the 
President of Chief Dull Knife College on the Northern Cheyenne Reservation, likes to say that 
statistics is completing the task that the American military was unable to complete in the 1800s: 
Each time a child, through mixed ancestry, falls below 25% pure blood in any tribe, they cease to 
be American Indian in the eyes of the Federal Government. Intermarriage between tribes is 
slowly erasing the tribes from existence. 

I have demonstrated my respect for Native Americans and their traditions. During my time as 
interim chancellor we moved the Native American Achievement Center to a substantially larger 
location to better support their work with Native students on campus. I do not claim any 
significant knowledge of the Chamorro, but I would love the opportunity to learn about another 
unique culture. 

DEMONSTRATE RESPECT FOR CULTURE AND TRADITION 

… 

Guamanians are among the friendliest people in the world. They are also a people 
who have lived under colonial rule from 1670 to the present day. It will be 
absolutely essential that the new president understands and respects the local 
culture and is prepared to humbly earn the respect of the people. 

One of the issues that the MSU Billings campus faces is a significant level of mistrust between 
some of the citizens of Billings and the leadership of MSU Bozeman, and the Montana University 
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System. MSU Bozeman (called simply MSU) has thrived over the past decade while MSUB has 
struggled with enrollment declines. There are many reasons for these struggles that likely have 
nothing to do with MSU, but the perception remains. I came to Billings from Bozeman. As the 
chair of the Academic Senate put it in a public forum, “We were prepared not to like this guy.” 
The situation has changed; at a recent faculty awards banquet I received a standing ovation 
from the faculty in thanks for my efforts on behalf of MSUB over the past year. My response was 
simple: It has been an honor for me to serve as interim chancellor at MSUB. My ability to gain 
acceptance at MSUB has been the result of listening to people, and demonstrating that I want 
MSUB to succeed. My actions have been to facilitate the success of this institution. 

I have experience earning the respect of people, and I understand why this is so important for 
the next president at UOG. 

In the past, UOG was able to presume a steady stream of students. That is no longer 
the case. The pool of traditional students is not expanding and the competition for 
students has increased. 

This sounds very familiar. At my current institution we need to better accommodate the needs 
of non-traditional-age students if we are to grow. UOG appears to have more options in this 
area, but also needs to find ways to meet the education needs of a wide variety of students. 

Unlike their stateside counterparts, students on Guam tend to be respectful and 
conscientious. They appreciate the value of education and are serious about their 
studies. Some students are also somewhat naïve about the processes of higher 
education. They do not actively seek advisement and regularly fail to make decisions 
and take action in a timely manner. Of the registered returning students 15% have 
not declared a major. 

Students at most of the smaller universities in Montana are a bit out-of-step with many of the 
students in the US, as they still tend to be respectful and conscientious. First-generation 
students, in particular, need help navigating higher education. The challenges, and some of the 
solutions, are similar between MSUB and UOG. 

PROVIDE TRUSTED ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP 

Trustworthiness is critical to the success of the next president. Shared governance 
must be respected in refining the academic vision that will guide teaching and 
research. Resources must be allocated in a manner that is transparent and fair. 
Policy and procedures must be relevant to the mission and its execution, and must 
be consistently applied. Similarly, care must be taken to ensure that curricular and 
co-curricular experiences are integrated and leveraged to create a holistic learning 
experience for students. 

The faculty and staff at my current institution have come to trust me, and understand that I 
work for the good of the institution in a collaborative and transparent manner. That is easy for 
me to say, but I encourage you to ask my references for details and examples of the personal 
characteristics of my leadership style. 

Conscientious and caring academic stewardship must foster diversity as a core tenet 
of life at the University of Guam. 
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I have promoted diversity throughout my academic career. As department head, I was able to 
hire four women faculty (two tenure-track, two research faculty) who served as tremendous 
role models for the increasing number of female students in the department, and for the male 
students as well. I had the opportunity as an assistant professor to be part of establishing a 
Native American Scholarship Program in the department. That program grew over time and has 
become the MSU Bozeman College of Engineering’s Diversity Program. 

One of my first actions when I became interim chancellor in Billings was to visit the two tribal 
colleges in the area. This was to let them know that working to support Native students was a 
priority. We took a concrete step forward in this are when we established the Native American 
Achievement Center in its new home. 

The next president will lead by example, listening and learning from colleagues, 
personally setting the tone for discourse. He/she will be an effective steward of 
natural, human and financial resources. The president will be a champion of 
academic rigor, innovative scholarship and effective teaching. He/she will endorse 
the intellectual value of non-academic programs, promoting the idea that learning 
takes place in a variety of environments. 

A lesson that I learned very early in my current position is that, for a chancellor or president, 
presence matters. The chancellor is the symbol of the university and it matters to people that 
the chancellor is physically present at events – so I attend as many events as I can. These include 
athletic events, music performances, student government meetings, lectures, parties, and 
faculty and staff meetings. I also view the chancellor’s residence adjacent to campus as a 
powerful tool that can be used to build, strengthen, and maintain connections both on-campus 
and with community members. 

I have a strong record of excellence as a teacher and have always maintained a focus on 
academic rigor. I love to find ways to make learning easier for students, but that is by improving 
the teaching, not lowering the standards. 

LEADERSHIP 

I think I would be described as a quiet, competent leader. People like to work with me because I 
like to make progress towards goals. I listen more than speak at meetings. As interim chancellor 
I have found that my role is more often empowering others. The goal is to find the right solution 
for the institution, find a team that can find a solution, then empower and encourage them to 
get the work done. My role is often to help resource the team’s efforts, and I can influence 
campus priorities by assigning resources. 

In the past I helped rebuild the research capacity in my department. My approach was to hire 
individuals committed to both teaching and research, providing professional development time 
to new faculty to establish a solid research program, and set an expectation of research 
performance. We saw research grow dramatically while I was department head. 

I have been involved with accreditation for many years, first with the ABET accreditation in my 
department, then with the university’s regional accreditation. I have served as an evaluator for 
several years, and have chaired an evaluation team for NWCCU, our regional accreditation 
organization. 
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When I arrived at MSU Billings there was a noticeably low morale among the faculty and staff. 
Over my time here I have had the opportunity to see that change, with people trusting my 
leadership (a steady hand on the wheel), and starting to have hope again. I think that this speaks 
to the “capacity to inspire” mentioned on the list of desired characteristics. 

BALANCE 

As an example of prudent risk-taking, I faced a situation in which our registrar and the director 
of New Student Services wanted my approval to change the way we would award scholarships 
to entering freshmen. It was clear that the change would have an impact – but it was not clear 
exactly what the impact would be. Since scholarships are so closely tied to enrollment, there 
was the potential to negatively impact enrollment, which would be catastrophic for the campus. 
I approved the change because I believed the proposed approach was likely to be well received 
by students and parents. But I also asked the New Student Services staff to monitor the new 
approach closely so that we could adapt quickly if necessary. The result has been significantly 
increased interest by prospective students and their parents. Now, there is a concern that we 
may be over-awarding scholarships for next year. If we end up with too many students this fall, 
that will be a new and welcome challenge. 

The “ability to process multiple positions on issues” is the life of a president or chancellor. I have 
the ability to maintain a calm environment and keep people communicating when they 
sometimes want to jump immediately to a final decision. Taking the time to work through the 
issues helps make the ultimate decision acceptable. 

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING 

A significant part of my work in my current position has been relationship building. I discovered 
that there was a lack of deep relationships between individuals on campus and in the 
community. I have worked to build much stronger relationships. I serve on the boards of the 
Chamber of Commerce (ex officio) and the local Economic Development Corporation (elected). I 
have also worked with many community leaders and elected officials to try to advance the 
campus’ agenda. I try to be honest, transparent, and genuine when dealing with others. That 
lays a foundation for strong relationships. 

As an example of creating partnerships, we have worked closely with the area school districts, 
particularly School District 2 (SD2). This is the local school district, and the largest in the state. In 
SD2 we have found a willing partner, and have sought ways to work better together. 

• All fifth-graders in SD2 will be coming to campus in the next few weeks as part of their 
science curriculum. 

• Last spring we started a new tradition of inviting all alumni teachers from the area back 
to campus to say “thank you”, and honor the award winners among them. 

• The SD2 Career Center (technical education) is adjacent to MSUB’s City College (two-
year programs) and the two work closely together, even sharing facilities in several 
cases. 

We have dramatically grown dual-credit instruction in area high schools by providing grant-
funded summer instruction for high school teachers to provide the required qualifications, and 
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zero tuition dual-credit courses for high school students. My role in this effort was to: (1) 
approve the idea of offering these courses at zero tuition, (2) encourage our staff to work with 
schools across all of eastern Montana, not just in the city of Billings, and (3) stress that we want 
a variety of dual-credit courses to attract all high school students, not just high achievers. 

FUNDRAISING 

In 2013 the State of Montana appropriated $10M for a new science building on the MSUB 
campus, with the requirement that another $5M match be raised locally. This approach put 
MSUB into a terrible fund-raising situation. There was no opportunity for a “quiet phase” or an 
opportunity to work with prospective donors to get a sense of where their interests might lie or 
the potential scope of a campaign. Instead, MSUB was pushed immediately into direct 
fundraising for a specific project, and it did not go well. When I arrived in 2017, the campus had 
raised $1.2M of the required match, but the project had stalled out for several years and the 
MSUB Foundation had just hired a new president. We were faced with the need to restart the 
campaign and rebuild some momentum. In the past year we have managed to raise an 
additional $2.5M, plus another $2.1M approved by the students for equipment for the building. 
We have plans to (hopefully) complete the fundraising this summer. 

BUSINESS ACUMEN 

MSU Billings has faced a series of budget reductions in recent years as a result of declining 
enrollment. In my time in office we have faced two budget cuts, and managed them. But even 
more critically, we also stemmed the declining enrollments that have driven the budget cuts. 

One of the approaches that I asked the campus to undertake last year was to dive deeper into 
the enrollment data to find out which current students had not yet registered for the next 
semester, by category. We were trying to understand why they weren’t registering. We found 
that a significant percentage could not register because of holds placed on their accounts. We 
considered the various types of holds, and changed the severity of many of the holds to allow 
students to register. Then, we sent lists to various groups on campus to have them attempt to 
contact the students and encourage registration. This is a simple example, but it does illustrate 
my desire to use data to move the institution forward. The creation of these lists has now 
become standard operating procedure. 

At MSU Billings, about three-fourths of the student body comes from within 50 miles of campus. 
About two-thirds of the graduates stay in the community. This campus is the workforce creator 
for the community, so we must focus on staying aware of the projected workforce needs of the 
local labor market, and planning ways to respond to future needs. My service on the Big Sky 
Economic Development Corporation board is an integral part of being a part of the regional 
economic development. 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS 

Soon after becoming interim chancellor I discovered that the community had largely forgotten 
about the university because the campus had not been actively promoting itself to the 
community in recent years. I immediately asked the interim director of University Relations to 
focus on getting the university’s name out to the community again. Once the permanent 
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director of University Relations and Communications was in place, I asked her to restart the 
process of providing a steady drumbeat of campus success stories to local media. In recent 
months I have been hearing from community members that they are once again aware of the 
university’s presence. The campus culture has also changed and the faculty and staff have 
started informing the Communications Office of potential stories. 

One of the challenges with internal communications is finding mechanisms to provide a lot of 
information without overloading people. To help facilitate this, we switched from a large stream 
of all-campus emails to a weekly email newsletter for routine information. This allowed us to 
use the all-campus email selectively for only the most time-critical communications. 

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

In my current position I have learned that the skill set required for the position of campus CEO 
plays to my strengths, especially the soft skills. I bring to the position: 

• A commitment to student success 
• A commitment to faculty 
• Strong management skills 
• Clear communication 
• A collaborative leadership style 
• A desire to see growth and improvement 
• A willingness to look for creative solutions 

I am looking for an institution with great faculty, students, and staff who are excited to see their 
institution grow and prosper. I look forward to speaking with you further about the position of 
President at the University of Guam. 

 

Thank you for your consideration, 

 

 

Ron Larsen 

 


