As we focus on our self-study under the constraints of the current budget crisis, we need to remember how profoundly what we do together can shape so many lives in our communities.  

The budget crisis the state and NSHE have been struggling with since Fall 2007 has exposed some old tears in the state’s social fabric that we all knew existed, but which were not “front and center” in the past.  The re-surfacing of these problems should cause us at the college to more clearly focus on the importance of our true mission.

Consider the following: 

In general, outside of NSHE, the public dialogue in Nevada about higher education’s budget plight this year, both in the media and among political leaders, has been pretty much “who cares?”  The importance of higher education is simply not yet recognized in large parts of our state’s population.  It is our responsibility to make the case for what we do, and we clearly haven’t made that case yet.  

Despite the fact that most people in the state know that we are at the bottom of the country in quality of life, reaction, even this week to Nevada’s scoring of 47 out of the fifty states, on the Forbes magazine’s “quality of life” listing, just elicits big yawns.  We have grown so used to these bad numbers that they seem to lack power any longer to frighten us. 

Each year, the Nevada “Kids Count” survey measures the safety and health of Nevada children and families.  Even in the booming economy of a year ago, Nevada’s children were at greater risk for gang violence, school drop out, and suicide than other children across the country.  The typical Nevada family is under greater threat for substance abuse, domestic abuse and divorce than comparable families in other states.  The state’s current economic woes and the foreclosure crisis have not improved their situations. 

Recently, a UNLV professor, referencing the blood-borne disease exposure of 50,000 people at the Endoscopy Center of Southern Nevada, described the behavior of people working in the clinic as “normalized deviance.”  Without a strong cultural grounding that says if a thing is wrong, it doesn’t matter who tells you to do it, you don’t do it.  Yet enough employees at this clinic ignored good medical practice because they were told to do so, and as a result, thousands of people were exposed to life threatening, blood-borne pathogens.  As we know, having the strength to act on one’s own thought-out and values-based convictions is an important outcome of good critical thinking.  It is one of the most important general education skills we can strive to develop in our students.
I could go on and talk about many other of our problems, but why belabor the obvious?  Let’s just say there is a lot of work to be done by the NSHE colleges, and despite our budget crisis, we need to rise to the challenge. We know that what we do in our classrooms and in our informal interactions with students can help to address many of our state’s social ills.  

So what should the lesson of all this be for us at Western Nevada College, as we engage in the introspection of a self-study year?  

Let me just suggest a few things:

1) In small towns and cities across about 18,000 square miles of this state, Western Nevada College is often the sole beacon for a better life based on education.  We cannot abandon the people who need us.

2) When I talk about improving lives, I am not talking about enrichment classes for people who have already had a college education, although those of course are wonderful and I don’t disparage them.  But they are not primary. Nor am I talking about workforce development, even though it is an important part of our mission to meet the economic needs of our businesses, our residents and our communities.  It is still not our primary business.

3) The most important role we can serve is the role that has been primary for our country’s institutions of higher education since our country began, and which at our founding, was unique in the world.  We help people to create better lives for themselves through intellectual development.  Throughout the history of higher education in our country, and at our best colleges and universities, personal development for social responsibility and citizenship have been understood to be at least in part addressed by higher education. 

4) We do this in our general education classes, in our daily intellectual and ethical interactions with our students across the college, and in the climate we create and examples we set for what it means to be an educated and socially responsible person.  In other words, we engage our students.

5) Because we are a community college, or to use the language of the day, an “access” institution, most of the students who will benefit from their college experience with us may be learning far more from you than what you are teaching them about anatomy and physiology, machine tool theory,  college algebra or whatever.  They are learning how to be personally and socially responsible citizens.  And by the way, every single one of us, whether we are teaching classes, working behind the financial aid counter, mopping floors or just being college president, needs see ourselves as setting an example in this area.

The success of our mission is then critically dependent upon all of us reaching out to all who can benefit in our service area and engaging our students in ways that go well beyond the technical details of our curriculum.  The college, while constrained by a difficult budget year and with the prospect of an even worse one ahead, has emerged as an intact community, with its personal and social values preserved.  We need to use that intact community to help the residents of our Nevada service area to create a stronger society.  

