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Ferris State University (Ferris) seeks a transparent, community-
minded and visionary leader to join its campus community as its  
next president.

Ferris is a mid-sized four-year public university offering more 
than 180 academic programs with degrees ranging from associate 
to doctoral across seven academic colleges. Founded in 1884 by 
Woodbridge and Helen Ferris, Ferris has remained committed 
to preparing students with the knowledge, skills and experiences 
they need to make an impact in their professions, communities 
and our world right away. The 1,500 faculty and staff at Ferris are 
industry professionals and career practitioners recognized for their 
scholarship, expertise and unmatched dedication to students. Ferris’ 
academic programs are innovative, comprehensive, and in many 
cases, ranked amongst the best in the world. 

Ferris currently serves more than 10,000 students, providing access 
to opportunities through an energetic traditional, residential 
experience at the university’s main campus in Big Rapids, a 
vibrant urban experience at the campus of Kendall College of Art 
and Design in Grand Rapids, and a personal focus at its nearly 
two dozen statewide locations, online learning and partnerships 
with community colleges and career technical centers. Ferris has 
established itself as the premier collaborative partner of Michigan’s 
community colleges, creating articulation agreements with multiple 
campuses and expanding its online offerings to allow students to 
complete coursework at their local community colleges toward a 
Ferris degree. As a result, Ferris has evolved into a leading transfer 
option for students ready to move onward and upward in Michigan. 

Like many of its peer institutions, Ferris has experienced recent 
enrollment challenges related to a decline in high school graduates, 
competition from other state institutions and the COVID-19 

pandemic. Therefore, the incoming president should lead the 
campus in the development of a strategic enrollment plan that 
considers future market demands and leverages the university’s 
strengths. Furthermore, Ferris will benefit from a president who 
facilitates discourse among its many constituents about the campus’ 
identity, and develops clear, concise and consistent talking points 
that bring to life its future purpose and impact, with particular 
emphasis on areas of distinction. The incoming president should 
be a compelling student advocate and develop initiatives that 
provide students with support for both academic success and 
the basic needs required to thrive and prosper. A commitment to 
support, nurture and champion a diverse, equitable and inclusive 
campus community while ensuring strength in local town and gown 
relations will be important. Strong capacities for fundraising and 
building industry partnerships are also expected, along with the 
ability to create a strong, stable and transparent budget model that 
will increase and diversify revenue. 

Reporting to the Board of Trustees, the next president should be a 
bold visionary and strong collaborator with extensive experience 
working in a shared governance structure and the ability to work in 
a unionized environment. The president will be an accomplished 
leader and administrator with the experience required to move an 
organization of Ferris’ size and complexity forward successfully. 
With more than 180,000 alumni and countless partnerships, 
the incoming president must also be a visible, consummate 
relationship builder and community-minded connector ready to 
foster productive relationships that will move Ferris forward locally, 
regionally, nationally and globally. 

For information on how to apply or to submit nominations,  
please refer to the section, “Procedure for Candidacy” at the  
end of this document.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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http://www.ferris.edu/colleges.htm


Ferris State University is focused on helping students accelerate their 
education, their career, and their lives Ferris Forward. More than 10,000 
Ferris students work side-by-side with industry expert faculty members 
from seven academic colleges. Our students build distinctive, hands-on 
skills that put them at the top of their field from the day they graduate 
and join our community of more than 180,000 active alumni. 

Since our founding in 1884, we have been fully committed to removing 
barriers for students of all backgrounds. Our more than 1,500 faculty 

and staff members make that commitment a reality every day, 
developing innovative, nationally recognized initiatives that support the 
success of our students and our institution, such as the Ferris Launch 
program. Today, more than 40-percent of Ferris students are Pell-
eligible, and we are a full participant in the state of Michigan’s Tuition 
Incentive Program (TIP). 

FERRIS
AT A 
GLANCE

Academic Colleges

ARTS, SCIENCES AND
EDUCATION
BUSINESS
ENGINEERING
TECHNOLOGY
HEALTH
PROFESSIONS
KENDALL
COLLEGE
OF ART
AND
DESIGN

MICHIGAN
COLLEGE OF
OPTOMETRY
PHARMACY

Ferris Launch—
FREE TUITION
FOR HIGH-

ACHIEVING STUDENTS
WITH CRITICAL 

FINANCIAL NEED.

10,000+
students

1,500+
FACULTY

AND STAFF

one hundred and 
eighty thousand plus

ACTIVE
ALUMNI
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http://www.ferris.edu/admissions/financialaid/FerrisLaunch.htm


Located in scenic Big Rapids, 
Michigan, Ferris gives you a 
small-town feel with big-time 
resources.

You’ll have the opportunity to 
explore the area’s more than  
100 lakes, the Muskegon River, 
award winning golf courses, 
endless trails, parks, breweries, 
wineries, restaurants, festivals, 
events, and the arts, all right in 
your backyard.

And when you need to get away, 
you are close to all that West 
Michigan has to offer:

• 1 hour from Grand Rapids 

• 1 hour from Lake Michigan

• 1.5 hours from Traverse City

• Minutes from endless 
outdoor adventure

The area is also home to top-
rated school districts, including 
Big Rapids High School which 
was recognized as a “Top 
American High School” by 
Newsweek and a U.S. News and 
World Report “Silver Medal 
School,” placing BRHS in the top 
10% in the nation.

Visit bigrapids.org to learn more!

BIG RAPIDS
AT A 
GLANCE
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http://bigrapids.org


BIG RAPIDS
Much has changed in the 137 years since our founding. Our 880-acre 
central campus has evolved into a hub of innovative facilities, with 
more than 110 buildings providing cutting-edge spaces where our 
students perfect their craft.

The University’s Master Plan, updated in 2021, charts the course for 
further growth, with the $32M Center for Virtual Learning breaking 
ground in September 2021 and the $15.3M Center for Athletics 
Performance project launching in October 2021, among other exciting 
developments.

GRAND RAPIDS
Ferris has an expansive footprint in downtown Grand Rapids, including 
the campus of Kendall College of Art and Design, the College of 
Pharmacy, and the university’s extension located at the Applied 

Technology Center, a long-standing partnership with Grand Rapids 
Community College.

AND BEYOND
The growth of Ferris Online has extended the impact of a Ferris 
education well beyond the boundaries of our physical campuses.  
The University now offers dozens of degree and certificate programs 
fully online. Additionally, in partnership with community colleges 
across the state, Ferris offers degree programs at more than  
20 remote locations.

OUR
CAMPUSES 4

http://www.ferris.edu/online/
http://www.ferris.edu/HTMLS/statewide/index.htm


MISSION
Ferris State University prepares students for 
successful careers, responsible citizenship, and 
lifelong learning. Through its many partnerships 
and its career-oriented, broad-based education, 
Ferris serves our rapidly changing global economy 
and society.

VISION STATEMENT
Building on the vision of our founders, Ferris State 
University will be an agile and transformational 
university. By integrating theory and practice, we 
will foster opportunity, discovery and professional 
preparation for a dynamic global society.

CORE VALUES
Collaboration: Ferris builds partnerships within 
the university and the global community that 
promote shared goals and success.

Diversity: Ferris commits to be an inclusive 
university community that respects the dignity  
of the individual and promotes the acceptance  
of others.

Ethical Community: Ferris implements policies, 
procedures, and actions to promote transparency, 
advance our mission and foster integrity, civility, 
and respect within and beyond the university.

Excellence: Ferris dedicates itself to innovation 
and quality execution that sustains and promotes 
relevance in a changing world through best  
practices and benchmarking.

Learning: Ferris promotes hands-on, 
transformative learning; balancing theory and 
practice; encouraging teamwork and innovation; 
and emphasizing critical thinking—all are 
fundamental elements of career success.

Opportunity: Ferris honors the legacy of our 
founders by encouraging and supporting all who 
wish to acquire the knowledge, leadership, and 
communication skills that are the foundations of 
personal success.

MISSION, 
VISION,

CORE VALUES5



The strategic plan is reflective of the entire university community.  
Our students, faculty, staff, alumni, parents and friends all 
influenced its direction while helping us to remain true to our 
mission, core values, vision and traditions. As a result, our plan 
is relevant, achievable and presents a worthy challenge to the 
university.

FOCUS AREAS
Academic Programs and Offerings

Enhancing Resources

Institutional Effectiveness

Pride and Community

Student Success

Mission, Vision & Values

KEY TARGETS
The University is working to achieve 13 Key Targets by 2024. Explore 
our 2021 Progress Report here. 

STRATEGIC 
PLAN
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https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/academicexcellence.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/enhancingresources.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/effectiveness.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/image.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/studentsuccess.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/valuesmissionvision.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/keystrategictargets.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/strategic-planning2/strategicplan19_24/pdfs/StrategicPlanYearoneandahalfSummaryFINAL.pdf


$200M 
General Fund Budget

LARGEST 
Employer in West 
Michigan, north 
of Grand Rapids

Nearly a QUARTER 
BILLION-DOLLAR 

impact on the local 
economy

10,000+ 
STUDENTS
54% Women and 46% Men
1,500+ First-Time-In-
Any-College, and nearly 

900 Transfers

8,000 in Big Rapids, 
1,400 Statewide,  
800 Online and  

700 at Kendall College  
of Art and Design

TWENTY PLUS
Locations 
Statewide

180 
market-driven academic 

degree programs, including 
key and emerging fields 

such as:

Artificial 
Intelligence
Construction 

Technology and 
Management

Criminal Justice
Doctorate in 

Community College 
Leadership

Michigan College of 
Optometry
Nursing

PGA Golf Management
Pharmacy

Product Design
Social Justice

EXPANDED GRANT REVENUE 
MORE THAN

 $1 MILLION  
ANNUALLY SINCE 2019

The Ferris Foundation 
Endowment 

 $117 MILLION
AND GROWING 

Now & Always 

Campaign   
$115 million goal
nearly completed

180,000+ 
ALUMNI

91% are employed 
or continuing their 

education
36,000+ engage 

with the university 
annually 

(donors, events, 
volunteerism and 
communication) 

11,755 alumni are  
Now & Always 

Campaign donors 
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THE FUTURE
IS FERRIS FORWARD



At Ferris, we move at the speed of industry. From financial aid  
and affordability, job placement and internships, we provide all 
students with the tools to lead the way in the careers the world 
needs most.

83% 
of students receive aid,

$151M awarded annually

LOWERED AVERAGE 
NET COST BY

9%

70%  
of Ferris students complete  

an internship. Many of them  
turn into a career.

91% 
OF 2018 FERRIS GRADS  

ARE EMPLOYED OR CONTINUING 
THEIR EDUCATION

1-IN-4 
students are first-generation 

220 +
clubs and organizations 

on campus

ENROLLING STUDENTS IN 

2020-21  FROM 44 STATES  
AND 33 COUNTRIES

EIGHT
dedicated Diversity  

and Inclusion programs

72%  
OF STUDENTS VOLUNTEER

A LEADING UNIVERSITY IN 

TIP scholars

ACCELERATING
EDUCATION
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BULLDOGS
DON’T
BACKDOWN

Staying dedicated. Always delivering. Never 
backing down. That’s the Bulldog way, in the 
classroom, out in the world, and on the field,  
court and ice. Our teams are champions and  
that culture inspires our entire campus.

Our teams have displayed that mindset with 
frequent GLIAC, CCHA, WCHA and NCAA 
championship tournament appearances. Over 
the past decade alone, the Bulldogs have racked 
up many major accomplishments, including 23 
conference regular-season titles, 17 conference 
tournament championships, eight NCAA regional 
crowns, six national semifinal appearances, three 
berths in a national title game and the school’s first 
national championship (Men’s Basketball 2018).

CENTER FOR ATHLETICS PERFORMANCE
To sustain our success and lofty expectations, 
we needed to provide our student-athletes a 
pathway to success that they can envision during 
the recruiting process and experience once they 
arrive on campus. Ferris recently broke ground on 
a new $15.3 million athletics facility, the Center 
for Athletics Performance (CAP), to continue its 
commitment to our nearly 400 student-athletes, 
across 17 varsity programs.

VARSITY SPORTS
Women’s
• Basketball

• Cross Country

• Golf

• Soccer

• Softball

• Tennis

• Track and Field

• Volleyball

Men’s
• Basketball

• Cross Country

• Football

• Golf

• Ice Hockey (NCAA Division I)

• Tennis

• Track and Field

https://www.ferris.edu/map/center-for-athletics-performance.htm
https://www.ferris.edu/map/center-for-athletics-performance.htm


LEAD FORWARD, TOGETHER
The Ferris State University Board of Trustees governs the university by 
providing broad, forward-thinking supervision of the institution and 
its controls, and directing institutional expenditures. Trustees serve 
eight-year, staggered terms as appointed by Michigan’s governor with 
the advice and consent of the state Senate.

The university president is appointed by the Board of Trustees as its 
principal executive officer and serves at the Board’s pleasure. The new 
president is expected to actively work together with the Board to guide 
the university to succeed in all its endeavors as an ex-officio member 
without the right to vote.

DETERMINE THE VISION, STRATEGY AND IDENTITY  
FOR FERRIS’ FUTURE
A courageous, visionary leader with a broad understanding of the 
changing landscape of higher education will be needed to facilitate 
an engaging and collaborative process to consider perspectives 
from across the university’s many constituencies including the 
local communities it serves, to create a well-developed and clearly 
articulated vision for the university’s future. The new president will 
then lead the university to apply this vision to successfully achieve  
the continuing objectives of the university’s current strategic plan 
while also clearly refining the campus’ identity to better connect  
with and support the next generation of students seeking to move 
forward at Ferris.   

SHAPE ENROLLMENT STRATEGIES  
THAT LEVERAGE FERRIS’ STRENGTHS
Ferris was built to move people and ideas forward. The incoming 
president should understand demographic and workforce trends 

and demonstrate the ability to shape a vision that articulates the 
university’s strengths and charts a sustainable enrollment strategy for 
the future. Its strengths include an expansive curriculum featuring 
often ranked high-demand programs, numerous new and renovated 
facilities that promote true-to-life learning with cutting-edge 
equipment and lab spaces, and a committed, experienced faculty who 
take an immersive, hands-on approach to teaching and bring industry 
experience into the classroom. All of which brings our students closer 
to their future, right from the start. Ferris also takes pride in making 
opportunities possible for all students, by making a commitment to 
lower net average costs by nine-percent, and expanding financial aid 
to provide more than $150 million to 83% of its students annually. The 
university is a full participant in Michigan’s Tuition Incentive Program 
(TIP), and offers additional support through the Ferris Launch 
program and the Ready for Life Academy. Nearly 40% of Ferris State’s 
students are Pell-eligible,and the university was selected to be a part 
of the inaugural cohort of First-Gen Forward institutions. 

ENSURE THE FINANCIAL STABILITY OF THE UNIVERSITY
The next president should bring a comprehensive understanding 
of the variety of revenue sources for a public institution and have 
a demonstrated record of success garnering additional funding. In 
addition to developing a successful enrollment strategy, the new 
president will also advocate for state funding, support the pursuit 
of grants and build relationships that result in philanthropic gifts. 
The university is nearing the conclusion of its first comprehensive 
campaign—Now & Always—that has raised nearly $115 million to 
invest in student financial aid, support academic program expansion 
and innovation, and to build and expand partnerships. The president 
will also be responsible for managing institutional expenditures 

THE LEADERSHIP
OPPORTUNITY
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through program assessment, ensuring effective yet efficient 
operations, leveraging technology, and long-term financial and 
capital planning.

BUILD ON THE UNIVERSITY’S COMMITMENT  
TO DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION
Woodbridge N. Ferris, the university’s founder, is credited with saying, 
“My plea in Michigan—and it will be my plea to the last breath I 
draw, and the last word I speak—is education for all children, all 
men and all women of Michigan, all the people in all our states all 
the time.” Ferris has sought to advance this commitment through 
its diversity and inclusion plan—There Is a Home for You at Ferris 
State—which identifies six key goals: create a university that is 
respectful of differences and civil toward people who are different; 
build and maintain an infrastructure that supports diversity and 
promotes inclusion; recruit, retain and graduate a diverse student 
population; recruit, employ and retain a diverse workforce; 
improve inclusivity by incorporating diversity and inclusion in 
significant ways in teaching, learning and research; and build up 
existing partnerships and create new partnerships that enhance the 
university’s commitment to and work with diverse populations. The 
university’s annual Diversity Report measures progress against these 
goals and challenges the institution faces. Ferris State also has some 
unique assets that promote cultural understanding and awareness in 
its Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia and the Ferris Museum 
of Sexist Objects. The next president should be a leader with a broad 
understanding of diversity and a record of creating an inclusive 
environment that supports the success of individuals who represent 
diverse identities and perspectives.

SERVE AS THE UNIVERSITY’S CHAMPION OF ENGAGEMENT
The next president should be a community builder both within 
and outside of the university. This individual should be visible and 
accessible to students, faculty and staff on campus and promote an 
environment that engages everyone in the life of the university. This 

includes connecting with a proud and active alumni base of more 
than 180,000 and building on strong community partnerships that 
produce increasingly supportive results. Outside of its main campus, 
Ferris students can be found throughout Michigan through online 
and distance offerings. The president should seek to ensure a sense  
of belonging and connection to the institution for those students  
as well. Ferris is the vital economic, cultural and social center of  
Big Rapids and has a significant impact on communities across 
Michigan. This individual should understand how to bring all of these 
groups together around a common purpose and opportunities for 
mutual advancement.

COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIP WITHIN A STRONG 
SHARED GOVERNANCE AND LABOR RELATIONS ENVIRONMENT
Ferris’ next president should be committed to servant leadership 
through a highly collaborative, transparent and inclusive approach 
to shared governance. The president should be a champion and 
advocate for the values of academic freedom, while actively 
supporting collaboration and transparency as it relates to the 
decision-making process. This will be particularly important when 
working with faculty on broad academic issues.

Many of the university’s employees work under a variety of collective 
bargaining agreements that set policies and procedures for its 
diverse workforce. The current agreement with the Ferris Faculty 
Association runs through June 2023, which will lead to the president 
being engaged in negotiations early in their tenure. The next 
president should be a bridge builder with unions on campus and 
demonstrate an ability to listen to the institution’s employees and 
their representatives, and negotiate terms that are in the best interest 
of both the institution and its workforce.
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Ferris State University is seeking a president with demonstrated 
evidence of significant, successful leadership in a complex 
organizational setting. The president should be an energetic, thoughtful 
and innovative leader who can create a vision and identity for Ferris’ 
future, while also appreciating its unique history and core values. The 
president is appointed by and reports directly to the Board of Trustees. 
It is preferred that the incoming president will hold a doctoral or 
terminal degree in a relevant field. 

The ideal candidate will possess many of the following personal 
qualities and professional characteristics: 

• A deep understanding of Ferris’ mission, vision, values, 
opportunities and aspirations

• Proven commitment to student success and experience improving 
graduation and retention rates

• Experience developing and implementing long-term enrollment 
strategies

• Demonstrated successful budget management experience and 
the ability to make strategic decisions during a time of resource 
constraints and competing priorities

• Commitment to undergraduate, graduate and professional 
education

• Excellent interpersonal skills and the ability to effectively 
communicate ideas, perspectives and values while listening to others

• Experienced fundraiser with the track record of cultivating major 
gifts both in and out of a comprehensive campaign

• Collaborative, authentic, inclusive and transparent leadership style

• Deep commitment to shared governance, as well as the knowledge 
and ability to work in a strong labor relations environment

• Ability to effectively work with the Board of Trustees

• A strong commitment to and advocacy for advancing diversity, 
equity and inclusion initiatives; the ability to work with faculty, 
staff, students and leadership teams with diverse backgrounds, 
experiences and points of view

• Experience attracting, recruiting, mentoring and retaining 
exceptional senior administrators

• Genuine appreciation of faculty and staff, and their respective 
roles at the institution

• Proven ability to work successfully with internal and external 
constituencies, building and enhancing partnerships with  
other leaders of educational institutions, government, alumni  
and friends, foundations, corporations and the communities  
Ferris serves
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READY,
SET,
APPLY

PROCEDURE FOR CANDIDACY
All applications, nominations and inquiries are invited. Applications 
should include, as separate documents, a CV or resume and a letter  
of interest addressing the themes in the profile.

WittKieffer is assisting Ferris State University in this search. For fullest 
consideration, application materials should be received by Wednesday, 
January 12, 2022.

Application materials should be submitted using WittKieffer’s candidate 
portal.

Nominations and inquiries can be directed to:

Zachary A. Smith, Ph.D., Ryan Crawford and Julia Bradley 
FerrisStatePresident@wittkieffer.com

https://candidateportal.wittkieffer.com/description?jobID=22734
https://candidateportal.wittkieffer.com/description?jobID=22734
mailto:FerrisStatePresident@wittkieffer.com


Ferris State University does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, religion or creed, 
national origin, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, age, marital status, veteran or military 
status, height, weight, protected disability, genetic information, or any other characteristic 
protected by applicable State or federal laws or regulations in education, employment, housing, 
public services, or other University operations, including, but not limited to, admissions, 
programs, activities, hiring, promotion, discharge, compensation, fringe benefits, job training, 
classification, referral, or retention. Retaliation against any person making a charge, filing 
a legitimate complaint, testifying, or participating in any discrimination investigation or 
proceeding is prohibited. 

Students with disabilities requiring assistance or accommodation may contact Educational 
Counseling & Disabilities Services at (231) 591-3057 ecds@ferris.edu in Big Rapids (including 
statewide students) or the Director of Counseling and Disability Services for Kendall College 
of Art and Design (KCAD) at (616) 451-2787 ext. 1136 MarieYowtz@ferris.edu in Grand Rapids. 
Employees and other members of the University community with disabilities requiring 
assistance or accommodation may contact the Human Resources Department, 420 Oak St., 
Big Rapids, MI 49307 or call (231) 591-2150 Humanresources@ferris.edu. 

Inquiries and complaints of disability discrimination may be addressed to the Director of 
Accessibility, Arts, Sciences and Education Commons 1017, 820 Campus Dr., Big Rapids, MI 
49307 or by telephone/email at (231) 591-3057 JulieAlexander@ferris.edu or to the Director 
of Equal Opportunity, 120 East Cedar St., Big Rapids, MI 49307 or by telephone/email at (231) 
591-2152 EqualOpportunity@ferris.edu. 

Individuals with complaints of sex discrimination, including sexual harassment, may address 
those complaints to the Title IX Coordinator, 805 Campus Dr., Big Rapids, MI 49307 or by 
telephone/email at (231) 591-2088 KaitlinZies@ferris.edu or to a Deputy Title IX Coordinator, 
including the Director of Equal Opportunity, as above; the Extended and International 
Operations Director of Student Services, 151 Fountain St. NE, Grand Rapids, MI 49503 or by 
telephone/email at (616) 643-5741 JocelynGoheen@ferris.edu. 

Other inquiries or complaints of discrimination may be addressed to the Director of Equal 
Opportunity, as above.


