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Columnist Spends An Afternoon With WPCCs Retiring President
Jim Richardson Is Leaving Quite A Legacy At The College And Taking With Him Many Memories

EDITOR'S NOTE: Following Dr. Jim
Richardson's announced retirement
as president of Western Piedmont
Community College, News Herald
columnist Larry Clark interviewed
Richardson in his office this past
week. Clark was the first full-time
faculty member to arrive at the col-
lege in 1966 and retired as Dean
Emenlus several years ago.

BY WRRY R.CLARK
FOR THE NEWS HERALD

*f>'1\n you became its
f fourth president in

19B1. Western Pied-
mont was stilt young as col-
leges go. not yet 20 years old.
What was your vision for the
college in those first years?

AThere appeared to be
a separation between
"town and gown."

Western Piedmont, I
thought, had not realized
its complete mission. Some
people, in fact, thought of
Western Piedmont only as
a liberal arts and universi-
ty prep campus — not a
"community" college. We
needed to expand that mis-
sion into all of Burke
County, especially in occu-
pational and vocational
fields. These were the
work skills that local busi-
nesses and industries need-
ed.

. What else was happen-
i ing at Western Pied-
" mont during these ear-

ly years?
Most important, per-

i haps, we became a
^comprehensive com-

munity college. During the
1980s over a dozen new
curriculum programs were
started and enrollments
increased in all areas: col-
lege transfer, occupation-
al, vocational and continu-
ing education. Western
Piedmont was on a roll
with excellent faculty and
staff. The Board of
Trustees supported this ex-
pansion and annual enroll-
ments increased to more
than 10,000 students. The
College Foundation was re-
activated to find money for
projects not funded by the
county or state.

We also developed a man-
agement style that included
strategic planning in all di-
visions. Department heads
and administrators met
every three months to re-
port on assignments and to
update long-range objec-
tives. We put everything out
on the front burner. We had
people from other colleges
calling and visiting to see
what was going on. Those
ekrly years were very busy
and very productive.

J
During your career as
president, what stands
out as the high point
jstern Piedmont Com-

munity College? •

A
That's a difficult
question to answer.
For me there were

many high points. Just
watching staff, faculty, stu-
dents and the community
come together was exciting
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enough. In a prior life, I
played basketball and later
coached some. What the
college accomplished was
— and still is — a team ef-
fort. Everyone con-
tributed.

In 1993, our successes
were recognized by the
Southern Association when
its accreditation committee
reported eight commenda-
tions for Western Pied-
mont. Two or three are usu-
ally great, but our campus
received eight! Then again,
five years later we were
complimented by SACS for
being an outstanding stu-
dent-centered college. Staff
and faculty deserved that
credit for a lot of hard
work. The Board of
Trustees also was recog-
nized for its outstanding
support and contributions
to the college's mission.

QWhat do you see as the
low point during your
presidency?

A We were most disap-
pointed when the $9
million Burke County

bond referendum failed to
pass. At that time we had
severe growing pains and
state funds to the college-
were erratic. In several
budget years, the commu-
nity college system had to
cut budgets and revert
money back to the state.

This situation created re-
al problems for class sched-
ules and staffing. Approval
of the bond would have al-
lowed the college to make-
up shortages in several ar-
eas. We always worked to
keep Western Piedmont on
the cutting edge of whatev-
er was happening in higher
education — and then we
hit this brick wall. After the

bond failed, we just had to
regroup and move on.

QDo you have any fa-
vorite student success
stories?

A
Oh yes. Many. Several
years ago the College
Foundation began an

Alumnus of the Year
Award. Looking around for
one graduate to honor each
year turns up many great
stories about student ac-
complishments after leav-
ing us.

In a few cases we've even
recognized one of our own
staff, faculty or trustee who
started a higher education
at Western Piedmont.
Those are great stories on
how the college has a posi-
tive effect on so many
Burke County lives — both
now and in the future. Our
staff and faculty could pro-
vide you with hundreds of

Above, Jim Richardson kicks
back on his farm in
Morganton with his dog,
Darla, after announcing his
plans to retire as president
of Western Piedmont
Community College.
Richardson will step down
at the end of the year. At
left News Herald Columnist
and former Western
Piedmont Community
College faculty member
Larry Clark and Richardson,
right look over several
buildings that have been
added to the college cam-
pus during Richardson's
tenure.
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great stories.

QVery few college presi-
dents remain, or in
some cases survive, 25

years on the same campus.
How were you and Western
Piedmont different from the
average during all these
years?

AFor me, the college
became a big part of
my life. I loved the

challenges and working
with an outstanding group
of people. We were doing
so many good things for
Burke County and the re-
gion. Students were always
our focus and challenge.

As a governing board, the
trustees had the same atti-
tude and provided great
support. A president could-
n't ask for any better work-
ing conditions. The people
of Burke County also love
this college. I respected

that and felt a responsibili-
ty to provide the best educa-
tional services possible. All
of us did — and still do. Not
every community college is
lucky enough to have this
kind of cooperation over
the long haul.

at is your gre/ite'st
hope for Western Piod-
mont in the near fu-

I hope that Western
Piedmont Community
College continues to

prosper, and it will as long
as public support contin-
ues as it has in the past.

I believe that the next im-
portant direction for high-
er education is toward more
community education. Peo-
ple increasingly need quick
access to skills and knowl-
edge for both work and per-
sonal reasons. Students
should be able to select, for
example, a short course
about home computers at
many locations while oth-
ers can receive on-the-job
technical training directly
related to their work.

Other courses of study
may be personalized to
meet specific student needs.
The college will continue to
work closely with Burke
County economic develop-
ment plans and the public
schools as a way to reach
these goals. Current expan-
sion plans on the East Cam-
pus already incorporate
some of these ideas.

In another area, advanced
college degrees are becom-
ing more important in sev-
eral fields and the college is
working closely with local
state universities to bring
these opportunities to
Burke County — especially
for law enforcement, allied
health, teachers and engi-
neers.

Now, my last question.
Switching from college
president to citizen

Ricnardson will be a dramat-
ic life-style change. What will
Jim Ricnardson be doing dur-
ing his retirement years?

A
My first thought is to
kick my mind out of
gear — and then see

what happens. What I
mean by that is to get use
to not thinking about the
college 24-7.1 want to have
more time to think about
family and friends and dis-
cover this thing some peo-
ple call "relaxation."

I've worked at jobs since I
was a child in Wilkes Coun-
ty. Now, with this chance, I
want to get more involved
at church and, at some
point, several personal
projects. Actually, m>
mules do need some special
attention. But seriously, I
will remain interested in
what happens in Burkt
County. I'll retire fron
Western Piedmont but no
from being involved in m>
community.

LARRY CLARK Is a columnist for
The News Herald and can be reachei
by e-mail at clarklarry@be!lsouth.ne


