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There are many ways of labeling things, some 
more appropriate than others. In this column I 
have written on with many issues affecting higher 
education, ranging from financial wows to enroll-
ments to ethnic strives and many others. Along 
with many others, I have been labeling these issues 
“challenges,” “threats,” “risks” and the like.

Now a new term has come up which seems to bet-
ter describe these situations: “gray rhino.” That is 
a title of a new book authored by Michele Wucker, 
a writer and college teacher who has published 
other high profiles books on international politics 
and policies.

She defines a "gray rhino" as a highly proba-
ble, high impact yet neglected threat, kin to both 
the elephant in the room and the improbable and 
unforeseeable black swan. It’s an unlikely event 
with complex causes – some understood, some 
overlooked – that came together in unexpected 
ways to produce a result that no one could have 
reasonably anticipated. She argues that gray rhinos 
are not random surprises, but occur after a series 
of warnings and visible evidence. The bursting of 
the housing bubble in 2008, the devastating after-
math of hurricanes Katrina and Sandy and climate 
change are some of the most notable examples. The 
analogy of this term is that a “gray rhino” (an ani-
mal that really does not exist in nature) is like other 
rhinos: a large, dangerous animal, heading straight 
for us. Yet, because of their improbable color, they 
are too often missed.

The main question Wucker poses is, “Why are we 
so bad at confronting obvious dangers before they 
spiral out of control?” This is an excellent but also 

a complex question because it has to do not only 
with issues of policy but also with human nature. 

She divides the human response to these 
“gray rhinos” into five stages: denial, muddling 
(recognition of the problem but finding reasons not 
to deal with it promptly), diagnosing (understand-
ing the causes and finding the right solutions), 
panic and action (many times too late or inade-
quate). How are we dealing with the “gray rhinos” 
affecting higher education? Not very well. 

Part of the problem is that we have a great 
diversity of institutions of higher education in this 
country. There are more than 5,000 colleges and 
universities, including about 200 research univer-
sities, 700 comprehensive universities, 2,000 four-
year colleges, 1,000 community and or technical 
colleges and more than 1,300 for profit ones. They 
are also highly diverse in terms of nature, geo-
graphic distribution, mission, structure, resources, 
etc. That makes a very complex picture that defies 
stereotyping. Therefore, problems that affect some 
institutions are not affecting others, which make it 
virtually impossible to identify a single and clear 
threat to the whole system.

Yet, this is not an excuse for lack of action. Look 
what happened with the 2007-2008 financial crisis. 
What began with Lehman Brothers going bankrupt 
ended up not only affecting the whole financial 

system in the U.S., but also large corporations such 
as General Electric and the world financial system 
while generating fertile ground for populist politi-
cal movements that became attractive among many 
voters. While popular, they were not providing 
good solutions for a problem originated, among 
others, by the lack of regulation of the financial 
markets in the midst of a real state bubble and sub-
prime lending.

Many public institutions of higher education 
are facing severe survivability issues because of 
depleting state and federal funding. Yet, they 
maintain the illusion (first stage: denial) that 
things will get well in the long run. After all, who 
can envision a society without public colleges and 
universities? The answer is very simple: politicians 
intoxicated with anti-tax rhetoric, who scorn any 
kind of intellectualism can. And they are the ones 
deciding budgets. Wealthy private institutions may 
feel immunized from these kinds of threats, but as 
recent events have shown they have been severe-
ly challenged by issues of diversity, access and 
endowment management. 

But can we identify what has been at the root of 
these problems, as we identified lack of regulations 
and the subprime lending as the root of the 2007-
2008 financial crisis? The answer is very simple: 
leadership at all levels. Although many institutions 
of higher education have good leaders, that is not 
the rule. Many leaders still live in a state of denial. 
Many more know that there is a problem but feel 
there are reasons for not dealing with them (mud-
dling). Some have been able to diagnose the prob-
lem, suggesting plausible solutions, while a few 

are in a state of panic and even fewer taking appro-
priate action by making the appropriate structural 
changes in their institutions. 

The faculty also has a responsibility in this mat-
ter and need to show more leadership since, at 
the end of the day, they will pay a high price for 
inaction: loss of academic freedom and even their 
jobs. Instead of finger-pointing, chasing ghosts, 
or getting involved in conspiracy theories, they 
should learn how their institutions operate and 
the external transformations bringing in all those 
“gray rhinos.”

As for students and their parents, they should 
escape the state of mind of entitlement regarding 
grades, easy paths to diplomas, and an obsession 
with being treated as costumers instead in insisting 
that colleges and universities provide an education 
for life and that elected officials take education 
seriously. The only way to do that is to vote in 
every election and vote for candidates who have a 
substantive and well-founded program regarding 
education policies. As one politician once told me 
when I asked him why he did not pay more atten-
tion to issues on education, “That does not give me 
any votes.”

As Wucker wrote, “It is an inconvenient truth: 
one where the solutions are clear, the costs of solv-
ing the problem are high, and the costs of ignoring 
it are higher.”

Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is a writer and college pro-
fessor with leadership experience in higher education.  
He can be contacted through his website at: http://
www.aromerojr.net

Academia is now facing a lot of gray rhinos
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr.
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Nature Next Door
A bald eagle, left, and a red-tailed hawk, showcased by World Bird Sanctuary, greeted guests Sunday at the Watershed Nature 
Center's Nature Next Door event. Hundreds of area residents turned out for a sunny afternoon of exploration at the Watershed.

Bill Tucker/Intelligencer
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“We have too much emotion, too much name calling and too much 
nastiness in our politics and in our rhetoric with each other.  Mannie 
doesn't operate that way.  Mannie is a success because he has a con-
trolled demeanor and communicates beautifully, and I think that's 
what ties him in to the humanities and what we are trying to accom-
plish here.” 

Area high schools that participated in the "Conversation Toward 
a Brighter Future" program and presented programs they developed 
included Alton, Civic Memorial, Center for Educational Opportunities, 
Collinsville, East Alton-Wood River, Edwardsville, Granite City, 
Madison Senior High, Roxana and Triad.  The programs ranged from 
Alton High's “Bridge Program” that bridges the gap between students 
and staff to East Alton-Wood River's “EAWR-Every Action and Word 
= Respect” program aimed at creating more respect between all rela-
tionships.  

Edwardsville High School student leaders used the summit as an 
opportunity to expand its existing New Student Ambassador pro-
gram to the entire student body.  “Instead of targeting new students, 
we're targeting the entire student body and encouraging them to 
participate in New Student Ambassadors so they can help fix this 
problem which is new students feeling unwelcome,” EHS student 
Mary Webb said.

The students had a goal to unify all EHS students which in turn they 
hoped would attack the root of other problems at the school such as 
bullying, disrespect among peers and staff, and lack of motivation.

EHS Principal Dennis Cramsey commended his students for choos-
ing to enhance an existing program.  “The culture that exists at EHS 
is so positive due, in part, to our students taking leadership roles and 
always searching for ways to make student life better,” Cramsey said.  
“The work done through the “Conversation Toward a Brighter Future” 
project does just that – it makes student life better by developing strat-
egies and activities that better equip a new student to be a student 
with a positive attitude, high standards and a desire to be a person of 
influence.” 

Other school projects included Civic Memorial's “Fresh Mentors,” 
Center for Educational Opportunities' “Understand Under Extreme 
Conditions,” Collinsville's “Relationships Matter,” Granite City's 
“The Ripple Effect of Attitude,” Madison Senior High's “Relating 
to Others- Helping to Change Your Perspective,” Roxana's “Shell 
Nation Unification” and Triad's “PAUSE-Fore Relationships, Make 
Connections, Increase Acceptance.”

“Each of the projects demonstrates and reflects the commitment 
of these schools to positive change,” MJCHF Foundation Executive 
Director Ed Hightower said.

Hightower also thanked Regional Superintendent of Schools Dr. 
Robert Daiber, retired teachers Andrew Reinking, Annice Brave, Chris 
Head, Deb Pitts, Jim Kerr, LaDonna Whitner, Sean Hill from Lewis and 
Clark Community College and project coordinator Sydney Ehmke for 
their leadership and working with the schools to produce the outstand-
ing projects.

Daiber closed the summit by telling the students about a phrase he 
had coined.  “Leadership makes it happen,” Daiber said.  “When things 
don't happen whether it's in Madison county or whether it's in your 
school, it's because leadership didn't make it happen.  You're making it 
happen.  Congratulations.”
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“The stopgap funding relieved the burden of borrowing money 
from ourselves,” he said. “It has relieved this burden, but it is clearly 
not enough.”

Hansen said SIUE is regarded by the Illinois Board of Higher 
Education as one of the most efficient state universities in Illinois. 

“Our efficiency is based on the cost per student and the ratio of 
overhead costs versus instructional costs,” he said. “We can only be 
this efficient with continued support from the state.”

Dunn said SIU officials will continue to monitor financial projec-
tions through the end of the fiscal year.

“I no longer anticipate having to move forward anytime this 
summer with a declaration of financial emergency, whether it be 
for a single campus or the whole system,” Dunn said in his System 
Connection newsletter.

 “SB2059 has allowed us to take that consideration off the table 
temporarily. But we’ll have to be right back in Springfield to get the 
rest of the loaf, and this is my intention all the through the scheduled 
end of session on May 31.“

Hansen said initiatives moving through the General Assembly are 
gaining some traction.

“We’ve heard we may receive another appropriation that would 
bring us up to 60 percent of our funding,” he said.

The chancellor added that higher education is vital to the economy 
and well being of the entire state.

“Funding higher education should be an investment in the future 
and not a cost burden,” he said. “It’s what attracts and retains people 
and businesses to the state.”

Under a new plan that recently cleared a Senate committee, all 
universities, except Chicago State, would split an additional $312 
million. The plan would bring all schools up to a 60 percent funding 
level. 

Community colleges would get another $90 million, and an addi-
tional $46 million would be set aside for MAP grants for low-income 
students. 
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“Our officers are required on a 
yearly basis to fire the Tasers and 
to train with a certified Taser train-
er,” Foley said. “With that, we need 
this simulation suit and training 
cartridges.”

Foley noted that all purchases 
were in the budget.

In other police business, Police 
Chief Todd Link presented an ordi-
nance to place no parking signs on 
the west side of School Street from 
Main Street to Summit Avenue.

Link said the popularity of a 
local business has caused some 
parking issues along School Street.

“This area has experienced signif-

icant parking problems. Were there 
to be an emergency, it is highly 
unlikely that a fire truck or ambu-
lance could get through that area 
safely,” Link said. “This ordinance 
is aimed at controlling parking and 
advancing public safety.”

The board unanimously voted to 
install the no parking signs. Any 
person in violation of the ordinance 
will be subject to a fine.

In other business, trustees 
approved the installation of a 
Madison County Transit Bike 
Locker to be installed at the MCT 
bus stop near the covered bridge in 
Glen Carbon.

Public Works Coordinator Danny 
Lawrence said the locker allows 
people to ride their bicycles to the 
bus stop and secure the bike in a 
closed locker.

“Madison County Transit 

approached the village about this 
project. It is basically a stainless 
steel box that people can ride their 
bikes to the bus stop, secure their 
bike in the locker and then ride the 
bus,” Lawrence said. “This will be 
the third one in the village.”

The other two are located at 
Walmart and the MCT Parking lot 
on Rt. 157.

The lockers can only be utilized 
with an access card that acts as a 
payment. Users can put money on 
the card and are charged five cents 
per hour for use of the locker.

Cards can be purchased at bike-
link.org. 

Lawrence also requested that 
Smola Lane be added to the 
2017 Motor Fuel Tax Municipal 
Maintenance Program.

Lawrence said vehicles use the 
road to service a lift station and the 

road has deteriorated. 
The road will be added to the list 

of roads that require upgrades and 
Smola will be oil and chipped.

Mayor Rob Jackstadt also remind-
ed residents of other upcoming 
roadwork that could cause traffic 
delays.

He said the Cottonwood Road 
re-surfacing project is scheduled to 
begin on Monday, May 16, weather 
permitting. 

The project will take place from 
the intersection of Cottonwood 
Road and Junction Drive and pro-
ceed east to the intersection of 
Cottonwood Road and Falcon Crest 
Drive.

The mayor said construction is 
anticipated to take 60 days and 
residents can anticipate intermit-
tent lane closures and temporary 
delays.
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Scholarships offered to local colleges
For the Intelligencer

The "Get to know m.e." campaign 
announced six individual $2,000 scholar-
ships will be awarded to six students, two 
from each of the host sponsor Universities 
of the "Get to know m.e." campaign: 
Lindenwood University in Belleville, Ill., 
McKendree University in Lebanon, Ill. and 
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville in 
Edwardsville, Ill.

Project manager of the campaign, Carol 
Bartle, says, “We’re thrilled to bring the 
scholarship program back in the second year 
of the Get to know m.e. campaign. It was 
an enormous success in its first year, and 
we have great expectations for its return in 
2016-2017.”

All students applying for the “Get to know 
m.e.” Scholarship must meet all the follow-
ing non-negotiable conditions:

1 All recipients of this scholarship must 
be a resident of the Metro-East at the time 
of application and already enrolled as a full 
time student (minimum 12 credit hours) in 
good standing at one of the Universities list-
ed on this application.

2. Student must submit a GTKME appli-
cation and required essay to the mailing 

address or website listed below before dead-
line date to be eligible for the Scholarship. 
The Scholarship will be applied during the 
academic semester immediately following 
the application submission. Awarded for 
Spring Semester 2017 ONLY.

3. Students must be deemed in good
standing within the University guidelines to 
which they are applying.

4. This Scholarship award must be used
for the specified semester as indicated on 
this application. There is no exception, this 
will be evaluated at time of awarding.

5. This Scholarship award may be super-
seded by any other tuition-only grant or 
scholarships received by the student.

6. This Scholarship award pays tuition,
fees and books only.

7. All Scholarship materials must be
received (post marked) no later than October 
15th, 2016.

8. Students must intend to complete a
degree or certificate at one of the Universities 
listed on his application to receive the 
GTKME Scholarship award.

“This campaign was launched to give 
something positive back to the community. 
We are dedicated to education and offering 
scholarships to students is another way for 
us to show our commitment to these stu-

dents and the quality education they receive 
at these universities in the Metro-east,” said 
Bartle. “This is a great opportunity for us 
to dedicate what resources we have to help 
improve the educational experience for stu-
dents in the Metro-East,”added Bartle.

Applications and more information 
about the “Get to know m.e.” scholarship 
can be found online at http://www.get-
2knowthemetroeast.com/projects/scholar-
ship-2016. 

The “Get to know m.e.” campaign was 
launched to help everyone in the Metro-East 
get to know their community better, embrac-
ing the people who live and work here and 
the many attractions that we all share and 
enjoy. It also serves to educate those living 
outside of the Metro-East about all this area 
has to offer in terms of attractions, quality 
housing, workforce and more.

If you have ideas on how this campaign 
can help the Metro-East as a whole, either 
through a community-wide event, pub-
lic awareness efforts or through a proj-
ect, we want to hear from you. Visit “Get 
to know m.e.” online at http://www.
GetToKnowTheMetroEast.com, or visit our 
social media pages and leave your ideas so 
we can help everyone get to know the Metro-
East better.


