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President’s Report to the NMU Board of Trustees 

Gavin Leach 

Friday, December 12, 2025 

 

Thank you, Steve. I’m pleased to share with you several items in my President’s Report. It’s been a very 

productive and successful semester, which made picking just a few highlights difficult. I encourage 

trustees and those in attendance to regularly check NMU’s news blog, Northern Today, at news.nmu.edu 

to learn more details than what I can provide in my limited time here today. 

 

[STUDENT RECOGNITIONS] 

 

Let me begin with some student recognitions: 

 

• Biology major Landon Gray was selected as NMU’s 2025-26 Student Veteran of the Year. Landon 

served in the U.S. Army from 2018-2022 as a combat medic, reaching the rank of Specialist. He was 

in the 1st Infantry Division and deployed twice to assist training missions in the Eastern and Baltic 

NATO regions. He was awarded the Army Commendation Medal, the Army Achievement Medal, as 

well as the Global War on Terror Service Medal. We thank Landon for his service.  

 

• Musical theatre major Liam Fisher was one of only 12 performers nationwide selected to participate in 

a master class with Tony Award-winning composer and lyricist Adam Guettel recently in New York 

City. The event included performing before a live studio audience. Liam received support from NMU 

voice instructor, Donna Poirier, who assisted with the audition process.  

 

• Students at NMU are helping to map Marquette County's waste stream and reimagine how 

communities can keep materials in use longer through the SpheriCity Project. NMU is one of 11 

universities selected to participate in the national research initiative, which aims to create a more 

sustainable approach to materials management. This project is being led by graduate student Rosie 

Mousseau. She presented the NMU findings at the Upper Midwest Association for Campus 

Sustainability conference. 

 

• Another graduate student, Ezra Dedenbach, traveled with EEGS faculty member Dr. Sarah 

Mittlefehldt to present at the national meeting of the Society of American Foresters recently. Ezra, 

who is a student in NMU’s new Master of Science in Sustainability, presented research related to the 

Northern Woodshed Project, an initiative funded by NMU’s SISU Institute that is examining the 

feasibility of Northern potentially transitioning away from natural gas to woodchips at the Ripley 

Heating Plant. The project is a collaboration between the Department of Earth, Environmental & 

Geographical Sciences, the Center for Native American Studies, the Department of Biology and NMU 

Facilities. 

 

[FACULTY/STAFF RECOGNITIONS] 

 

Now I’d like to highlight some faculty and staff who have been recently recognized. 

 

• Randi Clemens, an executive administrative assistant and adjunct assistant professor in the English 

Department and an NMU alumna, is one of 16 individuals statewide selected to join the Michigan 

Arts and Culture Council's 2025–26 Rising Leaders cohort. Randi, a poet, editor and educator, is the 

only representative from the U.P. to be named to this year's group.  

 



   Addendum #5 

2 
 

• Speaking of poets, Jesse Koening, one of NMU’s senior success advisers since 2022, was just 

announced as the new U.P. Poet Laureate and will serve a two-year term in that role. A part of being 

U.P. Poet Laureate, the honoree is charged with proposing and implementing a poetry-related project 

that serves the region. 

 

• Past NMU interim president Kerri Schuiling was inducted into the Frontier Nursing University 

Alumni Hall of Fame in recognition of her distinguished career as a nurse-midwife, nurse practitioner 

and educator. She played a pivotal role in FNU's distance education program, demonstrating an early 

commitment to expanding access to midwifery education.  

 

• Assistant art professor Mike Letts was selected “Higher Education Art Educator of the Year” by the 

Michigan Art Education Association. He was cited for his use of research-based teaching methods in 

the arts when given the award a few weeks ago at the Association’s annual conference, an event where 

several NMU students also had the chance to present their works. 

 

• Chris Standerford, director of both the Seaborg Center at NMU and the MiSTEM Network's central 

U.P. region, recently received the 2025 Volunteer of the Year Award from the MiWorks! 

Association. He was honored for being a longtime champion of education and workforce 

development, particularly related to Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) careers. 

Through NMU's Seaborg Center and the MiSTEM Network, Chris is able to assist in providing 

leadership, professional learning for educators, and direct K-12 student programming, all of which 

aim to increase STEM opportunities for learners of all ages. 

 

Congratulations to Randi, Jesse, Kerri, Mike and Chris on these honors. 

 

[UNIVERSITY RECOGNITIONS] 

 

Along with students, faculty and staff, Northern as a university also received national recognition this 

semester. 

 

• NMU was recognized in two Princeton Review publications, including as one of the 30 institutions 

nationwide selected for the 2026 Mental Health Services Honor Roll in recognition for “exceptional 

dedication and commitment to their students’ mental health and well-being.” NMU was also featured 

in the Princeton Review's Guide to Green Colleges: 2026 Edition. NMU earned a GreenScore of 91 

points out of 99, securing a spot on the list of 388 unranked colleges that meet the standards for 

practicing and promoting environmental responsibility.  

 

• Northern moved up in three categories in this year’s U.S. News & World Report’s Best Colleges 

rankings. Among Midwest regional universities, NMU tied for both 12th in top public schools and 

49th best overall. Northern also tied for 22nd among best colleges for veterans.  

 

• Northern was ranked 22nd nationwide on a 2026 listing of affordable cybersecurity bachelor's degree 

programs compiled by Cybersecurity Guide, a resource referenced by leading cybersecurity 

professionals in academia, industry and beyond. All institutions in the rankings hold a Center for 

Academic Excellence in Cybersecurity (CAE-C) designation. Northern was the first U.P. institution to 

be designated as a National Center of Academic Excellence in Cyber Defense Education, a program 

jointly sponsored by the National Security Agency and Department of Homeland Security.  

 

 

 



   Addendum #5 

3 
 

[SUCCESSFUL SYMPOSIUMS] 

 

Allow me to highlight two impactful symposiums held at NMU this fall. 

 

• The Beaumier U.P. Heritage Center hosted a very successful 25th annual Sonderegger Symposium 

with a theme of Above and Below the Surface: Maritime History of the Great Lakes. Sonderegger25 

was inspired by the 50th anniversary of the sinking of the Edmund Fitzgerald on Lake Superior, but 

dealt with far more than just that tragic event. The speakers were noted maritime scholars, authors, 

curators and divers who presented a breadth of knowledge. The Sonderegger Symposium is funded by 

a grant from the family of Richard Sonderegger, former head of NMU's History Department.  

 

• In addition to the symposium, the Beaumier Center has a related exhibition titled "Gales of 

November: Shipwrecks on Lake Superior," which explores the history of shipwrecks that occurred 

during that most dangerous month of the year for sailors on the Great Lakes. The exhibition is on 

display in the Beaumier's gallery in Gries through Dec. 20. I encourage all to explore that exhibit. 

 

• The other symposium I wanted to mention was the 2025 Indigenous Perspectives Symposium on 

Food, a gathering focused on uplifting Indigenous food systems, cultural knowledge and community 

health. Through this symposium, NMU provided a platform for Indigenous narratives to guide 

conversations around food, culture and environment. It was very well attended and participants really 

enjoyed and appreciated the sessions. 

  

Thank you to the faculty and staff who worked on these symposiums. 

 

[PUBLIC BROADCASTING] 

 

I’m very pleased to announce that WNMU-TV was announced on Tuesday as one of the Stabilization 

Grant recipients from the Public Media Bridge Fund, receiving $576,532 in one-time funding. This grant 

also comes with a variety of programs and services to support public broadcasting stations achieve long-

term sustainability. This was very exciting news for WNMU as this helps to address some of the loss in 

federal funding. These funds will cover some very specific expenses that have price tags that are high and 

difficult for donor gifts to cover, such as equipment replacement. In addition to the grant, we want to 

thank all of the individuals who have made gifts to WNMU Radio and TV during this difficult transition 

period. 

 

[SPORTS NOTES] 

 

Let me share five quick athletic accomplishments. 

 

• Northern’s cross country team was ranked 12th in the nation this season and was one of two Wildcat 

squads to advance to their respective NCAA Championships. This was the cross country program’s 

10th NCAA Championship appearance, and team’s first since 2017. The Wildcats finished 24th out of 

34 teams at the national meet. At the NCAA Midwest Regionals, Northern was fourth. At the GLIAC 

Championships, the Wildcats were second. During the regular season, the ‘Cats had top 5 finishes at 

every competition. 

 

• Northern’s men’s soccer team, our other team to advance to the NCAAs, won the program’s first-ever 

GLIAC Tournament title, subsequently earning one of the 40 NCAA Championship berths, another 

NMU first. At the NCAA regional tournament, 10th seeded Northern met No. 17 nationally ranked and 

7th seed Cedarville who downed the ‘Cats1-0.  
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I wanted to mention NMU’s game versus Purdue-Northwest in the GLIAC quarterfinal, not only 

because it was the first time for NMU to host a post-season contest, but because the night before that 

game was when Marquette had its first snowstorm of the year and the next morning, about a hundred 

people -- student-athletes, roommates, community members, just a ton of people -- came out to shovel 

the snow off the pitch so the game could be played. A truly inspiring effort. NMU won that contest 6-

5 in a nailbiter that went into the eighth round of penalty kicks. Also inspiring is the the fact that 

NMU finished last in the GLIAC one year ago and this year won the conference tournament – quite 

the turnaround. 

 

• In football, redshirt freshman running back Noah Dobert was named the GLIAC Offensive Back of 

the Year. He had an NMU record-breaking 406-yard, four-touchdown performance against Wayne 

State, a showing that earned him the D2Football.com National Offensive Player of the Week. Noah’s 

1,656 rushing yards and 15 touchdowns set new NMU single-season records, and his 150.5 yards per 

game ranked third in Division II.  

 

• The Greco-Roman wrestling program had a landmark showing at the recent 2025 Under-23 World 

Championships in Serbia. Peyton Jacobson made history by winning the program’s first-ever U23 

World medal with a bronze at 87 kilograms. Otto Black quickly followed his teammate with his own 

bronze medal at 67 kilograms. Max Black also finished in the top 5 with fifth place at 60 kg. The two 

medals mark the first time the United States has earned multiple Greco-Roman medals at the U23 

Worlds in the same year.  

 

• A final sports note about an NMU student who is an athlete, although not for a Wildcat team. Senior 

McKenna Wnuk will compete in the Alpine Luge World Cup in Italy and Austria during the semester 

break. She is the newest member of the U.S. team that trains at Negaunee's Lucy Hill, the only full-

length natural luge track in the country. Wnuk is an outdoor recreation leadership and management 

major at NMU. We wish her the best of luck in these European competitions. 

 

 [1 ALUMNI NOTE] 

 

I thought trustees might be interested something I noticed about the past couple of months.  In that short 

time period, an NMU alum become the Western Upper Peninsula Health Department’s new chief officer 

and another joined the neurosurgery team at UP Health System-Marquette; an alum became one of the 

U.P.’s 15 school district’s superintendents; another took on the role of news director at WLUC-TV6; and 

another was named the new commander of the Michigan State Police’s Eighth District, which covers the 

entire U.P.  Interestingly, another NMU alumnus was named the new commander for the downstate MSP-

Hart Post. Just an example of how Northern graduates are succeeding in their professions and leading in 

their communities. 

 

 [PERSONAL NOTE] 

 

On a personal note, I want to close my report with a sincere thank you to the Board for choosing me to 

serve my alma mater as interim president for the past six months. I appreciate your confidence in me and 

your support during my short, but active tenure. One of things I most enjoyed about this assignment has 

been the increased engagement I’ve had with students. What an honor being interim president has been 

for me, and I sincerely thank you for the opportunity. 

 

That concludes my second – and final – President’s Report. 


