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LETTER FROM 
STRATEGIC PLANNING 
TASK FORCE

In 2020−2021, in the middle of a pandemic, The Water School 
embarked on a journey to develop its inaugural Strategic Plan to 
chart its course over the next five years. This 2021−2026 Strategic 
Plan is the result of many meetings, focus groups, and interviews, 
and is intended to capture and focus the many good ideas and 
collective self reflection that went into this effort. To achieve the 
overall goals and objectives that follow, a Work Plan will be 
developed annually to identify and implement specific elements of 
the Strategic Plan. Although intended to guide The Water School 
over the next five years, this is a living document and may be 
modified as necessary to respond to emerging issues as well as 
changing educational and community needs. It is our expectation 
that everyone in The Water School will play a role in achieving this 
plan, and we look forward to collaborating with each of you to 
continue to grow The Water School as we strive for inclusiveness 
and excellence.       

We are indebted to Dave Chase, Founder and Principal of DRC 
Consulting, who helped guide the planning process. Dave hosted a 
number of focus groups and listening sessions to solicit faculty and 
staff input, interviewed members of the Advisory Council of The 
Water School, and had extensive conversations with university 
leadership about the future of the School and its role at Florida 
Gulf Coast University. He transmitted this information to the Task 
Force and guided us through the planning process.      

Strategic Planning Task Force 2020−2021
August 17, 2021

Stefan Carpenter Jennifer Jones Kara Lefevre

Melissa May Joanne Muller Mike Parsons

Rachel Rotz Greg Tolley
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THE WATER SCHOOL: 
LEADING THE WAY 
TOWARD SOLUTIONS…

MISSION
To support the success of our students in developing 
knowledge, professional skills, and habits of mind that 
will benefit their careers and enrich their life 
experiences.

To create a culture of scholarship that informs 
teaching and learning; values the health and well-
being of Southwest Florida; appreciates the economic, 
historical, literary, philosophical, and social 
dimensions of our relationship with the environment; 
and creates new knowledge that can be applied more 
broadly.

To develop partnerships and programs that create 
stronger, more resilient communities; contribute to a 
public that is better informed, better educated, and 
better prepared for the future; and enhance the 
quality of life in Southwest Florida.

VISION
To become a premier institution for the study of 
subtropical coastal watersheds, including the 
interactions among their natural, built, and human 
dimensions.
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STRATEGIC INITIATIVES
The establishment of The Water School on World 
Water Day in 2019 sent a message that Florida Gulf 
Coast University and the State of Florida were making 
a significant investment in water and the environment 
in Southwest Florida. By bringing together faculty and 
staff from across the university, The Water School is 
addressing some of the most pressing issues of our 
time by promoting sustainable solutions to ensure 
that future generations inherit a Southwest Florida 
that is full of opportunity and renowned for its quality 
of life. Because we cannot achieve this on our own, 
we continue to forge partnerships with local 
communities, work with local organizations involved 
in environmental education and outreach, 
collaborate with research institutions across the 
state, and build research capacity in the region to 
tackle these issues. 

STUDENT SUCCESS IS AT THE CENTER OF ALL OUR 
ENDEAVORS. We are dedicated to the highest quality 
education that develops the whole person for success 
in life and work. Learner needs determine priorities 
for our academic programs, and quality teaching is 
expected, recognized, and rewarded. Our academic 
programs are designed with rigor and incorporate 
experiential learning to enhance the value of the 
educational experience. 

DIVERSITY THAT REFLECTS SOCIETY IMPROVES THE 
QUALITY AND IMPACT OF THE ACADEMIC 
ENTERPRISE. The Water School affirms diversity as 
one of its core values. Diversity fosters a climate of 
openness that encourages students, faculty, and staff 
to engage multiplicity and difference with tolerance 
and equity. It also creates an environment that 
welcomes exploration, employs a comprehensive 
perspective of the world, and brings together a broad 
array of experiences and talent to solve problems. As 
we become more diverse, we transform the way we 
think and the way we serve the needs of Southwest 
Florida. 

RESEARCH IS A DRIVER OF COMMUNTIY 
ENGAGEMENT AND ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE. 
Undergraduate research hones critical thinking and 
communication and trains students to develop the 
skill sets needed for success in STEM careers or 
graduate school. Graduate-level research is more 
focused and prepares students to enter the workforce 
at a more advanced level. Faculty-driven research 
drives student research, and both can lead to the 
creation of new knowledge, the integration and 
application of existing knowledge, the enhancement 
of teaching and learning, and community engagement 
that solves real-world problems

SERVICE TO SOUTHWEST FLORIDA IS A PUBLIC 
TRUST. Priority one at The Water School is serving our 
students; priority two is serving our  communities. We 
are committed to partnering with school districts to 
train teachers to bring science and environmental 
issues in Southwest Florida to the fore in K-12 
education. We also offer summer STEM camps for 
students in underserved communities to encourage 
them to learn about science by learning to be a 
scientist. We continue to take on leadership roles to 
support regional coalitions that address issues related 
to water and the environmental, such as the 
Southwest Florida Regional Resiliency Compact.       

STRATEGIC HIRING IS KEY TO PROGRAMMATIC 
SUCCESS. Faculty and staff are the heart of the 
academy, and recruiting for excellence enhances the 
quality and breadth of our academic programs, 
expands our capacity to meet the research needs of 
the region, and enables us to partner with 
communities to engage residents and visitors on 
important issues. The Water School is prioritizing the 
hiring of faculty and staff in the areas of Ecosystem 
Integrity, Coastal Resilience, Restoration and 
Remediation, and Health and Well Being to better 
serve the region. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN
This Strategic Plan builds on strengths developed over 
the last 24 years at Florida Gulf Coast University. By 
providing them a high quality education, we encourage 
our students to become lifelong learners, show them 
how to contribute to their communities and be 
civically engaged, and train them to meet the 
workforce needs of Southwest Florida. By focusing 
research on issues of regional concern, we work 
toward solutions to our environmental and social 
problems to make Southwest Florida an even better 
place to live. By working together with community 
partners, we expand our impact and better understand 
how we can best serve this region and the State of 
Florida. 

ST
U

DE
N

T 
SU

CC
ES

S

DI
VE

RS
IT

Y

RE
SE

AR
CH

CO
M

M
U

N
IT

Y 
EN

GA
GE

M
EN

T

ST
RA

TE
GI

C 
HI

RI
N

G

1 2 3 4 5

The Plan also challenges us to do better: to be more 
inclusive, to evolve to meet the changing needs of 
our students and our communities, to work with 
partners to ensure that Southwest Florida can adapt 
to a changing world and make its communities more 
resilient, and to lead the way in contributing to 
environmental sustainability and to economic and 
social development.    
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1. STUDENT SUCCESS
Student success takes many forms: retention, timely 
degree completion, academic achievement, degree 
attainment, and a successful career and meaningful 
life. The Water School cultivates a diverse learning 
environment where students are encouraged to 
explore their personal and intellectual development. 
Our students learn to take advantage of their own 
individual learning styles and gain confidence to 
pursue intellectual challenges. 

PREPARE OUR STUDENTS FOR JOB AND CAREER 
OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH ENHANCED TRAINING 
AND EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

OBJECTIVE 1: Develop new academic programs 
(BS Water Resources and Management, 
Geographic Information Systems Certificate) to 
prepare students for careers that require 
interdisciplinary training 

OBJECTIVE 2: Prioritize development of important 
skill sets for students through enhanced experiential 
learning (providing competitive research awards, 
diversifying internship opportunities, increasing 
opportunities for field and laboratory experience 
within the curriculum, making more effective use of 
off-campus research facilities, fostering student 
networking, and expanding study abroad offerings)

ENGAGE STUDENTS AFTER GRADUATION TO SUPPORT 
CONTINUED SUCCESS IN THEIR CAREERS OR FURTHER 
EDUCATION 

OBJECTIVE 1: Reach out to program alumni with 
career and training opportunities

OBJECTIVE 2: Track student success post-graduation 
to assess program effectiveness as part of 
continuous improvement of our educational 
programs
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2. DIVERSITY
Southwest Florida is home to a rich cultural heritage 
dating back to the Calusa Indians and exemplified 
today by the Seminole and Miccosukee Tribes. It is 
home to diverse communities, diverse viewpoints, 
and people of diverse backgrounds. Embracing this 
diversity allows us to better understand and respond 
to the needs of our students and of our communities. 

Our students should also be able to see themselves in 
our faculty, to inspire and encourage them, and to feel 
welcomed and included regardless of their back-
grounds. The Water School is committed to 
diversifying its faculty and staff so that we better 
reflect the students and communities we serve. We 
are dedicated to providing a safe place for students 
and faculty of all backgrounds to come together and 
discuss complex issues and to challenge ourselves to 
make creative and intellectual space for each other.      

INCREASE THE NUMBER OF UNDERREPRESENTED 
MINORITY GRADUATES FROM THE WATER SCHOOL 
TO DIVERSIFY THE TALENT POOL IN THE REGION 

OBJECTIVE 1: Prioritize faculty and staff diversity 
as central to the strategic hiring process

OBJECTIVE 2: Recruit students of diverse 
backgrounds to TWS academic programs

OBJECTIVE 3: Develop and implement a diversity, 
equity, and inclusion plan to cultivate students of 
diverse backgrounds as future professionals and 
leaders in the region

3. COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT
Working with community partners expands the 
scope and impact of what we do and helps us 
better understand and appreciate the needs of 
this region. We are committed to finding new 
ways of serving our diverse communities and 
providing additional opportunities for success.   

DEVELOP OUTREACH AND ENGAGEMENT PLAN 
FOR THE WATER SCHOOL, TO INCLUDE PRIORITY 
AUDIENCES, ACTIVITIES, TIMELINES, RESOURCES 
NEEDED, AND STRATEGIC OUTCOMES 

OUTCOME 1: Develop K-12 outreach programs 
in all five Service Area counties

OUTCOME 2: Develop an outreach agenda to 
increase education and civic engagement of 
Florida residents and visitors
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4. RESEARCH
Research provides opportunities for students to 
acquire and develop additional skill sets outside of 
the formal classroom setting, helps drive local and 
state economies by bringing additional talent and 
resources to the region, and focuses these 
resources on questions and problems that are of 
concern to Southwest Floridians. 

ADVANCE COMMUNITY ENGAGED RESEARCH 
DRIVEN THROUGH DIALOG WITH EXPERTS, 
POLICYMAKERS, AND RESIDENTS FOCUSED ON 
IMPROVED UNDERSTANDING OF AND DECISION-
MAKING FOR REGIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 

OBJECTIVE 1: Host community engagement 
activities to identify research issues of regional 
concern for diverse stakeholders

OBJECTIVE 2: Train faculty to work 
collaboratively to solve complex problems 
related to societal needs (convergence 
research)

INCREASE RESEARCH CAPACITY THAT BRINGS 
ADDITIONAL FEDERAL RESOURCES TO 
SOUTHWEST FLORIDA

OBJECTIVE 1: Establish a PhD program in 
Coastal Watershed Science and Policy OR 
related field within five years 

OBJECTIVE 2: Increase grant proposal 
submissions to federal agencies by 50% within 
five years 
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5. STRATEGIC HIRING
Academic excellence begins with hiring excellent 
faculty who are committed to high quality and high 
impact teaching, who continually hone and expand 
their own skills as scholars, whose research can be 
applied to the needs of Southwest Florida, and who 
take seriously their service to the community.         

ALIGN STRATEGIC HIRING WITH PRIORITY RESEARCH 
AREAS, INCLUDING ECOSYSTEM INTEGRITY, COASTAL 
RESILIENCE, RESTORATION AND REMEDIATION, AND 
HEALTH AND WELL BEING

OBJECTIVE 1: Affirm scholarship as an equal 
priority with teaching in strategic hiring decisions 
when appropriate

OBJECTIVE 2: Ensure that the Boyer model of 
scholarship (discovery, integration, application 
synthesis, teaching and learning, and community 
engagement) is applied to strategic hiring, 
recognizing the value of the diversity of 
scholarship present in the academy   

fgcu.edu/thewaterschool/
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