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The 2005/06 term of Oakland University Student Congress has been a particularly successful one. My term as Oakland University Student Body President has been quite an experience and it has been a humbling, yet, gratifying role that has allowed me to help my fellow Oakland University students in a wide variety of ways. 

While examining the past year for the Oakland University Student Congress organization and my term as Student Body President, it is valuable to look back on the year and have optimism for the future. The Oakland University student body is, essentially, in uncharted territory and our futures are bright. Never before has a winter semester at Oakland seen so many students registered, and never before had a fall semester seen so many students registered as there had been this past fall. With our student body population continuing to grow, we are only nearing the fiftieth anniversary as an established institution of higher learning. Imagine the possibilities of Oakland’s centennial over fifty years from now – hopefully many of us current students will be in an excellent position to pitch in alumni support. 

As we approach this exciting milestone, substantial achievements continue to be made across the board. Within the past year in terms of athletics, both our Women’s and Men’s Basketball teams electrified and unified our student body in an unprecedented way with their Mid-Continent Conference Championship, sending us to the NCAA Tournament. Our amazing team similarly triumphed over longtime rivals Valparaiso in January, which ended a long trend of losses when the two teams have gone head-to-head. Our club sports teams of Men’s Ice Hockey and Men’s Lacrosse are both national champions, all the while overcoming difficult financial hurdles to make it to those competitions. 

New Resources in Oakland Center, including Gender and Sexuality Center

Various campus entities began this past fall, specifically in the lower level of the Oakland Center. One that is particularly noteworthy is that of the Gender and Sexuality Center. Previously, our campus had little to no targeted resources or services for female and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender students. This made our institution a glaring exception in comparison to other institutions in our state and nation. A powerful thing happened, though, and that was students coming together and speaking up for change. It isn’t something that happens too often at Oakland, which makes it all the more impressive. Out of the activism of many, particularly dynamic student leader Duane A. Hurt II, a place of resources and services for male and female students across the sexuality spectrum has emerged. Expanding upon that note, I would like to emphasize that the constructs of both gender and sexuality basically impact us all. 

In its fledgling status, however, it is most vital that support and nurturing be extended to this new entity. The McGuinness-Caver Student Congress administration, prior to being elected, pledged Gender and Sexuality Center Advocacy and has stuck to that promise. We have pushed for progress when it seemed to be slowing and we continue on as allies, offering support and providing donations. Much more remains, however. The long-term success of the Gender and Sexuality Center depends upon a budget of substance, which is not a current reality. It should be noted that Oakland University Student Congress passed a resolution in support of the Gender and Sexuality Center’s development back in January 2005, prior to its establishment.

Considerable changes were made in the former Student Organization Center space, with the new Student Technology Center and Student Resource Center instead serving students in an innovative way. Following the ribbon cutting for the two centers, bringing the new centers in the lower level to three this year, student feedback has been impressively positive. If you have not checked out any of these new Oakland features, which I suspect you already have, please do so soon. 

Also in terms of the Oakland Center, the Gold Rooms renovation has recently been completed. Simply put, those rooms look much better. They are now more in line with the needs and standards of our campus. Student Congress weighed in with our support of the renovation plans, by way of Congressional Resolution 06-02, when it was up for consideration by the Board of Trustees in the spring. 

Speaking of renovations, the Vandenberg Dining Center is a fine architectural showcase. The on-campus residents now have a fine dining facility at their disposal. Related to food service on campus, the Student Congress Legislative Body passed a Resolution this fall calling for further healthier options. Chartwells had been making progress in that area and they continue to do so, but students had concerns and legislators wanted to share them with the food service provider. 

New, Expanded Student Handouts, including Newspaper Readership Program

Many students only know of their student government by way of our free scantrons and blue books, or at the very least that is all they can associate with the organization. While we indeed provide those beloved services, there is much, much more at work for you. It must be noted, however, that under this administration we pledged to expand our offerings from the standard green scantron to include the red scantron, along with the mini green deal as well, and we did just that. This is the largest consumption of scantrons and blue books in recent history, too, which tells us that our communications with our faculty and a larger portion of our students has gotten the word out more effectively. Adapting to that increasing demand, your Student Congress Legislative Body amended our budget in the middle of the year to keep the goods flowing. 

In order to better promote academic success, your Student Congress initiated the Newspaper Readership Program this fall and it continues onward. Subsidized by Student Congress, hundreds of copies of the New York Times and USA Today are available at no cost to our students. This particularly well-received venture involves two stands on the main level of the Oakland Center. Be sure to pick up your free copy of the newspaper, thanks to your Student Congress, every Monday through Friday. 

Strengthened Student Services Initiatives, including Student Employee Appreciation

Likewise aiming to facilitate your success as a student, we continue our Online Book Swap feature. Students can cut out the middleman and directly buy, sell, and trade their course textbooks at prices and terms they can determine. The website is www2.Oakland.edu/bookswap and is accessible by way of the Student Congress website. The Online Book Swap is one initiative of many undertaken by Student Congress Student Services Director Katie Miller and her dynamic Student Services Committee. 

Recognition of involvement and success is a beautiful thing and Student Congress does so through the Student of the Month Parking Spot Award. For an entire month, a student that has been involved on campus has the sole privilege of parking in a prime spot in the lot just outside of the Oakland Center. The award is another Student Services venture. 

Student Employee Appreciation Week, also a Student Congress Student Services accomplishment, likewise recognized the hard work and activities of a large segment of our student body. Prompted by student leader suggestions, we charted new territory by demonstrating that we are aware of the work that our peers do to help make this university run. Moreover, we were able to spur the university itself, with many offices participating, to show their appreciation of their student employees. Due to the overwhelming success of the venture, a second Student Employee Appreciation Week was held earlier this month. 

Yet another Student Services deal that was a success of the past year is the Technology Advancement Program, or TAP, for short. An idea that sprang forth from when ‘McGuinness’ was part of the Parks-McGuinness era, TAP essentially equips students with technology aids to benefit their tenure as a student. The program had been streamlined this year to make it more efficient and there were three times the number of entries for the program this year, compared to last year. The winners of this year’s TAP Program were Christine Hamby, Kwame Everett, Jim Gammicchia and Chris Cinpinski. 

Responding to the feedback from students, Student Congress budgets this year have included substantially more funding for scholarships. Legislator Stelanie Marshall chaired the Scholarship Committee for the bulk of the year, initiating innovative scholarship ideas. Before that, hundreds of students also entered into the engaging book scholarships, pioneered by Legislator Allison Cummings-Stuckman. 

Going a step farther in gathering student feedback, Student Congress had developed ‘Statements of Student Concern’. Administrative Assistant Crystal Allen and Student Services Director Miller came together to map out the new initiative. Legislator Mia C. Evans then handled Statements of Student Concern, which enables student feedback and complaints to be more formalized and better addressed. The largest number of Statements of Student Concern, to date, had been related to the Financial Aid Office by far. 

Advocating for Higher Education to be a Priority, not a Privilege 

Probably one of the most difficult parts of being a student leader is when a fellow student won’t be returning that next semester. That reality is happening all too frequently these days, unfortunately. What’s worse is that the cause, time after time, is the inability to afford the price tag that comes with a college education. Higher education is shifting from a right to a privilege, which is dangerous for the long-term future of our state and nation. At Student Congress, we are trying diligently to reverse that trend. 

Headed up by Legislative and Multicultural Affairs Director Saman Waquad, Student Congress took up a Letter Writing Campaign to our state legislators. We advocated for a redirected focus upon higher education in Michigan, specifically for increased appropriations from the state for higher education. In past decades, the level of state support of higher education continues to consistently decline. This trend must be reversed if we are to have hope that college affordability will instead become more realistic, not less. 

This Letter Writing Campaign was done in concert with other student governments at the higher education public institutions throughout Michigan. The venue for this cooperation is the Association of Michigan Universities, which is made up of the student governments from the fifteen public universities. Although in past years Oakland University Student Congress did not even consistently participate in that organization, we are now major players within AMU. 

Three members of Student Congress held leadership positions at that state level, including previous Student Program Board Chair Madalyn Miller, who is the AMU Clerk, and Legislator Dan Kubicek, who had been AMU Public Relations Chair. I was elected the AMU Legislative Affairs Commissioner at the September Conference, which is actually one that our Student Congress hosted. It was the first time we had hosted the organization and our peers had nothing but compliments when assessing the job we did as hosts. The student government leaders from throughout Michigan were also very impressed with our campus, overall, which was uplifting. At the February Conference, I was elected the Association of Michigan Universities Vice Chair – a first for an Oakland University student. 

Back in terms of advocating for a better playing field for Oakland students in Lansing, Student Congress also held our annual ‘OU Day at the Capitol’ even in November. This event was also spearheaded by Legislative and Multicultural Affairs Director Waquad and was in part aligned with the AMU. She set up effective meetings with various policymakers on a variety of topics relevant to Oakland students. 

Michigan State University’s student government facilitated a roundtable on behalf of the AMU, which our Student Congress took part in toward the end of our ‘Day at the Capitol’. Assisted by Legislator Aaron Kochenderfer, I even visited the Lansing offices of the many state legislators to advocate for more favorable decisions relating to higher education. Legislator Kochenderfer went on to sponsor the adopted Congressional Resolution commending MSU’s student government and recognizing how their work benefits Oakland students. 

Financial Aid Office Improvements, Tuition Vigilance

There are some successes that are a bright beacon of hope through the dark clouds related to financial aid difficulties, however. Let me take a moment to preface this with a truth I hope all here today will grasp: Oakland University Student Body Vice President Kori Lynn Caver is one of the finest human beings I have ever known to have existed, who has poured her heart and soul into her position. She has done so for the sake of our students that she cares so deeply about, even at the expense of her own benefit. 

Student Body Vice President Caver went to great lengths, personally lobbying the financial aid office for hours, to keep many of our students that were about to be packed up and kicked out of school due to complications with financial aid. As a result of her awe-inspiring work, students, including some of our finest student leaders, remain with us today. On behalf of those students, and on behalf of all students, thank you Student Body Vice President Kori Lynn Caver. 

This year the Financial Aid office responded to pressure from Student Congress and other student voices to address problems, offering up a reorganization plan that has been implemented in the office. Student Congress has been vigilant on this widespread student concern. Student Body Vice President Caver has met regularly with Financial Aid Office Director Cindy Hermsen over our term to ensure that progress is being made. 

Director Hermsen and Vice President for Student Affairs Dr. Mary Beth Snyder have repeatedly come before our Student Congress meetings to address the woes students have experienced and worries us student leaders have. Our Legislative Body passed a resolution following up on this issue, making sure that the focus on improving student financial services remains. That drive from Student Congress continues, for the sake of our students. 

Related to affordability of a college education at Oakland is the tuition rate. Over the spring and summer, due to the state funding process, the Board of Trustees was forced to delay a decision on how much we would have to pay. In that time crunch when the Board had to make a decision, the administration proposed a 15.2 percent tuition hike. That figure included the rolling in of fees into the tuition total. 

Determining that this increase was too much too suddenly with too little time before the start of the main school year, Student Congress leapt into action. Rallying students behind the cause of keeping our tuition reasonable, we were able to lead the charge for a lower level of tuition. We accomplished a powerful thing: we got students, dozens of them in fact, to turn out to a Board of Trustees meeting in the dead of summer. With our signs and my addressing the Board, we were able to capture the decision-makers’ attention and capture front-page coverage of the area newspapers. Then, we accomplished an even more powerful thing: we successfully got the tuition increase to be substantially lowered! 

Never doubt the power of us students coming together and advocating for change. This was proven in the tuition struggle, just as it was in the call for a Gender and Sexuality Center. 

Enhanced Campus Life, including Student Program Board Successes 

In terms of activities and life on campus, there have been some high-profile events this year. Most notable is the dynamic events calendar from the Student Program Board of Student Congress. Led by SPB Chair Madalyn Miller and the dedicated Executive Committee, SPB has made great strides under their leadership. In February, I had the privilege of attending Step Afrika, which was one of the best events I have ever seen SPB put on in my years here. The turnout was strong and the audience loved the high-energy performances. 

Following up on last year’s popular event, the outdoor extravaganza Spring Fest took place. Our Student Program Board this year also brought the R&B musical group 112 to campus, a personal favorite of mine. Oakland’s campus is not accustomed to large-scale concerts and SPB did a fantastic job at charting new territory. Students became engaged and energized by the event.

Speaking of concerts, it should not go without mention that the musical group Hanson was also on our campus this fall. Needless to say, that was a resounding success and well received by students and community members alike. We have WXOU 88.3 FM, our student radio station, to thank for that. We have a lot more to thank them for, too. Over the past year-plus, WXOU has been reinvigorated in a powerful way. Their office is buzzing, their airwaves are alive, and their passion is palpable. This past year I had the distinct honor of serving on WXOU’s Board of Directors and appointed three additional student representatives: Michelle D. Bailey, Joseph Coppola, Michael Harrington. 

The reemergence of WXOU and the benefits that accordingly come from that for our student activities have not gone unnoticed. In fact, the Student Congress Legislative Body passed a Resolution sponsored by Legislator Josh Rotarius. The legislation recognized WXOU for the great strides they have made and called for further assistance from the university community to keep the momentum going. During my State of the Student Body Address in February, I had the distinct honor of presenting WXOU with a Certificate of Commendation on behalf of our Oakland University student body. 

As Student Body President, I also sit on our Student Life Lecture Board. In addition, in my capacity I also appoint a student representative: Matthew Keeney was my appointment and he served very well, with an interest in continuing to assist the lecture board. Students and community members alike resoundingly received this year’s lecture lineup. In January famed actor James Earl Jones, the voice of Mufasa, CNN, and Darth Vader among others packed Meadowbrook Theatre and then packed the overflow in the food court. In the fall, carrying along with the Environmental Explorations theme taken up, Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. also offered a compelling lecture. Due to concerns about opportunities for students to optimally enjoy and participate in the student-focused lectures, however, Oakland University Student Congress did pass a resolution that encouraged the Student Life Lecture Board to devise a way in which students would be guaranteed a certain portion of seating opportunities at the lectures. 

Our Center for Multicultural Initiatives, in partnership with various other campus entities, deserves recognition for bringing famed film director Spike Lee to Oakland. His Martin Luther King, Jr. Day discussion likewise packed the Banquet Rooms and resulted in an overflow crowd. Our campus community has been blessed with outstanding speakers this year. 

In relation to student organizations, the Student Activities Funding Board of Student Congress impressively served our many student organizations and club sports. So much so, in fact, that SAFB allocated all of their funds, providing the financial assistance that makes so many of our student organization events possible. Not only that, but under the innovative leadership of SAFB Chair Lindsay McCullough and her Board, SAFB came up with new avenues of cultivating campus activities. Included among them is new Student Resource Center, which is the home to a television that SAFB paid for to serve our student organizations. 

Awareness, Multicultural Initiatives, including Stand Up For Change Week

Another way Student Congress has sought to support or student organizations was through our new Multicultural Roundtable. This has been led by Legislative and Multicultural Affairs Director Waquad, whose position includes ‘multicultural’ for the first time --under this administration. Through this venue, multicultural student organizations can communicate and collaborate. This leads to both the organizations and activities to be stronger and more enriching. This semester marked an historical development for Oakland University, with the Asian-American student organizations coming together and facilitating the first ever Asian-American Celebration. 

The month of January and February also witnessed Stand Up For Change week, brought to you by Student Congress, with Student Services Director Miller reaching out and bringing in other organizations and groups along the way. It was a continuation from Anti-Hate Week that we held last semester, generating awareness and discussion throughout our campus. 

These initiatives from Student Congress were inspired and motivated in part due to past incidents of violence on campus. Safety and security are vitally important to any setting, especially a campus community. The Dance and Major Events policy was likewise reviewed and updated to ensure that students’ safety remains a top priority. Since there had been violent incidents that had broken out at campus events last winter, we wanted to send a message from students to students: we want a safe, positive university where we respect one another, regardless of differences. 

That is one of the biggest challenges before us today. We must embody that change in our daily lives, in our daily campus interactions. There is no room for hatred, discrimination, and other oppressions at Oakland University. Truly, there should be no room for these in society at all, but we have great lengths to go. 

Student Congress also held an Environmental Awareness Week in March, dubbed ‘Green Week’. This was, in part, motivated by the Environmental Explorations College of Arts and Sciences annual theme, mentioned earlier in relation to the Kennedy lecture. The Student Services Committee partnered with the Students Promoting Interest in Nature (SPIN) student organization. 

Continuing with both awareness and multicultural initiatives, April marked the month where Student Congress held both a Multicultural Issues Town Hall Meeting and a Michigan Civil Rights Initiative Informational Event. In regard to the MCRI event, the legislative body wanted to equip our students with as much information as possible about a potentially confusing and definitely consequential ballot proposal. As an organization, Oakland University Student Congress came out in opposition to the so-called Michigan Civil Rights Initiative that will come before student voters in the November elections. 

Student Congress Elections

     Speaking of elections, the always-exciting Oakland University Student Congress elections took place in late March. This process had been amended from past years by a Voting Reform Commission of Student Congress, which sought to strengthen areas that had proven to be problematic in past years. Following this year’s process, those changes were reviewed again and the elections process is even more improved, as a result. 

     As the current Student Body President, I sought a second term with Student Program Board Chair Madalyn Miller as my vice presidential running mate. We were resoundingly elected and I am truly honored and grateful for the opportunity to serve a second term. A full slate of legislators were also elected, some of them being Student Congress veterans returning to continue serving the students. In addition, the Student Activities Fee Proposal was considered and resoundingly adopted, by a margin of 666 to 366 (interestingly enough) – as Student Body President, this past year I chaired the Student Activities Fee Assessment Committee that prepared the proposal. Elections Commission Chair Crystal D. Allen ran a solid election that was relatively free of the usual strife surrounding the process; 1,234 students took part in voting, which has been the trend for the past few election cycles. 

     The 2005/06 term of Oakland University Student Congress has been incredibly successful. This is, in large part, due to the outstanding team of Executive Board Members that I had the opportunity to serve with this year. I want to thank: Student Body Vice President Kori Lynn Caver, Student Program Board Chair Madalyn Miller, Student Activities Funding Board Chair Lindsay M. McCullough, Financial Affairs Director Brendan J. Stevens, Legislative & Multicultural Affairs Director Saman F. Waquad, Student Services Director Katie M. Miller, Administrative Assistant Crystal D. Allen and Public Relations Agents Krupa Ujla and Alicia Feys. There are always areas that could be improved upon, however, and I would not have ran for a second term if that was not the case. 

     Thank you to all Oakland University students for an amazing year. I am very much looking forward to working even harder for you in the coming year, always ensuring that Oakland University Student Congress is there for you as much as possible. 
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