May 2, 2008 

Remarks made at the Inauguration of
President Mildred García, CSU Dominguez Hills

by Dr. Carlos Hernández
CSU Chairwoman Achtenberg, members of the CSU Board, Chancellor Reed, honored guests, elected officials, delegates, faculty, staff and students at Dominquez Hills and my special regards to members of the García family present today. Thank you for extending to me the opportunity to speak at this very special event. I am honored to be among you. 
I am not a particularly religious individual, although as I get older I am increasingly open to any persuasive arguments on this matter. So I can’t say that providence brought Dr. García here to California. 
Failing on the divine intervention solution to presidential selection, I turned to my love of Greek mythology and the names of Hera, Aphrodite, Artemis, Hestia as well as other female figures of myth come to mind. But suddenly, the one that came to mind as most appropriate was Athena. But I assure sure, unlike Athena, Dr. García did not spring fully formed from the head of Zeus. Dr. García certainly embodies the essential characteristics of Athena; wisdom, craftsmanship, strength, being fair and merciful. And, although clad in body armor, holding a spear, shield and wearing a golden helmet, Athena was in fact, best known and worshipped for her sound judgment, diplomatic skills, and compassion. Warfare was employed only as a last resort. These traits too are found in Dr. Garcia. But while these traits are shared, we can be certain that she was not the result of a headache suffered by Zeus, but rather, Dr. García was the loving daughter of loving parents and that she hails from the island of Puerto Rico and not Mt. Olympus.

So providential intervention by the Greek gods provided no answer to the question of how Dr. García came to be your president. So I turned to the tried and true traditions of the academy to find the answer. But here too, I found that no conference, seminar, webinar, institute, workshop, classroom, laboratory, studio, local, regional or national organization,, or any other program imaginable, could have predicted that a Puerto Rican girl, born and raised in Brooklyn, NY, would become the seventh president of Dominquez Hills of the California State University system.

No, I think I must base my comments about President García on what I have learned and observed over a two decades long association with her.

Let me first caution you, do not let the well- tailored, “Devil Wears Prada” exterior fool you, not even for one minute. Manolo shoes, Prada or Chanel handbags, St. John’s suits and Tiffany jewelry are not nearly sufficient to explain who she is. Think of them, if you would, as her contemporary version of Athena’s armor. Dr. García is a self made intellect. She is a socially, culturally, and politically astute academic leader, one who is admired by all who come into contact with her. I said self made, but this is not completely accurate. Her personality, nature, approach to life, her manner were formed within the folds of a tightly knit and loving family. Her parents and brothers and sisters were instrumental in shaping the woman she is today. And her brothers and sisters continue to provide balance, love and rootedness in tradition and culture. Her love of family extends deeply and naturally to her nieces and nephews and the young children that have been added to this rich, extended family. 
Over the past twenty plus years I have come to learn a great deal about what motivates her. What I discovered is a depth of compassion, a warmth of spirit and love of students observed in precious few academic leaders. The individual student story, the anecdote, can be as powerful for her as all the aggregate data and reports one can muster. The individual voice; the story of student motivation, struggle, sacrifice and success serves as a compelling motivator. Equally evident and acknowledged by her peers, are her contributions to the empirical, theoretical, and applied work of the academy. Her enthusiasm for missions such as that of Dominquez Hills has been her true professional and personal calling therefore her dedication to you will be unbounded. Millie’s marriage of intellectual power and social purpose is a fearsome weapon that she wields with great agility, wisdom, sensitivity and grace. If any of you who have already had the opportunity to work with her have concluded that she pushes too hard or fast, or is relentless in her pursuit of mission realization, believe me she pushes herself infinitely harder, faster and is unquestionably more critical and demanding of herself every single day. 

She taught me that as individuals we are not by nature or by entitlement, important. Rather, we make ourselves important by the depth of our questions, and by the intentions of our actions. In the final analysis, Dr. García is here because she earned this position. She has built over the years of her career in higher education the respect and admiration of her colleagues as well as students and the communities in which she has lived and worked. And in your sound judgment, you recognized the professional, academic and personal characteristics that define a great leader, a transformational leader.

Dominquez Hills has made itself important by the questions it has asked itself and the action it took in the selection of its new president. The selection process and outcome is without a doubt, a window into the soul of an institution, one gets a true sense of what an institution holds dear and what it believes is important to its future.

So finally, on a very personal note, but I  also know that I speak for the AASCU board, representing over 400 public colleges and universities serving over 3 million students, let me simply say congratulations on the appointment of my dearest friend Dr. Mildred García as your president. We wish Dominquez Hills and you, Millie, the greatest success. Thank you for your kind attention.
