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Good morning, Chairwoman Achtenberg, members of the Board of Trustees, Chancellor Reed, members of the faculty, staff, students, alumni, administrators and honored guests. Thank you for joining the CSU Dominguez Hills family to celebrate this new transition in our institution’s history.
Today I am humbled, honored, excited and filled with great joy as I officially become the seventh president of this great CSU institution. It is a day when we pause and highlight our historical richness, our unwavering ability to make our mark in spite of difficult realities, and a time to recognize the impact we have had on our students, ourselves and our communities.
Inaugurations are not only about a new president, they are about this institution. It is about honoring the heritage, a time to highlight the important role Dominguez Hills plays in the transformation of lives, and a time to stake our path into the future. I recognize that I stand on the shoulders of those that came before me and that I walk in the path of great leaders who have helped shaped this institution to where it is today. On behalf of the entire university community, we thank you. 
Before I begin my formal remarks, I would like to take a few moments to thank the many wonderful colleagues of our university for the superb inaugural events. I am particularly appreciative of the efforts of the Inauguration Steering Committee chaired first by the late Dr. Rod Butler, and then Dr. Kate Fawver and Interim Vice President Greg Saks. You will also notice that everything that happened today including the platform your sitting on, the singers, everything behind the scenes, has been done by faculty, staff, alums and community. I want to say thank you. I also want to publicly thank the community at large and the elected officials for embracing me into the community. I welcome the delegates from the CSU sister campuses and also the institutions from all over the country and the world. Your presence reminds us all of our interconnectedness and the tremendous impact of our institutions in this country. 


To the board and Chancellor Reed, I thank you for your unwavering trust and confidence in me, and I pledge my profoundest commitment and stewardship. To my faculty, staff, students, alumni, administrators, I thank you for your warm welcome, your willingness to educate a new president about our institution, for working together to strengthen Dominguez Hills and making the tough decisions collectively that will make us stronger.


To my friends – mil gracias los quiero mucho – you know who you are. You are all here helping me in this wonderful journey. Together we have toiled for the right for all to have equal access to higher education. And we couldn’t have had a better keynote speaker than our wonderful Dr. Evelyn Hu-DeHart. Gracias. And while my mother and father are no longer here, I know they are here with me in spirit. It is to them that I am so eternally grateful for instilling in me my values, and for giving me my wonderful brothers and sisters, who support my crazy adventures and journeys, and for accepting me as Millie – nothing more and nothing less. To my nieces, nephews, my godchildren and entire family, thank you for keeping me young, for continuing the tradition. No you don’t have to follow in my footsteps, you have to follow in your very own and be the best of what you can become.

Finally I thank my higher being, my own God. She’s been listening to me and She has helped me reach these new heights. 
As we enter a new chapter in the life of our beloved Dominguez Hills, let’s journey quickly together and allow me to share a bit more about myself, why I chose this dynamic, empowering academic community, to highlight the wonderful work you do, and the work we will do together into the future to reach new horizons for Dominguez Hills. 
Throughout my academic career good friends and mentors have shared that you are at your best when you enter an academic community that is the right match for you. As many of you know, I am a first generation college student, a product of an urban public school system in Brooklyn, New York. I also come from a poor, humble and proud family with loving parents, who came from Puerto Rico – not unlike our students coming from their places – looking for a better life for their children. My parents reinforced for us the importance of being proud of your cultural heritage, one that accepts its Taino Indian, Latino and African roots. The youngest girl of seven, my siblings will probably say that I am spoiled, but of course I would argue otherwise. Like many of our students, I experienced the best and the worst of our public school system. Yes, I was blessed to have the opportunity to attend an elementary school in the exclusive neighborhood of Brooklyn Heights. There I was introduced to new educational inspirations. I studied the violin and was even provided a violin to take home to practice – much to the chagrin of my family – I began to learn French in the second grade, and was taken to see Broadway plays. All experiences my parents would never have been able to afford. At the same time, I was seen as different and was placed apart from my classmates in what at that time was called an “accent reduction” class. Perhaps they were successful in eliminating my Spanish accent, but from what I hear from many of you, they weren’t successful in eliminating my New York accent. In retrospect, looking at the experience holistically, it was a wonderful foundation. 
The transition into middle school marked a turning point in my life. One of my “sheroes” and heroes, my dad, died when I was 12 – we all know about being the youngest girl in the Latino family, and my father was the center of my universe. We moved into housing projects, my shero, my mother, became the single head of the household, working in a factory, and I continued going to school. At 14, a time when you obtain working papers to go to work, I asked my mother if I could work in the factory with my cousins. That summer my mother allowed me to go to work in that factory, and it was the best education she could have possibly given me. I stood and watched how people were treated. The foremen wanted you to work faster and produce; people were treated like machines and screamed at with little or no respect. I ended up quitting, shouting that someday my family would not work in factories and I would be the foreman’s boss. During the summers I worked as a waitress in a diner, in women’s clothing stores, and in a dry cleaners. And when I entered high school, I was again transferred to a school in a neighborhood called Bensonhurst, in order to reach integration. My class had only 10% of students of color, and I continued working after school, this time utilizing my typing skills. This also meant that I couldn’t get involved with after school activities. There students would ask, “Do you know Santana?” and I was told by my guidance counselor that I would never get into college. Thankfully I held on to the cultural values my parents taught us, which stated “La unica herencia que una familia pobre le deja a sus hijos es una buena educacion. The only inheritance a poor family leaves its children is a good education.” I also acquired my parent’s stubborn streak and I set out to prove that counselor wrong. 

The joy of learning and education has stayed with me and I have personally seen the transformative power of what it has bought to my life and the life of my family. I have also witnessed the pain of not grasping education as a way of transforming one’s life. Two of my best friends are the casualties of poverty – they unfortunately didn’t live up to their potential. We shared our childhood together and I lost both of them, one to an overdose and another to AIDS. Their lost opportunities and lost dreams are etched in my mind and stay with me forever.
bell hooks speaks about how we must share our realities and become vulnerable in order for others to understand the lens you use to make decisions and live your life. I share with you my experiences so you can understand why I have dedicated my life to higher education in urban settings and now to my beloved Dominguez Hills. So when I was nominated for this position little did I know that the kid from Brooklyn would find her match.  
From its beginning in 1960 when the then-Governor Brown signed a bill for a new state college named South Bay State College until today, Dominguez Hills has overcome its struggles and it has survived to be a better stronger, better institution.  
I see myself in these students, although I marvel that they juggle so much more than I did through my educational journey. Dominguez Hills is a place whose tradition has been that students are at the center and that students come first. Through my interview process, you captured my soul and my spirit. Because here we walk the talk of equality and social justice in a democratic society and our very mission proclaims it! This institution lives it and fights it for the right of all students to experience academic excellence in a multicultural, multiracial environment where an enriching learning experience is provided to by faculty and staff second to none. So, yes, I wanted to be at a vibrant institution that accepts students from every walk of life – regardless of their economic standing – and provide them an opportunity to re-imagine themselves and recreate a new reality for their life and the future generations of their families. I wanted to be at a place where we provide students the tools to reach their potential, and not at an organization that determines that only a few will make it.

As Laura Rendón underscores in her research – thank you Laura for being here – it is about validating who our students are and truly believing in their success. Dominguez illH Hills provides that validation. It is here where I saw a public, urban institution doing the work that all in higher education should be doing – serving students who are hungry to learn and who are seizing the opportunity for intellectual empowerment and economic independence. As the demographics in this country continue to change, where we become more multicultural, multiracial, international, and where everyone will need a higher education regardless of race, class, gender or orientation, it will be Dominguez Hills who will be the role model, for it was founded on this very reality. What an exciting place to be – to become the servant leader of this institution. 
Throughout the last 10 months, I have been visiting, listening, learning about our institution. This is what I have learned from you. We are a university positioned for the next level of growth. Every person that works at Dominguez Hills truly understands our mission of providing the best educational experience to a highly diverse student body. Everyone on campus is an educator – from the faculty who teach and conduct research alongside our students to the maintenance and grounds individuals who provide a beautiful learning environment to the staff who teach our students how to navigate the university. You toil in the classroom, in your offices and on the campus facilities doing what you do best with many in our surrounding communities not knowing the excellence and opportunities for discovery that you offer. What I have also learned is that Dominguez Hills is the best kept secret! And we’ve got to stop that.
I have spoken to faculty members who obtained their undergraduate degrees here went off and obtained their doctorate degrees, worked in their field and returned to teach. As one faculty said to me in the fall, “While I was making much more money, I felt something was missing. I wanted to give back, and I returned to the institution that provided me so very much.” Our faculty are here because they choose to be working and teaching alongside the student body we serve. Last year, small Dominguez Hills brought in $16 million in research grants, and our librarians have recently launched an interactive online web site for all to see the richness of our faculty and staff’s publications and creative activities. 
And since my arrival there have been three accrediting groups on campus. Just last week we received the WASC draft report that commended the institution for being focused on student success and demonstrating a commitment to serious self-evaluation and improvement. They further stated that employers shared with them, and I quote, our “students were much more skilled and positive in working with clients from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds and they were competent, congenial and reliable employees and for these reasons expressed interest in our graduates over other institutions.” 
A recent UC study found that there are an alarmingly low number of Latino and African American doctors in practice, particularly in Los Angeles County, where nearly half of the patients are Spanish speaking. Dominguez Hills with its short history, we count 35 physicians among our alums. We are the third largest producer of teachers in the state, we have a music program – as you can hear – that was highly acclaimed this year by the National Association of Schools of Music, and our faculty was commended for a strong music program that partners with USC and utilizes cutting-edge pedagogy to prepare our students. And the consultant from the social work accreditation organization commended our faculty for instituting a program that embraces the intersectionality of difference as we prepare social workers for our communities. 
And of course, there are our students. Thank you students for being so open and brutally honest with me.  We have such a diverse student body, and by the way here at Dominguez Hills we mean everyone, not only people of color but also European Americans, all at the table, and it is here where no single group is in the majority. Allow me to share quick snippets of who some of them are: 
We have students like the adopted young Korean man who grew up in an orphanage until he was 6, adopted by Caucasian parents. Here he became a leader with the Latino Student Business Association – you heard that – worked along side an African American student leader to institute the Adopt-a-Freshman program, and became a student leader in student government, and is graduating as a new young executive in one of the top retail apparel industries in the country. He shared with me that as he graduates in a couple of weeks with a degree in business administration it is this institution, Dominguez Hills, that prepared him to be the global successful business person he has become. 
Or listen to the story of the African American young man who grew up in San Diego, knowing about the gang life, in and out of foster homes because his parents were on drugs, and having a brother who committed suicide. Teachers and faculty saw his potential; he scored high on the SAT, and today he is an active student on campus, a sophomore enrolled in our 3+3 program in Negotiation, Conflict Resolution and Peacebuilding that will lead him into law school. He stated, and I quote, “Professors took me out of the gang life into the intellectual life.” 
Or the Latina who is an AB 540 student paying her way through college needing to send money home and working. Or the Caucasian male who at 48 divorced and received full custody of his twin daughters, and returned to receive his teaching degree because he wanted a better life for his family. 
Our alums have become cardiovascular surgeons, lawyers, CEOs, airline pilots, university and medical doctors, renowned jazz musicians, and so much more.  These students and alums represent Dominguez Hills and the transformative nature of this institution.
 
I am so inspired by these students, and witnessing all that they have overcome, I want to help in my very small way for other students to reach their dreams. In honor of my parents. Lucia and Leopoldo García, I will contribute $25,000 over five years toward student scholarships.
My dear colleagues, our future is indeed bright if we seize it. We indeed have a solid foundation at this university based on the American values that proclaim that this country is the land of opportunity – and Dominguez Hills is a testament to the reality of those values.

Yes, I have heard the voices of some who say that we are not living up to our potential – that people are concerned about safety here, even though we are one of the safest campuses in the system – that our standards are not what they are suppose to be. The perception by some is that where we are located and who we serve, we are not as good as most. We at Dominguez Hills know different. As a matter of fact, we know that what we do on a day-to-day basis is the salvation of our communities, our state and our country. As Honorable Judge Epstein of the Court of Appeals in the Second Appellate District told me, and I quote, “The success of the CSU hinges on the success of institutions like Dominguez Hills,” and as FDR states “The test of our progress is not whether we add to the abundance of those who have much. It is whether we provide enough to those who have little”. So it is time, my dear friend, it is time that we stop allowing others to define who we are and define our rightful place in the higher ed community. I know highlighting and boasting about our university for some is uncomfortable. And while we must be honest about where we can improve, we must be proud of where we work and begin to boast about the many points of pride that happen at this university. Martin Luther King states it best when he proclaimed, and I quote, “Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.” Dominguez Hills matters! 

Into the future we will be clear about our mission and what we do best. As a community, we will examine all we do and strengthen our core and correct what we can do better. Together we will prove and proclaim to the nation that, at Dominguez Hills, we are second to none. Our university is a microcosm of our nation, and with this rich diversity we have the fortune of providing an educational laboratory that truly deepens the student learning. We are at a place where our students will reach their potential and we in turn will learn so much from them. We will continue to demonstrate to the world through our students’ successes that diversity is an asset, that it brings educational strength, as Dr. Hurtado says in her research, and it is an asset for the betterment of this country. Together we will be the institution of spirit, passion, compassion, creativity, exploration and entrepreneurship, united by the belief and love, yes love, we have for our students. As Angela Valenzuela writes, we are all about the politics of caring for our students. 
Our work together will not be easy. The April 2008 report issued by America’s Promise states that every 26 seconds a student drops out of a public high school. In Los Angeles the graduation rate for public high schools is 45.3%. In California we rank 42 out of 50 in graduation rates of the nation’s largest metropolitan cities. Further research indicates that the college participation rate for students in California from low-income families is 21.2% and we all know about the crisis confronting our nation when it comes to young men enrolling in higher education. 
So if we are truly to become the model urban university, we will need to build strong inter- and intra-group coalitions with K-12, community college educators, our community organizations and leaders, the corporate community and the religious organizations. There is power in unity when it is anchored in spirit and resolve to turn the tide on underachievement. My Chicano friends taught me, it’s cuando uno tiene gana is when you get things done.
At Dominguez Hills we will work together to assess, create our niche and catapult into the future. And we will prove our pundits wrong and become stronger than we have ever imagined.

I had the fortune of visiting the Museum of Modern Art in New York City last March. At one of their exhibits this quote captured my attention: “Adaptability is a fundamental tract of human nature, but today’s instant variations in rhythm call for something stronger, elasticity, the ability to grasp progress and make it one’s own.” I invite all of you to join us to ensure that we grasp the progress upon us and make it our very own. I vow to you that I will work alongside you to ensure that we can become all that we can be and that Dominguez Hills reaches that next horizon. And, as I conclude my inaugural address, I invite all of you to join us in this new direction for success, because from our strongest supporters to our sharpest critics, we invite you to the table, because the success of Dominguez Hills lies in each and everyone one of us.
Paraphrasing Thoreau: If one advances confidently in the direction of her dreams, and endeavors to live the life which she has imagined, she will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. For me, this is truly a success unexpected, and I thank you for this awesome responsibility and opportunity to work alongside every single one of you.
Thank you.
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