
    
    

   
 

 
  
  

        
 
 

        
                

              
              
          

            
    

  
   

 
                 

            
             

               
  

    

               
         

              
    

           
               

              
          

              
              

           

   
      

         
            

   
 

Virginia M. Coombs (Ginny) 
708 E. Winslow Farm Drive 
Bloomington, IN 47401 
812-822-3430 (preferred contact) 
315-521-9647 
Email: vcoombs09@gmail.com 
Major: German 

Good Memories from Denison include following my older sister to Denison and pledging AOPi; Tudor 
Stuart History with Dr. Southgate, especially the morning he opened the classroom window on the top 
floor of Fellows Hall and yelled at the dogs barking on the Quad; the faculty members who were not my 
assigned advisor, (Brasmer and Chessman in particular), who took time to listen and advise me; a summer 
language program (1967) in Vienna, Austria; working with physically disabled children in the pool at the 
Newark Y; D-Days and the Wingless Angels spectacular pranks; and red velvet cake at the Evergreens 
and Yum-Yums at Aladdin’s. 

Life after Denison 

After Dension I was rarely not on a college or university campus for the next 40+ years. And I 
encountered Denisonians rather regularly along the way. I began graduate school at the University of 
Illinois-Champaign Urbana in the Fall of 1968 to pursue a Masters in German. I completed course work 
for the masters in Germanic linguistics and spent a fellowship year in Germany at the University in 
Munich. I returned to Illinois to complete my doctoral work. I was headed for a career in higher education 
as a professor in a collegiate-level German language program. 

The first 12 years were filled with teaching undergraduates the mysteries of the German language (1974-
1986). With PhD in hand and appointment to the faculty in the German department at Indiana University, 
I headed to Bloomington. I learned that I loved teaching more than research. I learned that I really liked 
Big 10 basketball, especially the brand that the Hoosiers play. But I missed the small campus atmosphere 
of my Denison experience. During my time at Bucknell University I reconnected with Genie Proctor 
Gerdes who was a faculty member in the Psychology department. I took two student groups to Germany 
during Bucknell’s January Plan. What fun seeing these students discover not only the power of knowing 
another language that was spoken in everyday situations, but also introducing them to the German culture 
with a small “c”. With the help of one of my best undergraduate students, I wrote a supplementary 
volume to the leading first-year German textbook. In 1986, I accepted an invitation to spend the Spring 
semester at UC-Berkeley on the Berkeley faculty and back on a big research campus! 

My career trajectory changed dramatically in the fall of 1986. Still on a college campus but no longer in 
the classroom, I accepted a position as the executive assistant to the president at Susquehanna University. 
I found my niche at Susquehanna where I met another life-long friend and my mentor, Jeanne Neff.  At 
Susquehanna I saw firsthand how a small private liberal arts institution operated thanks to my boss, 
President Joel Cunningham. Among my responsibilities were planning and managing all the logistics of 
the three yearly Board of Trustees meetings, directing all the events for Commencement, including 
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hosting the commencement speakers, among them John Updike and Jim Lovell. Because Susquehanna 
was in a period of building renovations, I learned so much working with the architects, including 
designing a left-handed tablet-arm chair for classrooms. I also learned about strategic planning and 
eventually served as the interim personnel director along with my other duties. I even managed to teach a 
section of first-year German one semester. Great experience for making a move back into administration 
in the academic side of the house. And that opportunity came thanks to my mentor Jeanne, who was 
always looking for the right opportunity which also meant a focus on international study opportunities for 
students. 

In 1990 I was hired as the associate dean of the college at Concordia College in Moorhead MN. And yes, 
I lived for the next four years in Fargo, ND—right across the river from the campus. At Concordia I “cut 
my teeth” on so many aspects of academic administration. A major part of my job as associate dean was 
overseeing the faculty development program. From my own experience as a faculty member, I knew how 
important it is to have opportunities and resources to refine teaching skills, to develop new curricular 
offerings, and to review and improve existing courses. I wrote grants for faculty development funding 
opportunities for student-faculty undergraduate research and faculty travel seminars abroad in preparation 
for internationalizing the curriculum. I assisted the faculty in redesigning the honors program. I also had 
responsibility for a small international program in Tübingen, Germany, and that took me to Europe on 
occasion. Denison came calling one day when Peggy Davis Eichenberger walked into my office because 
she had seen my picture in the college’s viewbook. She was looking at colleges with her daughter. In four 
short years, I had found my passion in promoting and strengthening the liberal arts curriculum. 

At Central College in Pella IA, I served as the vice president for academic affairs and dean. During my 
first two years, I led the faculty in developing and introducing a new General Education program focused 
on liberal arts core values. The curricular work was accompanied by the switch from a trimester to 
semester calendar. I developed an “elevator speech” about the value of a liberal arts education that I 
always included in remarks to prospective students and their families. Michele Myers, former Denison 
president, got it right when she referred to this type undergraduate preparation as having a “lifetime shelf 
life.” During my first year, I got a call from Sandy Geurtz Graham, an AOPi sister, who saw news of my 
appointment and told me her son was coming to Central the next fall. She heard that speech, and I know 
that she connected it to her Denison experience as well. I became professionally active in a national 
association for academic deans, the American Conference of Academic Deans, and eventually served as 
the national chair of that organization. 

There are all kinds and sizes of undergraduate institutions. From Iowa I headed south to Oklahoma City in 
February 1999. At Oklahoma City University, I also served as the chief academic officer. This small 
university had six schools and one college, each with a dean who reported to me. This was the first 
position where as the chief academic officer, I worked more closely with the deans than individual faculty 
members, but I made sure that I never lost sight of the importance of critical role of good faculty 
members. 

From Oklahoma I headed north to the University of Wisconsin-River Falls, a beautiful setting for this 
public campus –its red brick reminded me of Dension. I put that liberal arts skill of “learning-how-to-
learn” to the test. This campus has four colleges: Arts and Sciences, Education, Business, and the most 
challenging one for me —Agriculture. While there I served on some really interesting external 
committees—one in particular was a statewide committee appointed by the State Supreme Court. During 
one of those meetings I was talking to the fellow sitting next to me, not recognizing him as a Denison 
classmate, Doug Johnson, until we started to connect on past history. Toward the end of my time in River 
Falls, I was tapped to be acting Chancellor of the campus after the sudden death of a much-loved 
chancellor. 



                  
                    

             
            

                 
  

           
 

                
              

  
                 

            
        

                  
           

 

 
  

 
     

      
          

           
                 

                 
       

 
 

The final college campus in my career was at Keuka College in the Finger Lakes region in western New 
York. As with earlier campuses where I served, I had opportunities to travel abroad. This time it was the 
Peoples Republic of China where the college sponsored degree completion programs in business 
administration at four different Chinese campuses. Who knew that an undergraduate degree in German 
would land me in China at a dinner at which the dignitary at my table was a journalist who had spent time 
in Germany. He did not speak English and my Chinese was limited to about 4 phrases---we spoke 
German and taught everyone at the table to toast “Auf Deutsch.” 

The final stop before retiring was in Washington DC at the Council of Independent Colleges. Not a 
college campus, but I worked with chief academic officers and deans from 600 small to mid-sized 
institutions whose missions focused on the liberal arts. It was a great last position for me, one I had been 
preparing for in the preceding 40+ years. Lots of Denison alums in DC, but two in particular with whom I 
developed good friendships are classmates Marnie Kennard Sarver and Phil Collyer whom I convinced to 
serve on the 50th reunion committee. 

And all the summers on Cape Cod with my Denison roommate and her family Ellen Dutton Kiehl and 
Denisonians from ’68,’69, and ‘70. Retirement landed me back where it all started –in Bloomington, 
Indiana. 

Reflections 

I realized the value of my Denison experience as my career progressed, and I am truly grateful that it 
shaped how I chose to conduct my professional life: to promote the skills that a liberal arts education 
provides. I learned how to connect with people –to network before it became a “buzz” word. I chose to 
accept positions at colleges that put students’ learning at the center of administrative decisions. One of my 
colleagues at River Falls used to say that “students are the reason all the rest of us come to work every 
day.” And I am still making that choice in my volunteer opportunities in retirement as I work as a 
advocate/coach in the Indiana University Student Advocacy program. 


