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by Koren Wetmore

When Albert Karnig took the helm as Cal State San Bernardino’s third pres-
ident in 1997, he set his sights on the future and developed a strategic plan. 
A key component of that plan — to build the campus’s physical and intellec-
tual environment — would establish the infrastructure needed for success.  

Karnig approached his task with an entrepreneurial vision, that innate abil-
ity to assess the reality, dream the potential and achieve the impossible. And, 
under his leadership, CSUSB grew, despite the economic forces that chal-
lenged it. 

“I liken the work of Dr. Karnig to that of a master sculptor. The academic 
stone put in place by his predecessors was of high quality, but rough hewn,” 
said San Bernardino Mayor Patrick Morris. “He had an unerring sense of how 
this stone must be shaped to meet the educational needs of a region whose 
population was exploding in numbers and diversity, but had little contact 
with higher education and the great opportunities that [one can] obtain 
with a college and post-graduate experience.”

Like an artist with his material, Albert Karnig 
worked to refine the piece in progress that 
was Cal State San Bernardino. 

The sculptor

Students walking along west side of Social and 
Behavioral Sciences Building 

Murillo Family ObservatoryExercising in Student Recreation and Fitness Center
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CSUSB nursing lab groundbreaking, Nov. 12, 2009 Transfer Day event in 2011 
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In the past 15 years, Karnig’s academic sculpture gave rise 
to 13 new buildings, including construction of the satellite 
Palm Desert Campus, which was built entirely without state 
funds. 

“Dr. Karnig was key in our building a permanent Palm Des-
ert campus. He made regular trips to the desert for meetings 
to support the entitling and construction, provided clout and 
credibility to the finance campaign, and assisted in the clos-
ing of several major gifts,” said Richard Oliphant, former Indi-
an Wells mayor and co-leader of the campaign that brought 
the satellite campus to the Coachella Valley. “It could not 
have been built without him.”

The campus’s construction was funded by more than $40 
million raised during Karnig’s tenure. It broke ground on its 
first structure, the Mary Stuart Rogers Gateway Building, in 
2000 and eventually grew to include the Indian Wells The-
ater, the Indian Wells Center for Educational Excellence and 
the Palm Desert Health Sciences Building.

About the same time, the San Bernardino campus experi-
enced its own growth spurt. 

The College of Social and Behavioral Sciences Building 
opened in August 2002, consolidating the college’s nine de-
partments into one five-story, 135,635-square-foot building. 
Funds for the $32.8 million project came from a 1998 voter-
approved education bond issue. The university’s third resi-
dence hall opened that same month, expanding the number 
of on-campus student beds to more than 1,000.

More student housing followed after the acquisition in July 
2004 of 11 acres, located across the street from the campus. 
The University Village apartment-style complex added an-
other 480 student beds.

The Chemical Sciences Building, completed in the winter 
of 2006, added 37,500 square feet of lecture and lab space, 
along with a museum, to the College of Natural Sciences. 

The 2008 opening of the $50 million College of Educa-
tion Building gave a physical home not only to classrooms,  
offices and a literacy center, but also to the university’s first 
doctoral program in education. Monies from Prop. 55, a state-
wide school-repair and construction bond passed in 2004, 
covered the building’s construction cost, but not its $4 mil-
lion in furnishings and equipment. Those funds came from 
donations raised through the university’s Tools for Education 
campaign, a community-wide effort that included faculty, 
staff and private donors, and supported largely by Watson 
and Associates.

Like other projects that followed — such as the develop-
ment of a student recreation and fitness center and the ex-
pansion of the Santos Manuel Student Union — fund-raising 

Student Orientation, Advising and Registration event in student union

College of Natural  
Sciences commencement ceremony College of Education Building

“… Being able to get everybody to rally around a 
vision and get everyone on the campus to play their 
role and work toward it, that is really his strength.” 

Lou Monville, CSU Trustee 
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and community support proved vital. It was a concept that 
Karnig enthusiastically embraced.

“[President Karnig] would be the first to tell you that it is a 
very team-oriented environment at Cal State (San Bernardino). 
But being able to get everybody to rally around a vision and 
get everyone on the campus to play their role and work to-
ward it, that is really his strength,” said 1994 CSUSB graduate 
and CSU Trustee Lou Monville. 

The newest academic addition was to the Physical Scienc-
es Building, which originally opened in 1967 but unveiled its 
renovated facilities in 2011. The $27 million structure houses 
21 classrooms, laboratories, faculty offices and a student ser-
vices center. A few months later, the grand opening of the 
$2-million Murillo Family Observatory rounded out more 
than a decade of visible campus growth.

And, as the campus grew, so did the number of students.
Enrollment steadily rose from about 13,000 students in 

1997 to more than 17,000 today. Further, the student popula-
tion continues to reflect the cultural and economic diversity 
of the communities the university serves.

 “CSUSB has grown from being merely a commuter school 
to a mélange of student backgrounds whose diversity brings 
out the best in one another,” said Stuart Sumida, professor 
of biology. “Dr. Karnig has helped to encourage and facilitate 
that diversity.”

He’s also opened access to higher education for a genera-
tion of students that otherwise may not have dreamed such 
opportunities were possible.

“I’m very pleased that we could more than double our 
freshman class, double our enrollment of historically under-

represented students, and graduate classes in which 70 per-
cent of the students were the first in their families to gradu-
ate from college,” President Karnig said. “I was delighted to 
be president while so much building and student growth was 
taking place.”

What’s perhaps most amazing is that the campus’s growth 
— in enrollment and facilities — happened during one of 
the state’s most difficult economic times. As funding for ed-
ucation became a shrinking line item in the state’s budget, 
Karnig rallied the CSUSB community to make tough deci-
sions. His success in doing so has been credited directly to his 
open communication style. 

“He desires to bring folks around a table to tackle challeng-
es head on and to give them an opportunity to give advice,” 
Monville said. “Universities are living, complex institutions. 
So having a team that thinks ahead and is willing to make 
tough decisions, while understanding the importance of put-
ting the needs of students first, creates an environment that 
allows the institution to get through tough times.”

A combination of revenue bonds, federal funds, commu-
nity support and tireless fundraising helped to meet many a 
budget gap. But CSUSB’s continued success was equally en-
sured by Karnig’s steadfast commitment to the university, its 
students and faculty, and the communities it serves.

“With the pressures on Dr. Karnig to cut services, he could 
have easily put a pencil line through the Palm Desert Cam-
pus, creating a huge savings,” said Oliphant. “Instead, he un-
derlined it.” ●

President Karnig meeting with donors in his office
CSUSB Palm Desert Campus  
celebrates 25th anniversary, Sept. 10, 2010
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“Karnig gathered 
around him associates 
who shared his vision 
... He empowered them 
and together they 
became educational 
crusaders ...”           
Patrick Morris, mayor, 
San Bernardino

To serve a community 
 The university’s mission  
        goes well beyond       
     providing a top education

with fundraising campaigns. Today, the university has estab-
lished more than 500 community partnerships, including ones 
with 59 school districts, and 29 research and service centers 
focused on issues such as water, economics, education, indig-
enous peoples, health disparities, criminal justice, child devel-
opment and Middle Eastern and Islamic studies.

Many of the centers bring needed services, such as literacy 
and business training, while offering students opportunities to 
apply their acquired skills and knowledge in a real-world con-
text. Others provide policy analysis and research resources to 
address issues common to the Inland Empire. 

Three of the centers — the Leonard Transportation Center, 
the Water Resources Institute and the Inland Empire Center 
for Entrepreneurship — are prime examples of Karnig’s entre-
preneurial approach, said CSU Trustee Lou Monville. “He pro-

by Koren Wetmore

Leading a major academic institution is by no 
means a one-man operation. Nor is serving the 
communities that surround it.  

No man has understood this more clearly than 
Cal State San Bernardino President Albert Karnig.

“Al Karnig brought a leadership style that 
matched perfectly with the times. His handshake 
was firm and strong, and his warm smile was con-
tagious to all who would meet him,” said Jack 
Brown, president and 
CEO of Stater Bros. Mar-
kets and an adjunct busi-
ness professor at CSUSB. 
“He had a vision to reach 
out to the communities 
served by Cal State.”

During his 15-year 
tenure, Karnig forged 
partnerships with edu-
cational, business, com-
munity and civic lead-
ers that have benefitted 
everyone involved —  
especially future genera-
tions of students and residents. 

“Karnig gathered around him associates who shared his vi-
sion,” said San Bernardino Mayor Patrick Morris. “He empow-
ered them and together they became educational crusaders 
in communities throughout the Inland Empire, meeting and 
talking to school boards, business and political leaders.”

He drew from that community to form the CSUSB Presi-
dent’s Advancement Council (now known as the Philanthrop-
ic Foundation), which advocates for the university and helps 
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2002 Disability Awareness event
Inland Empire Center For Entrepreneur-
ship ribbon cutting, Feb. 24, 2000

Eduardo Ochoa, U.S. Assistant 
Secretary for Postsecondary 
Education at 2012 LEAD summit

vided a leadership role and 
harnessed the powers of the 
institution to better the re-
gion while giving a hands-
on, strong educational expe-
rience for students,” he said.

Karnig also encouraged 
opportunities for diverse 
students to access and excel 
in higher education. 

“When Dr. Karnig arrived, 
there were sweeping demo-
graphic changes occurring,” 
said state Assemblymember 
Wilmer Amina Carter. “He ac-
commodated these changes 
in many ways, including es-
tablishing the university as a 

Hispanic-serving institution, participating in Black Church Sun-
days for CSU presidents, yearly Native American week on cam-
pus, and other groundbreaking programs.”  

CSUSB now boasts a 46 percent Hispanic student popula-
tion, and the number of African-American and Asian students 
also is on the rise. The university also made the Top 200 list 
of colleges for Native Americans. Community outreach and 
scholarship programs have also opened doors for students 
and families underserved in the past. Now, 70 percent of 
CSUSB graduates are the first in their families to finish college. 

“He clearly sees the importance of reaching out to all seg-
ments of our diverse community and has built bridges be-
tween the university and the region’s educational institutions, 
businesses and community groups,” said Gary Thomas, San 
Bernardino County superintendent of schools. 

Just as Karnig invited participation in CSUSB’s goals, he and 
his wife Marilyn enthusiastically served within the community. 

“He made it a point to attend district superintendent meet-
ings to address K-12-related issues and, as an executive board 
member of the Alliance for Education, worked with the county 
schools’ office and business leaders to promote partnerships 
to bring rigor and relevance to the classroom, and produce a 
higher-skilled workforce for the region,” Thomas said.

Karnig serves on the boards of several organizations, includ-
ing Inland Action, the Inland Empire Economic Partnership and 
Community Hospital of San Bernardino. Marilyn Karnig serves 
with nonprofits such as Childhelp and is a board member for 
the San Bernardino Symphony. 

Honors for Karnig’s community involvement include the 
2007 Honorary Black Rose Award from the San Bernardino 
Black Culture Foundation and Congressman Joe Baca’s Com-
munity Leadership Award for Outstanding Service and Dedi-
cation to the Community. Both Karnigs were honored by the 
San Bernardino YWCA with its 2006 Humanitarians of the  
Year award.

The university itself has also received recognition. For the 
past six consecutive years, CSUSB has been named to the 
President’s Higher Education Community Service Honor 
Roll, the highest honor a college or university can receive for 
its commitment to volunteering, service-learning and civic  
engagement.

Achieving such honors and results requires teamwork and 
a community willing to collaborate for the common good. It’s 
a concept nurtured during his tenure and one Karnig hopes 
will prove a lasting legacy. “Because, in the last analysis,”  
he said, “the university exists for the students and the region 
we serve.” ●

To serve a community 
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“He was the first in his family to go to college 
and I think he believes deeply that the mission 
of the university is to provide access for talented 
students, regardless of their means.”  
Andrew Bodman, provost, CSUSB

by Koren Wetmore

His sights set on academic excellence, Albert 
Karnig fostered an environment that unlocked stu-
dents’ potential along with their access to higher ed-
ucation. 

Not only could they acquire a quality college edu-
cation — thanks to scholarships, talented faculty and 
an expanded academic program — but also accom-
plish amazing things once they got there. 

“We aren’t Harvard or Yale, but I will match our best 
students with the best anywhere. And I mean any-
where,” said biology professor Stuart Sumida. “I’ve 
taken our students into the field doing paleonto-
logical field work with graduate and undergraduate 
students from the University of Chicago and under-
grads from the Claremont Colleges, and our students 
were in all measures their equals or better.” 

Karnig encouraged such academic rigor through 
the creation of a variety of new degree programs. In 
his 15 years as CSUSB president, the university saw 
the development of its first doctoral program in edu-
cation, master’s degree programs in visual arts and 
creative writing and bachelor’s degree programs in 
computer engineering, environmental science, bio-
informatics and social work. 

During his watch the quality of many academ-
ic programs gained national recognition. In 2006, 
CSUSB’s graduate entrepreneurship program was 
ranked fourth in the nation by The Princeton Review 
and Entrepreneur magazine. In 2008, the university 
became one of only two in the 23-campus California 
State University system (and only the seventh public 
or private California institution) to be certified as a 
National Center of Academic Excellence in Informa-
tion Assurance Education. The College of Business 
and Public Administration was named in 2010 as one 
of the four most innovative business schools in the 
nation by European CEO magazine. 

Making such quality programs affordable for stu-
dents proved one of Karnig’s greatest joys.

“He was the first in his family to go to college and I 
think he believes deeply that the mission of the uni-
versity is to provide access for talented students, 
regardless of their means,” said Andrew Bodman, 
CSUSB provost and vice president for academic af-
fairs. “[Karnig] has been instrumental in working with 
donors to provide scholarships across the university, 
and now there are more than a hundred different 
scholarship funds available for CSUSB students.”

Among them is the President’s Academic Excel-
lence Scholarship that Karnig created in 2002. Of-
fered to students who are in the top 1 percent of 

joyThe in knowledge   
To Albert Karnig, the effort to raise the hopes and expectations  

of the San Bernardino and Riverside region was inextricably linked  
to teaching and learning that reached for the brightest star.  

(Continued on page 10)
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a measurement tool nationwide to assess an academic institu-
tion’s contribution to students’ critical thinking, reasoning and 
writing skills.

The 2010-2011 CLA data showed a 25 percent rise in student 
scores from freshmen to senior year, placing CSUSB at the 96th 
percentile, or the top 4 percent in the nation for the degree of 
learning students acquired while in college.

Despite so many achievements during his tenure, Karnig re-
mains humble and attributes the campus’s success to a dedi-
cated faculty and staff. His hope is that their focus on academ-
ic excellence will continue well into the future, unhindered by 
financial concerns.

“The tradeoff between limited budgets and academic ex-
cellence has been and will be an ongoing challenge,” he said. 
“Despite recent increases in tuition fees, CSUSB is still one of 
the most affordable universities in the nation.” ●

their high school graduating class, the 
scholarship covers student fees and is re-
newable for four years, and today provides 
up to $25,000 in educational funds. More 
than 300 students have accepted the PAES 
since the program began. Yet the program’s 
impact extends beyond that statistic.

“These students bring their friends to 
campus, many of which are as academical-
ly talented as they are,” said Rob Carlson, 
former CSUSB dean of the College of Natu-
ral Sciences, who played an integral part in 
attracting PAES scholars to campus. “PAES 
scholars have also demonstrated a level of 
success in the individual classes that has of-
ten increased the overall success of the stu-
dents enrolled.”

While the PAES and other scholarships at-
tracted students to campus, it was the sup-
portive environment Karnig inspired that 
helped them to thrive. “Many students arrive 
with less-than-optimal reading and mathe-
matics preparation. However, the nurturing atmosphere that 
President Karnig espouses results in very talented faculty and 
staff working to optimize that learning process,” Carlson said.

In fact, 90 percent of the students requiring remediation 
in math, English or both receive it within one year of enter-
ing the university. With so much support, once the students 
got on campus, they stayed. The university’s 89.1 percent first-
to-second year retention rate ranks among the highest in the 
California State University system, Bodman said, and retention 
rates for African American and Hispanic students rank in the 
top three among the 23 CSU campuses. 

And, if the recent figures from the Collegiate Learning As-
sessment are any indication, CSUSB is poised for continued 
success. Taken both freshmen and senior years, CLA tests de-
termine students’ academic abilities upon entering college as 
compared to their performance in their senior year. It is used as 

Engaged in discussion during Philosophy 190 course 

make sacrifices and you take advantage 
of opportunities.” 

On PAES, Karnig has done the hard 
work. Today, he said, the CSUSB pro-
gram captures a higher percentage of 
top 1 percent students than any other 
college in the country. 

While the program’s success hails 
from that work, it has drawn its fuel 
from that concern Karnig showed Au-
dra Wise 10 years ago. 

“He makes an effort to know and 
learn of each PAES scholar,” said Veron-
ica Ruvolo, a CSUSB math major. “Even 

though I’m just one student of thou-
sands on campus, he takes the time to 
know who I am, and he cares about us 
and every student on campus.” ●

— Sam Romero
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