Thomas Ross strives to make difference

By Caroline Hudson

The life of a University of North Carolina system president isn’t all photographs and handshakes.

In fact, it’s meetings, meetings and more meetings.

Thomas Ross, 63, said they are the one common thread in his work life with a few campus visits and press events in between.

“It tends to be a very busy schedule,” he said.  “To a certain extent I am the face of the UNC system.”

A daunting task.  The UNC system includes 17 institutions sprawled across the state with more than 220,000 students enrolled as of last year.

But Ross said he didn’t seek the job as president, although he did feel a calling toward higher education.  When chosen for the position, he decided it just might be what he needed, a place where he could make a difference. 

Striving to make a difference in the lives of others. That’s another common thread in Ross’ life and one that has influenced every job decision.  A desire that makes him get up every morning, pull on his freshly-pressed suit and head toward a long day of meetings.
In the 1970s, Ross worked as a lawyer in Greensboro, N.C., before being appointed for what became a 17-year stint as a judge in the N.C. Superior Court.  He married his wife, Susan, in 1972, and they have two adult children.

In 2001, he became the executive director of the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, which specializes in public policy issues, such as economic development, the environment, public education and social justice.  
Answering his call to higher education, Ross accepted the position of president of Davidson College in 2007 and continued to serve there until he was chosen as president of the UNC system in 2011.

Ross said he learned a lot during his time at the Reynolds Foundation, including the “temporal nature” of public policy. 
Funding an advocacy group for environmental protection or supporting projects to close community wealth gaps may only be short-term victories. Any public policy decision faces the possibility of being overturned within a few years.  So that wasn’t where he really needed to be.  He wanted something that would allow him to make a lasting impact.
“Higher education is about changing lives,” he said.  “When a faculty member has an impact on a student, it’s an impact that lasts forever.”

Tom Maddox, a criminal defense attorney in Greensboro and a friend of Ross, said Ross is a “genuinely nice person” and one who believes in fairness.

“He has had a great deal of vision, super-intelligence and determination that has made him a success,” he said.

Before leaving Greensboro, Ross worked to improve the sentencing system, toughening the repercussions of violent crimes and repeat offenses while creating alternatives to prison for non-violent crimes.  The newer system, which serves as a nationwide model, is still used in the county today, Maddox said.

But for Ross, making a difference doesn’t always have to be something big.  He particularly enjoys helping new members to the Board of Governors learn about faculty and students, getting them acclimated to the UNC system.  The one-on-one time is a welcome contrast to his hectic schedule and miles-long to do list.

“[The public institution] became my responsibility, my public obligation,” Ross said.
Kevin FitzGerald, chief of staff for Ross’ office, works closely with him and said he brings many characteristics from his work as a judge to the workplace—honesty, fairness and loyalty.  He said Ross has an innate desire to know the facts and relentlessly holds to his values.

Along with his knack for solving problems, FitzGerald said Ross is also known to crack a joke in the office every now and then, despite the intense and fast-paced environment. 
Ross recognizes the difficulty of his job and the issues he faces.

“It’s a very complex job, and I knew that,” he said.  “I think we are in a state of change and always will be.”
During his time as president, Ross has fought tuition increases, announced a security initiative to determine how the system addresses crime and sexual assault and chosen the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s new chancellor, Carol Folt.

Jim Drennan, a longtime friend, said Ross has always possessed a hardworking nature, willing to tackle any problem that comes his way no matter how difficult.
“He feels a strong sense of mission and duty to serve the public,” Drennan said.  And he’s always careful not to get caught up in the status of a job.

When the two get together to “waste time,” it’s not entirely unproductive.  They enjoy talking about important issues and bouncing ideas off one another.  

Drennan said Ross could be a Walmart greeter and still work 90 hours a week trying to make the job better.  
“I worry about him actually,” he said.

But despite the challenges Ross will undoubtedly face in his current position, he’s the first one to praise the UNC system as one of the best public institutions in the nation, and he wants to continue the fight to keep education costs for students as low as possible.
“I’m very optimistic about where we are and where we’ll be going,” Ross said.  “I think the future of the university is bright.”
Ross envisions the UNC system lasting long into the future, making a difference in the lives of each student it educates.  

After all, that’s what he’s about.

“That’s the reason I get up every day, to try and matter.”
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