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David Reid is a leader 
in the education design 
practice at Gould Evans, 
where he drives research 
relating to emerging trends 
and cross-disciplinary 
approaches. Currently, 
he’s coleading an initiative 
to explore disconnects 
between education and the 
world of work, developing 
an information base from 
partners across both 
sectors and translating it 
into new design models 
for both schools and the 
workplace. Reid is also a 
cofounder of STEAM Studio, 
an experimental learning 
program housed in the 
architectural office of Gould 
Evans.

Dr. Angie Besendorfer 
champions college 
attainment for working 
Missourians who wish 
to pursue a bachelor’s 
or master’s degree. 
She leads efforts to 
connect students and 
community stakeholders 
with WGU Missouri’s 
online competency-based 
model for increasing 
levels of higher education 
throughout Missouri.

Besendorfer has spent 
23 years in the field of 
education in Missouri, 
implementing innovative 
and technology-focused 
learning strategies. Before 
joining WGU Missouri, 
Besendorfer was the 
assistant superintendent 
of Joplin schools. She was 
also an adjunct professor at 
Missouri State University.

Darren K. Sharp is a 
coleader of Armstrong 
Teasdale’s higher education 
industry team and advises 
colleges and universities 
about Title IX, Title VII, 
ADA/FHA requests for 
reasonable accommodations 
as well as FERPA and 
Clery Act issues. He also 
routinely counsels colleges 
and universities concerning 
contracts with vendors and 
other third parties. Sharp 
has successfully handled 
bench and jury trials in state 
and federal courts, appeals 
at the state and federal 
levels, and arbitrations 
involving various business 
and employment disputes. 

Over the past 25 years, 
Dr. Loralee Stevens has 
been assisting students 
through her work in higher 
education — first in student 
housing and admissions 
at University of Kansas, 
then at Johnson County 
Community College (JCCC) 
as program director of 
admissions, managing the 
concurrent partnership 
program (College Now) 
and the College Close to 
Home satellite locations. In 
her current role in JCCC’s 
Continuing Education 
division, she works to 
connect businesses 
and organizations with 
solutions-based training 
programs at JCCC. Dr. 
Stevens also serves as an 
adjunct instructor.

Stacie Prosser 
PUBLISHER/  
MARKET PRESIDENT
Kansas City  
Business Journal

In her role as Market 
President and Publisher, 
Stacie Prosser leads the 
KCBJ team to execute 
our mission of helping 
local executives and 
entrepreneurs grow their 
businesses, advance their 
careers and simplify their 
professional lives. She has 
been with the KCBJ for more 
than 20 years and served in 
both sales and management 
roles prior to being named 
to her current position in 
2014. 



By 2021, 69 percent of 
employers expect candidates 
with data science and 

analytics skills to get preference 
for jobs in their organizations. 
Yet, only 23 percent of college 
and university leaders say their 
graduates will have those skills, 
according to a report by PwC and 
the Business-Higher Education 
Forum. 

Talent shortfalls are not 
confined to data science. 
Employers express increasing 
difficulty finding the skills they 
need for many other positions 
in all facets of business, from 
the C-suite to manufacturing 
facilities. To address this and 
other issues affecting workforce 
readiness, the Kansas City 
Business Journal brought together 
several higher education experts 
in the Kansas City area. Publisher 
Stacie Prosser moderated the 
discussion about how employers 
and educators can work — and 
are working — together to close the 
gap between employer demands 
and the supply of employee skills. 

Stacie Prosser of the Kansas 
City Business Journal: With 
the costs of higher education 
continuing to climb and the 
large number of underemployed 

graduates, what responsibility 
do institutions have to make 
sure their graduates are 
prepared to fill needs in the 
workforce? 

Angie Besendorfer of 
Western Governors University 
(WGU) Missouri: A university is 
only as strong as its graduates. But 
keeping education both affordable 
and of high quality is a battle. At 
WGU, we are able to do that. The 
employment rate of our graduates 
is above the national average. 
Within four years of graduating, our 
graduates are making $19,100 more 
than they made before earning their 
degree. 

The cost of WGU is about 
$6,000 a year for all you can learn. 
Our students can move through 
as quickly as they possibly can, 
saving money and accelerating the 
start of their career. Our average 
time to a degree is not very long 
— two years and four months for 
a bachelor’s degree. The return on 
investment is about two years. It 
is incredible what is happening for 
our graduates. We haven’t raised 
tuition for nine years. 

Loralee Stevens of Johnson 
County Community College 
(JCCC): Many community 
colleges are taking steps to keep 
tuition as affordable as possible. 

JCCC, for example, created a 
“metro” tuition rate for residents 
in some areas of the Missouri side 
of the Kansas City metropolitan 
area. Our concurrent enrollment 
programs are also designed to help 
reduce the overall cost of higher 
degrees by allowing students to 
earn college credit during high 
school. 

A student’s educational 
trajectory may include grad 
school. That could be a long 
and expensive educational path. 
Somebody may ask where you 
went to law school or med school 
or where you got your MBA, but 
rarely will somebody ask where 
you got your first 24 or 48 credit 
hours of college. Students can 
save a lot of money on the front 
end by participating in dual and 
concurrent enrollment or beginning 
their studies at a community 
college, which will be more 
affordable.  

JCCC’s concurrent enrollment 
program is called College Now. I 
managed that program for about 13 
years. We have had a lot of success 
helping students earn credits while 
they were in high school. 

Prosser: Do these programs 
help with completion rates, too?

Stevens: Yes, according to the 

National Alliance of Concurrent 
Enrollment Partnerships, students 
who participated in concurrent 
programs were 30 percent more 
likely to earn a bachelor’s degree 
within six years and 23 percent 
more likely to enroll in college 
immediately following high school, 
which is huge. Students in these 
programs also earn higher grades 
and accumulate more credits in 
their first year of college. 

These types of outcomes are 
what parents, students and those 
of us in higher education care 
about. We want to see benefits 
for students at all achievement 
levels. We are really proud of this 
program. It has been around a long 
time and is recognized nationally. 

Besendorfer: We know from 
our research of our students 
that students who complete 
an associate’s degree before 
transferring to a four-year 
institution are much more likely to 
complete their degrees at four-year 
institutions. So, there is a definite 
value in that. There used to be this 
stigma that if you were going to 
go to college, you needed to start 
off at a four-year university. But 
now with the dual credit programs, 
students can quickly get off the 
ground and have success. Then, 
they get to the university and can 
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move quickly towards a degree, 
which makes their degree more 
affordable.

Darren Sharp of Armstrong 
Teasdale: Graduation rates, 
salaries, returns on investment — 
you’ll hear these buzzwords from 
nearly every school these days 
because it is such a competitive 
environment. Schools want to 
attract students to their universities 
and colleges, so they have to be 
aggressive and market this way. 

Recently, however, there has 
been more scrutiny of these 
practices and more discussions 
about borrower defenses to 
repayment. A federal rule that 
will go in effect July 1 allows 
students who participate in federal 
loan programs to petition the 
U.S. Department of Education to 
seek forgiveness of their loans 
based on misrepresentations by 
the institutions or breaches of 
contracts or promises. Institutions 
that are overly aggressive in their 
marketing of what they can do for 
students, or what their students 
will achieve, could face potential 
liability if a student ends up either 

not graduating or graduating with 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in 
debt and can’t find a job. 

Typically, you see this in the for-
profit industry, which are primarily 
the career colleges that you see 
advertising on TV. Fortunately, the 
two institutions here today are very 
credible and would not be involved 
in this. 

I call it the US News and 
World Report rankings syndrome. 
Everyone wants to be number one 
on that list or at least in the top 10. 
So, graduation rates and salaries 
may be inflated. If students rely on 
that, take out loans and go to that 
school, they now have the ability to 
make claims against the institution 
and ask for the Department of 
Education to forgive those loans. 

As an attorney in this sector, 
I have seen that not only is this 
possible, but I also expect an 
uptick in these types of claims, 
certainly for the for-profit career 
colleges. But it applies to all 
universities. 

Prosser: We see many 
employers demanding higher 

levels of education for jobs, 
such as requiring an MBA for 
a job that a few years ago only 
required a bachelor’s degree. 
Are we creating an environment 
that is destined to fail for all 
kinds of people, schools and 
employers? 

David Reid of Gould Evans: 
As an architectural firm, we work 
in both sectors of education 
and the corporate world. And as 
designers, we are trained to believe 
that we can fix a lot of the world’s 
problems through better design 
because we know that environment 
can shape behaviors. I think one 
of the great success stories in 
bridging expectations between 
education and employers is the 
Missouri Innovation Campus (MIC) 
in Lee’s Summit, where we served 
as the lead design firm. This is one 
of the few educational institutions 
that is using the business world 
to help write curriculum for 
accelerated-degree programs. They 
are evolving curriculum continually 
and matching internships with the 
degree programs for each student. 
So, you are getting workplace 

experience with all the soft skill 
development. 

From my perspective, there are 
two big conflicting issues for higher 
education. The first is that many 
of today’s industries are asking for 
more and more specific skill sets 
in graduates, especially in IT. But 
education moves at a slower pace 
than business so it struggles to 
keep pace with these evolving skills 
requirements. The second and 
opposing issue is that businesses 
are saying they need more soft 
skills. So how do higher education 
institutions reconcile this and 
provide both? 

Look at a program like MIC. By 
having internship programs and 
by changing the physical structure 
of the school — having learning 
spaces that look and feel like the 
workplace environment instead of 
classrooms — you begin to instill 
those workplace readiness skills 
while you are teaching applied 
knowledge and hard skills. By 
changing the physical environment 
of the school, you set in motion a 
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learning experience that naturally 
draws on many of the skills 
essential to employers.

I am impressed that WGU 
students can get a bachelor’s 
degree in two years and four 
months, because one of MIC’s 
big claims to fame is accelerated 
paths to completion — two years 
after high school you can have a 
bachelor’s degree. So, yes, I think 
more direct partnerships are 
certainly influencing that in terms 
of responsibility of employers. 

Besendorfer: Working with 
employers to build curriculum is 
really important. You made the 
comment that the typical higher 
education institution doesn’t 
change very quickly. To be more 
responsive and nimble, WGU is set 
up so that students can start on the 
first day of any month. Because of 
this, we can roll out a new version 
of a course or a new degree on the 
first day of any month. 

We bring in hiring managers 
and members of the business 
community multiple times a year 
to discuss what needs to change 

about each degree. We have retired 
degrees in the past because they 
were not getting people the jobs 
that will pay for their degrees. 
Degree programs still have to go 
through accreditation and all of 
that, so there are some wheels that 
have to turn. But we are able to 
respond to changes in industries 
much more quickly. 

Reid: We sponsor the STEAM 
Studio, which is located in our 
architectural studio, and it provides 
a flexible learning environment 
where kids come in and learn as 
part of a team. The cofounders 
are folks from the IT sector who 
wanted to get these smart kids 
before they are taught bad habits 
in college. No offense, but these 
employers are saying they need to 
retrain them into such specificity 
anyway that they would rather get a 
really smart kid out of high school 
who knows how to code and train 
them to their particular program.

Now, that is kind of extreme, 
but I think it is also an indication 
of a trend that we are seeing, and 
it certainly leads to the notion of 
lifelong learning. I heard a quote 
recently that the illiterate in the 

21st century won’t be those who 
can’t read and write, but people 
who can’t learn, unlearn and 
relearn constantly throughout their 
lives. I think that is a wake-up call 
for all of us.

Stevens: Nimble is a word 
we use a lot. In the continuing 
education division of JCCC, where 
I work now, I have been impressed 
that not only can we adapt and 
offer a course based on feedback 
from the business community with 
short notice, but we can customize 
training for individual businesses at 
their location or on our campus. 

The Kansas City Manufacturing 
Network (KCMN) serves 
professionals in many facets of 
the manufacturing industry. JCCC 
Continuing Education worked with 
KCMN to craft a program called 
Emerging Leaders specifically to 
meet their members’ employee 
development needs. It has been 
extremely well received to the 
point that we have added three 
tiers of training and offer the series 
several times each year.

We can respond to requested 
changes in our courses as well as 
create individualized programs for 

a company’s specific requirements. 
I have been really pleased that we 
can provide that level of service for 
businesses in the metro area. 

Prosser: Not every high 
school graduate is an ideal 
candidate for college. Are you 
seeing more opportunities 
for people to get training in 
your industries outside of the 
traditional two- or four-year 
college experience?

Reid: I am not seeing that much 
in architecture, but I have certainly 
seen it in a lot of other fields. 
Stanford’s Open Loop University 
is an indicator of this as it gives 
students access to six years of 
learning over the course of their 
lives, allowing them to come and 
go without having to start over in 
the admissions process. It allows 
for built-in gap years. It also 
acknowledges that not everybody 
has the maturity to know what they 
want to do and start toward that 
goal right out of high school.

Sharp: The legal industry 
is similar to the architectural 
industry. You have to get your four-
year degree before you can get 
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accepted into an accredited law 
school, so you are looking at a 
minimum of seven years for getting 
your law degree. Within the legal 
education industry, though, there 
has been more of an emphasis on 
clinical training — clerking with 
law firms and judges before you 
graduate — so that you are at least 
exposed to what practicing law 
really involves. 

You mentioned soft skills. 
When I hear soft skills, I think of 
people skills and emotional IQ 
as opposed to just being able to 
have a particular skill. Those soft 
skills are very important in a lot of 
professions. You need to be able to 
understand people and work in a 
wide variety of environments and 
with a wide variety of people. 

Prosser: What other skills do 
employers want? 

Stevens: I teach a class 
called Career and Life Planning 
and have taught it for about 15 
years. When looking through 
my “what employers want in an 
employee” file while prepping for 
class, I mused over my historical 

collection of resources and how 
those desired traits have remained 
pretty consistent over the years. 
For example, according to a 2001 
Kauffman Foundation survey, the 
qualities employers desired were: 
participates as a team member, 
integrity, honesty and interprets 
and communicates information 
well. Again in 2008, a survey listed 
communication and a strong 
work ethic. Again in 2015: works 
collaboratively, communication 
skills, ability to work in a team 
and leadership. In many ways, the 
needle has not moved. We all want 
to work with nice people who come 
to work and can get along with 
others.

Several years ago, based on 
feedback from our advisory groups 
within our industrial technology 
areas, we implemented a required 
course called Workplace Skills 
that addresses those soft skills. 
It teaches how to get along with 
your boss and how to get along 
with your coworkers. We touch on 
diversity and sexual harassment 
— all these really basic things. 
Of course, a lot of people already 

know some of it, but everybody 
learns something new from the 
class. It is a great class to teach and 
to take.

Reid: I was having a 
conversation yesterday with 
another company that sponsors an 
intern from MIC. These kids are 
juniors in high school. The work 
environment is foreign to them, 
and it takes them a year out of their 
three-year internship to adapt to 
the workplace setting. Comparing 
that pathway to classroom learning 
is interesting to me. There is just so 
much that we don’t even think to 
teach but just comes out naturally 
through the internship program and 
mentoring. 

Besendorfer: That may be one 
of the differences of our program, 
too. Because we were creating 
a whole new model, we had to 
hire third-party researchers to 
validate whether this approach 
was working. We found that 100 
percent of employers say that our 
graduates are well prepared for 
their jobs, and 75 percent say they 
are very well or extremely well 
prepared. But it may be because we 

also specialize in serving students 
between 25 to 45 years old. They 
have worked and realize they need 
additional skills to achieve their 
goals. Maturity may be a factor as 
well. 

Sharp: Loralee mentioned 
that they are now talking about 
diversity and sexual harassment 
in the workplace, which I don’t 
think was really discussed or 
taught by schools several decades 
ago. That is where the law has 
perhaps pushed society in a certain 
direction. 

As you know, Title IX is huge in 
the headlines these days. I would 
hope most colleges and universities 
have Title IX policies and 
procedures in place. If not, they 
certainly should. And students need 
to be trained. Incoming freshmen 
need to understand what the 
expectations are and what is and 
isn’t acceptable behavior so that 
when they get into the workforce, 
this isn’t all new. In fact, I would 
venture to say most graduating 
college students these days 
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understand the workplace diversity 
and sexual harassment rules better 
than someone who has been in the 
workforce 40 or 50 years. 

Prosser: What kinds of 
things are higher education 
institutions doing to 
communicate with employers to 
make sure they are teaching the 
right skills? And what are they 
doing to make sure they are 
meeting students’ expectations 
as well? 

Besendorfer: WGU was 
created by governors to support 
economic development. We partner 
with employers to find out what 
they need in the workforce. For 
instance, I am working with a 
Missouri company right now that 
needs to hire 1,000 IT people. 
They are not sure where they are 
going to find these people. That’s 
hard, but right now, we have, 
12,000 students in our IT college 
nationwide and 8,700 graduates. So, 
we have this big pool of students 
and graduates that may fit an 
employer’s needs. 

It is not just about providing 
the degree. We are listening to 
employer needs and creating 
programs that ensure that each 
graduate masters those desired 
skills.

But then beyond that, finding 
ways to respond to the current 
workforce needs is critically 
important, and we are constantly 
doing that. It is not something 
that you do and check it off. It is 
something that you do every day. 

Stevens: I agree with Angie. A 
major key to success is listening 
to what employers really need. 
We will get an inquiry for training 
and then meet with the business 
to find out what they want. Ideally, 
employees would have all the soft 
skills and all the technical skills 
already. But often that is not the 
case. For example, one of the 
most in-demand certifications is 
our commercial drivers’ license 
training. Companies want people 
who know how to drive a particular 
kind of truck, and we can do 
that. We can train their current 
employees. But when we ask a few 
more questions, we may find that 
they also need additional support 

for their team or managers to 
maximize how their organization is 
helping newer employees feel part 
of that organization. 

We also help advertise open jobs 
through our Career Development 
Center. We can post employee jobs 
for free on the website and then 
tweet them out. We help share 
information about vacancies. 

JCCC has also partnered with 
the KU Edwards campus on 
the Degree in 3 program, which 
includes Blue Valley, Olathe and 
Shawnee Mission public school 
districts. Through this program, 
students can put together the 
courses that they need during high 
school, through JCCC, to earn 
about 30 credits. Next, they finish 
their associate’s degree with us. 
Finally, they go on and complete 
their bachelor’s degree at the KU 
Edwards campus and stay in the 
metro area. So, for example, they 
can continue internships that 
they started as part of Blue Valley 
CAPS while they are getting their 
associate’s degree with us and 
their bachelor’s degree at the KU 
Edwards campus. It is good for 
employers and students to be able 
to make those connections early. It 
helps with workforce development 
in the metro area. 

Prosser: Technology is 
obviously a game changer 
for higher education. How 
does technology create 
additional risk for colleges and 
universities?

Sharp: We mentioned that 
having a diverse student body 
is important and that includes 
qualified people who have 
disabilities. These days, students 
have to access information for their 
courses, such as syllabuses and 
readings, online. The Department 
of Education’s Office for Civil 
Rights has really emphasized that 
if you are going to have technology 
available for everybody, you need 
to have it accessible for disabled 
students who have been admitted 
as well. Any school receiving 
federal money that doesn’t take 
students with disabilities into 
account faces liability under the 
American with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) and other federal laws.

One example would be 
e-readers. Many universities and 
colleges offered students e-readers 
and thought they were on the 
cutting edge and doing a good 
thing. But many failed to take 
into account the needs of visually 
impaired students who needed text-
to-speech functions the e-readers 
didn’t have. 

Colleges and universities 
should consult with legal counsel 

and make sure that their policies 
are compliant with the ADA and 
the Rehabilitation Act. During 
the past five to 10 years, many 
institutions have hired consultants 
to conduct IT audits to make sure 
that whatever technology they are 
making available to all students 
is accessible to disabled students 
or that they are at least providing 
an alternative that is functionally 
equivalent. 

Prosser: How does technology 
affect the physical campus?

Stevens: The enrollment 
increases recently have been for 
online courses. Those are definitely 
attractive to particular populations, 
especially those who feel at ease 
with managing the rigor of online 
classes. 

Reid: The role of the physical 
campus will probably evolve, and 
more collaborative spaces will 
likely replace classroom space. 
JCCC’s master plan is looking at 
revamping a lot of its ground floor 
spaces into these collaborative 
spaces so that they are a magnet 
for students who might be taking a 
mix of online and physical classes 
to stay on campus longer. There 
is a direct correlation in student 
success and time spent on campus. 
So, as a commuter campus, it is 
important to have a place where 
students can have face-to-face 
exchanges and develop all those 
soft skills that the employers keep 
saying they want year after year. 

Stevens: We opened up a new 
innovative learning space on our 
campus last year. The CoLab 
Collaboration Center has taken off. 
It is very visible. It is on the first 
floor in a building in the heart of 
our campus, and it is a place for 
students and faculty to work on 
projects together. It has innovative 
lab space for the stop-motion 
digital classes. It has a place where 
students can record music. It has 
small conference room spaces. 
We also host guest speakers there 
and provide opportunities for 
employers to come in and talk 
about their expectations. Business 
and marketing professors host 
networking events there, too. 

Besendorfer: Technology 
also allows you to meet the needs 
of a variety of different types of 
learners. There is really a wide 
difference in how you interact with 
the learning in an online space. 
If you need to watch a 25-minute 
webinar lecture five times to 
master it, you can watch it five 
times. You can stop it and take 
notes. You can’t do that in a face-to-
face lecture. It is about finding the 
right way for you as a student to be 
successful. 
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Ask Gib Kerr to 
describe himself in 
three words, and he 
might say, “I’m a 
unificator.”

At least that’s what 
he did during a recent interview, 
delivering his best impression of 
comedian Will Ferrell impersonating 
George W. Bush.

“I like bringing people together,” 
he added on a more serious note. “I 
like the thrill of the hunt, trying to 
figure out who’s a good match for a 
property.”

Kerr’s good at that because he is, 
in another three words, “in the loop.”

Known as one of the top 
commercial real estate experts in and 
around the downtown loop, Kerr 
joined Cassidy Turley’s Kansas City 
office last year. But he’s been focused 
on downtown real estate since 
returning home from the East Coast 
22 years ago. 

He’s kept himself in the loop in a 
figurative sense through professional 
and civic groups and the local 
Certified Commercial Investment 
Member, or CCIM, chapter, which he 
serves as president. 

He has closed more than 250 deals 
totaling more than $200 million. At 
Cassidy Turley, Kerr joins his brother, 
Whitney Kerr Jr., a veteran industrial 
broker, and father, Whitney Kerr Sr., 
a dean of Kansas City commercial 
real estate.

How did you get into real estate?
It probably goes back to all those 
dinnertime conversations, when my dad 
would talk about stuff he was working 
on. I picked up a lot by osmosis. Also, we 
grew up going to Grace and Holy Trinity 
Cathedral. I remember vividly piling 
into the station wagon after church with 
Mom and Dad and the five of us kids. My 
dad would drive us around Downtown 
and talk about real estate developments. 

remember going down 12th Street when 
it was all the strip joints, like the Pink 
Garter. We used to chuckle in the back 
seat, seeing all that stuff. And Quality 

going back 40, 45 years. It’s unbelievable 
how much better Downtown is now.

Why did you get bachelor’s degrees in 
history and romance languages?
I’ve always been interested in history. 
And I tested out of a lot of French 
courses, so I pretty much had my 
French major done by the end of my 
sophomore year. My adviser said, “Hey, 
if you start taking Spanish, you can get 
a romance language major.” It makes 
me good at Trivial Pursuit. Just kidding; 
it’s been a good, solid foundation.

Where did you start your career?
I worked for Wachovia Bank in North 
Carolina, in their real estate investments 
group. I was 25 and managing a 
portfolio of about $100 million worth of 
commercial property from coast to coast.

Yes, I moved back in 1992 and went to 
work for Kerr & Co., which became 
Colliers Turley Martin Tucker (and 
eventually Cassidy Turley). Kerr & Co. 
was a pretty small company, so I wore a 
lot of hats. I worked on bringing in new 
property management business and 
did a lot of office and land brokerage.

Was your dad upset when you left?
We’re a close-knit family, and he 
may have been sad to see me go. But 
Dad never pressured me to work for 
him. He’s always encouraged us to be 
independent thinkers.

Why did you leave?
In 1997, I went to work with Buzz 
Willard and the Kempers at Tower 
Properties. I saw it as an opportunity 
to work for a well-capitalized local 
company that was doing a lot of 
investment and had a lot of properties. 
I was there for eight years and oversaw 
the leasing for all their office and 
industrial properties. 

And then you bought a Sperry Van 
Ness franchise?
Yes, I was ready to do something on my 
own. I had a good run with Sperry Van 
Ness, which was focused on brokering 

until the investment market crashed in 

with a full-service firm like Cassidy 
Turley. If all you’re doing is investment 
sales, you’re kind of a one-trick pony, 
and it makes it tough to make it through 

have been humbling for a lot of us in 
the business, and it has really taught me 
humility and respect for my peers. ... 
But it makes you stronger, like tempered 
steel — if you can live to tell about it.

Some brokers have avoided 
Downtown. Why do you focus on it?
I like old buildings and properties that 
have character, a story to tell. I don’t 
want to see us turn our back on our 
heritage and our Downtown because 
I think it’s important to have a solid 
core. We have that now, and I think the 
next 10 years are going to be even more 
exciting than the last 10.

Any hobbies?
I run and swim for exercise. I love 
getting outdoors; just got done doing 
some spring turkey hunting. I’m also 
a history nut, and that’s mostly what I 
read. I’ve always been fascinated with 
the Civil War and specifically Robert 
E. Lee. One thing he implemented at 
Washington and Lee (University) was 
the honor code: You don’t lie, cheat 

made an impression on me.
— Rob Roberts

GIB  
KERR
Vice president  
of capital markets, 
Cassidy Turley
Education: 
Bachelor’s degrees in 
European history and 
romance languages, 
Washington and Lee 
University, 1985; MBA, 
University of Virginia, 
1988
Family: Three 
daughters, ages 26 
(twins) and 14, and a 
son, 16

‘I like old buildings ... that 
have character, a story to tell’

Gib Kerr, a vice 
president at Cassidy 
Turley, is the broker for 
the recent sale of the 
Power & Light Building.
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Reid: We have seen some 
interesting trends in which students 
are curating their own degrees. 
Students have gone out and taken 
courses at four or five institutions 
online and then they find a college 
that will recognize those credits 
and award them a bachelor’s 
degree — all without ever stepping 
foot on any of those campuses. 
That is disruptive to higher ed, and 
I think it is pretty fascinating. 

From the design perspective, 
too, we are interested in the 
future of the physical campus. A 
lot of what Loralee is saying is 
encouraging that there is still a role 
for architecture. But I think there 
is going to be an increasingly larger 
role in user experience design for 
online learning because so many 
websites are cumbersome and 
create barriers. Design consultants 
are working in the user experience 
field to help create this holistic 
college experience. And in the 
process, the physical campus 
experience needs to evolve as the 
online experience evolves — the 
brand should be consistent, thus 
one informs the other. 

Besendorfer: I couldn’t 
agree with you more. The online 
structure is critically important, but 

our faculty is even more important. 
That one-on-one conversation that 
happens on a weekly basis with 
our students helps them be career 
ready and is critically important to 
their success in the workplace. 

Reid: And how do you maintain 
soft skill development? 

Besendorfer: We build that 
in. You have to go out in the 
community and do capstone 
projects in your degree that 
actually tie to the workforce. 

Prosser: How are federal 
or state policies helping or 
hindering the delivery of higher 
education? 

Sharp: I can’t really comment on 
how it hinders or helps, but there 
is no doubt that state and federal 
policies and procedures can change 
the course of what a college or 
university does. Federal funding is 
a big carrot and big stick.

It used to be that education was 
mostly a state-level issue, even at 
the college level. In the past 40 or 
50 years, it has become a federally 
laden issue, in part because the 
federal government is involved in 
student loans, federal money and 
grants. 

Prosser: Is there anything 
that we didn’t cover that you 
would like to add?

Stevens: I would like to mention 
that we are building a new career 
and technical education building 
on our campus. We are very excited 
about it, and construction will 
begin soon. Dozens of businesses 
we currently work with and serve 
have provided input on the types 
of training and equipment that 
they would like to see in the new 
building. 

Besendorfer: That’s great. 
I would like to share that WGU 
has some new degrees that have 
launched recently to address 
workforce needs. One of them is a 
master’s degree in integrated health 
care management designed to help 
health care leaders respond to the 
demands of a rapidly changing 
health care environment. We also 
have new bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees in data analytics, and 
finally, we have a new bachelor’s 
degree in cybersecurity and 
information assurance. 

Reid: I would like to add that 
aside from our work as architects 
on this phenomenon of bridging 
workplace and education, we are 
noticing how the future of our 

capitalistic society is all about 
creativity. We are finishing up 
a book right now related to the 
STEAM Studio that presents some 
of our findings and outcomes. 
We have ended up really thinking 
this is about unleashing creative 
genius in our learners. A lot of 
our research, particularly at 
the elementary and secondary 
levels, shows that giving students 
autonomy is what makes them 
better learners. It is about allowing 
them to be creative in their 
learning. It is about allowing some 
self-direction and personalization.

Sharp: One of the things I have 
noticed is just how diverse the 
issues are with higher education. 
Because of that, there are so many 
legal risks involved — Title IX and 
Title VII, workforce and student 
population relations, real estate 
issues when building new facilities, 
cybersecurity and technology 
contract reviews, to name just a 
few. It runs the gamut with colleges 
and universities, which is one of 
the reasons Armstrong Teasdale 
has developed a practice in higher 
education and why I really enjoy 
this area. 

ANDREW GRUMKE
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In five years, the Kansas City region will be 
healthier and, as a result, more productive 
and prosperous. 

That’s the shared goal of health care 
providers and payers. The challenge: how to 
do that while maintaining or reducing health 
care costs. 

Representatives of health care payers and 
providers gathered recently at the Kansas City 
Business Journal to discuss how to achieve 
this goal. Pattie Mansur, communications 
and health policy director of the REACH 
Healthcare Foundation, moderated the 
discussion, which addressed a number of 
topics, including partnerships with employers, 
technology and the region’s participation in a 
new primary care delivery model.

Pattie Mansur of the REACH Healthcare 
Foundation: What is patient-focused 
care and how is it being implemented in 
Kansas City?

Dr. Gregg Laiben of Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield of Kansas City: Patient-focused 
care is the recognition that health care in 
general needs to become more responsive 
to the patient’s needs. The health care 
system now is so complex, it’s difficult for 
even an expert to navigate it. 

Patient-focused care will pull together a 
health care team to focus on the problems 
a patient presents with. The team—which 
could consist of a physician, a nurse 
practitioner, an assistant or an aid, a 
social worker and a dietitian—would try to 
make sure each of those problem areas is 
addressed.

Kathy Ross of GEHA: In the world of 
nursing, things have changed over the 
last few years. We are looking at a more 

integrated approach to how we manage 
patients. The patient is not just a disease. 
As we look at people holistically, what you 
end up seeing is that there is a wide range 
of issues and problems that prevent them 
from caring for themselves effectively. 

The insurance industry has attempted 
to apply a lot of different expertise, as 
Dr. Laiben just mentioned, to provide 
members with the best care possible. 
We can’t expect nurses to be great 
pharmacists, for example, or social 
workers or exercise specialists. We apply 
a team approach using experts who 
support the nurse in caring for the patient 
holistically. 

Mansur: Dmeter, what is the hospital 
perspective on patient-focused care?

Dmeter Dragovich of Truman Medical 
Centers (TMC): I see patient-focused care 
as being very individualized, addressing 
the needs of that particular patient. It’s 
the right care at the right time, at the right 
location. 

TMC is making a point of getting out 
into the community. We’re aware that 
health care doesn’t always and shouldn’t 
always occur within the four walls of a 
hospital. That’s why we’re expanding 
into places like Hy-Vee grocery stores in 
Independence and increasing the number 
of community clinics; we are working to be 
more easily accessible. 

TMC employs a patient-centered 
medical home model that takes into 
account the whole person with a team 
of professionals, such as a physician, a 
nurse and a dietician, working together to 
provide care. 

Providers are keenly aware of the 
impact behavioral health has on physical 
wellness. Oftentimes, there are underlying 
behavioral health issues with chronic 
disease states that can have a profound 
effect on the physical well-being of the 
patient. Integrated, individualized care is 
essential. 

Mansur: How can collaboration between 
health care providers, payers and private 
sector employers influence health 
outcomes in Kansas City?

Laiben: Blue Cross started a wellness 
program back in 2008 directly with the 
employers, because employers weren’t 
able to control rising costs. One of the 
things that we did was starting to focus on 
the concept of wellness at the worksite—
looking at folks, identifying those folks 
who were at risk of chronic conditions, 
such as diabetes, high blood pressure and 
high cholesterol, and helping them identify 
what the concern was. Then, we helped 
them put in place behavioral or lifestyle 
modifications that could help or prevent 
the onset of chronic medical conditions. 

Carriers and insurers in other parts 
of the country are having a difficult time 
getting employers engaged in that notion. 
We’ve been very lucky here in Kansas City 
because employers themselves have driven 
a lot of it. We can’t go into a competitive 
situation with the client and not offer 
a top-notch wellness program. They 
demand it. It’s just a minimum threshold 
that carriers have to meet. Over the years, 
we’ve seen a good ROI, somewhere in 
the neighborhood of 2:1 to 4:1 ROI on the 
money they invest in wellness. 

Now we’re starting to bring out this 
notion of patient-focused care. When 
you look back over the last 30 years at 
the relationship between health care 
and employers, the responsibility of 
payment has obviously shifted to the 
employer with employer-based insurance 
plans. A lot of the case management and 
disease management were taken up by 
the insurance companies. So we did case 
management and disease management, 
and now we are doing wellness and 
lifestyle management. 

With the patient focus, we’re starting 
to move that back to the physicians and 
their offices. The physicians want to do 
this because it gives them a solid baseline 
of what’s going on with their patient 
population, and it creates a stronger bond 
between the physician and the patient. 

Instead of having our disease 
management nurses reach out to members 
directly, we’ve got a team of nurses whose 
sole job is to reach out to those physician 
practices to help them understand the 
information that we have on members. 
Let’s say we have a member who has 
diabetes and we’ve noticed that they 
have not filed a claim for a blood sugar 
test within the last nine months. That 
information is given to the doctor and to 
his or her office staff. Then, they can reach 
out and get that patient back in for the 
right test.

Because of this, we’re seeing several 
things: Costs are starting to be controlled 
with those physicians who have that team-
focused and patient-focused effort. Quality 
care is improving significantly between 
those patients and their physicians. 
The physicians are much more satisfied 
because they are getting back to practicing 
medicine and out of that administrative 
relationship they’ve had for a while. And 
employers are satisfied because their 
employees are getting good care. 

Dragovich: What Dr. Laiben has just 
described is really the essence of patient-
centered medical care. It’s having that care 
team identify when someone needs care—

when someone is due for a colonoscopy 
because they’ve turned 50 or when it is 
time for a woman to have a mammogram.

Again, it is providing that care at the 
right and appropriate time to hopefully 
mitigate larger, longer-term chronic 
disease and illnesses that can be not only 
very debilitating but also very expensive. 
And it does affect one’s ability to go to 
work and their performance when they 
are at work. The employer community is 
definitely interested in having a healthier 
community, and some of the things that 
we’ve put in place are leading the way. 
Employers are coming to us for cost-
effective solutions for employee well-
being. We are equally invested in a healthy 
workforce. 

Ross: From the employer’s perspective, 
there’s definitely an interest in more 
services that are focused on employee 
well-being, and we’ve started looking 
at this as an employer ourselves. But 
employers need to have tools, programs 
and initiatives they can use to rally their 
workforce, to encourage them in their 
wellness, to encourage them to get their 
screenings, and to do the things they need 
to do to stay well. 

Mansur: The health care delivery system 
is complicated and can be very fragmented 
for high-cost patients. What is the role 
for the payer to actively translate and 
coordinate care for complex patients?

Ross: Insurers have struggled to find 
ways to add value in the fragmented 
system for a long time. We have great data. 
For example, we know about patients’ 
hospitalizations, physician and specialty 
visits, medicines, and the patient’s gaps in 
care. It has been a challenge to figure out 
how to use that information and also how 
to provide that information to providers in 
a way that is meaningful and useful as they 
manage their patient populations.

I know from our organization’s 
standpoint, we engage providers and say, 
“Here’s what we know about your patients. 
What would be meaningful to you? What 
kind of a summary would you like to 
receive from us?” Many providers we have 
worked with across the nation are not part 
of integrated delivery systems. We look at 
what we can provide to help them look at 
their patient populations and focus on how 
to maximize the time they spend with the 
patient.

It has resulted in summaries of services 
that we have provided or, in some cases, 
it’s simply a datasheet indicating all the 
providers that are involved with a given 
patient. We demonstrate the gaps in 
care that have been recognized, all the 
pharmacies used by a patient and the 
multiple prescribers. Hopefully, this gives 
the physician a handle on what’s really 
happening with their patients who have 
chronic conditions.

Laiben: We’ve seen a significant change 
in what a high-cost patient looks like. 
Typically, they have been catastrophic 
illnesses or catastrophic accidents, and 
those are the classic cases in which true 
case management was beneficial—helping 
to identify what the best site of service was 
for recovery and that type of thing. 

Then, we began to see more 
transplants, and particularly being able 
to identify what the best way was for a 
given patient to get a transplant, such 
as the location and follow-up plan. 
After the transplant occurs, there’s 
continued follow-up because of the 
immunosuppressive drugs the patient is 
typically on. If that’s done remotely or in 
another state, there’s a huge coordination 
effort there.

But what we’re seeing today is those 
high-cost claimants are primarily drug-
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Dmeter Dragovich 
VICE PRESIDENT OF PRACTICE 
MANAGEMENT 
Truman Medical Center  
Hospital Hill

Dmeter Dragovich is vice president 
of practice management for 
Truman Medical Center Hospital 
Hill. He provides leadership and 
direction for all ambulatory care 
services and clinics, with emphasis 
on strengthening physician and 
nursing engagement and furthering 
a patient-centered environment 
of care. Truman Medical Centers 
includes two acute care academic 
hospital locations, a behavioral health 
program, a long-term care facility 
and multiple primary care practices. 

Kathy Ross, MSN
VICE PRESIDENT OF CLINICAL 
OPERATIONS AND CHIEF HEALTH 
OFFICER 
Government Employees Health 
Association

Kathy Ross, MSN, is vice president 
of clinical operations and chief 
health officer of GEHA (Government 
Employees Health Association). 
GEHA is a self-insured, not-for-
profit association providing health 
and dental plans to nearly 1.5 million 
federal employees and retirees and 
their families worldwide.

Gregg R. Laiben, MD
PRINCIPAL PHYSICIAN EXECUTIVE 
Blue Cross and Blue Shield  
of Kansas City

Gregg R. Laiben, MD, serves as the 
principal physician executive of Blue 
Cross and Blue Shield of Kansas City 
and is a member of its leadership 
team. As medical director, Laiben 
collaborates with key executives and 
stakeholders on physician initiatives 
to expand value-based care models 
and achieve the mission to provide 
affordable access to health care and 
improve the health and wellness of 
members. 

Pattie Mansur
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS 
AND HEALTH POLICY 
REACH Healthcare Foundation

Pattie Mansur is director of 
communications and health policy for 
the REACH Healthcare Foundation, 
a nonprofit charitable organization 
dedicated to advancing equity 
in health care for uninsured and 
medically underserved people. She is 
responsible for public information, 
media relations and the identification 
of policy opportunities to strengthen 
access to health care in the 
foundation’s service area. 
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