
Guided by commitment, 
ambition and idealism, new
president Dr. Catherine Koverola 
leads Pitt-Bradford through 
the global pandemic

by PAT FRANTZ CERCONE
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As Dr. Catherine Koverola reached her seven-
month anniversary as Pitt-Bradford’s fourth 
president and was adapting to the complexities and 
challenges of the position, people in China were 
showing symptoms of a never-before-seen illness.

Two and a half months later, when COVID-19 
became as familiar a term to us as influenza, 
Koverola found herself president of a campus 
from which nearly every student, faculty and staff 
member had left. Professors taught their students 
online. Librarians provided reference materials 
virtually. Staff members worked remotely. 

“This was definitely not how I thought I’d be 
spending my first year as president,” Koverola said, 
“no, nothing like this.” 

To stop the spread of the coronavirus, large 
gatherings all over the world were canceled or 
postponed, including this summer’s Olympic games 
in Tokyo, which were moved to 2021.

At Pitt-Bradford, as well as at other schools, that 
meant no commencement, no baseball, softball or 
tennis games, no Women’s History Month events 
or honors convocation. It also meant no spring 
inauguration for the new president.

“I was disappointed,” Koverola said, “but I 
started anticipating that it would be postponed 
probably before anyone else. I felt sad because so 
many people put a lot of effort into the planning.”

She was even more disappointed for those 
graduating seniors who were looking forward to 
commencement and celebrating with their family 
and friends. Instead of an in-person ceremony in 

the spring, faculty and staff pulled together an 
online version.  

 “I’ve promised the students that when it’s safe 
to do so, we’ll have an extraordinary ceremony for 
them and their families.”

While Koverola was disappointed by the 
way the spring semester ended, she realized the 
cancellations and postponements were necessary. 

“Our first priority is the health and safety of our 
campus community, our neighbors in the region and 
beyond, and all of our loved ones and friends.”

That became Koverola’s mantra as she soldiered 
through her first year as president during the global 
pandemic, the likes of which hadn’t been seen since 
the 1918 influenza pandemic.

As Koverola used her motherly countenance 
to encourage – often daily -- students, faculty and 
staff to stay safe and healthy, she herself faced an 
ever-growing, ever-evolving list of unprecedented 
challenges.

Before COVID-19, her to-do list was long but 
manageable: increase enrollment, retention and 
graduation rates; enhance and expand academic 
programs; create a campus on which everyone feels 
welcome; raise money for much-needed projects; 
and improve town-gown relations.

After the virus, her list grew in size and 
complexity: recruit students who couldn’t 
physically visit campus; help the students who felt 
disconnected stay engaged; keep everyone calm and 
focused during an unsettling time; prepare in the 
event a student or employee contracted the virus.

“This was a really scary time for everyone,” 
Koverola said. She was scared, too.

Amid the turmoil, Koverola worried about her 
loved ones, most spread throughout the world, 
including her mother in a nursing home near 
Vancouver and her daughter in England.

“I can’t focus on my fears, whether I’ll lose 
someone I love.”

When her fears bubbled up, as fears do, she 
faced them and tucked them away so “I could be the 
voice of reason and guidance.”  

The global pandemic was not the first time 
Koverola has thought about disease and health care 
issues. Long before she assumed the presidency last 
June, she had been thinking about those problems 
as well as food insecurity, climate change and 
sustainability, and how to marshal young people to 
combat all those complex issues.
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Talk about a baptism by fire.

Koverola speaks 
with students last 

fall on campus 
in the Bromeley 

Quandrangle.
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The need to protect the planet became 
heartbreakingly clear to her while she was in 
Mauritius, a small island in the Indian Ocean east 
of Madagascar, where she was serving as inaugural 
provost at the African Leadership University.

One morning she went to the beach for her daily 
swim, the day after a cyclone had hit the island, 
and was shocked by the plastic from all over the 

globe that had washed up on the white-sand beach: 
bottles, bags, containers, toys, syringes, a tangled 
mish-mash of detritus strewn along the shore.

Koverola realizes she’s in a unique situation 
to help, to lead Pitt-Bradford’s faculty and staff to 
prepare students to be good stewards of the earth 
and each other.

“The world needs agents for good,” Koverola 
said. “I want us to graduate students who are 
equipped for their future, who are ready to be a 
positive force for good. The challenges are immense, 
and we need people who think in a globally 

connected way, who have integrity and ethics.
“I want every student who graduates from here 

to care about each other and aspire to excellence. I 
want them to think beyond themselves and think of 
our brothers and sisters.”

She knows that’s a pretty tall order. But, quoting 
author and motivational speaker Zig Ziglar, “If you 
aim at nothing, you’ll hit it every time.”

Koverola wants us to change the world, but she 
knows change starts locally, as in campus locally. 
She’s deeply committed to making sure everyone on 
campus feels welcome, valued, respected and heard.

Anyone familiar with Pitt-Bradford’s history 
knows the campus has changed dramatically in 
nearly 57 years, from a fledgling, hodgepodge 
of buildings to a robust and vibrant campus 
community with an increasingly diverse staff, 
faculty and student body.

 “Now, more than ever before,” Koverola said, 
“it’s essential that we all work together to ensure 
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I want us to graduate students who are equipped for their future, who are 
ready to be a positive force for good. The challenges are immense, and we need 

people who think in a globally connected way, who have integrity and ethics.
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“
”

Koverola meeting with the staff of the 
president’s office via video conference 

while employees worked remotely.
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we are a welcoming campus where everyone feels 
respected, valued and included.” 

All along, Koverola had intended to work with 
faculty, staff and students to create that kind of cam-
pus environment. The onset of the global pandemic 
didn’t alter or derail her intention. In fact, it made 
her even more resolute as she – and many others 
– saw how the pandemic illustrated even more 
clearly the inequities that still exist, both in 
the global community and at Pitt-Bradford.

“I am more committed than ever before 
to ensure that all of us at Pitt-
Bradford work together to 
serve our students and the 
community, to make sure we 
provide equal access and op-
portunity for everyone.”

Creating that kind of 
campus environment 
means many things to 
many people. For Koverola, 
it’s an overarching idea that 
means people truly care 
for one another. They show 
compassion. They respect 
each other despite any differ-
ences. They offer support.

“As a leader, I want to help us 
all come together and support and 
care for one another,” she said. “As 
we do that, we all become better.”

During the pandemic, Kovero-
la saw many examples of that 
support and care. Alumni bought 

pizza gift certificates and snacks 
to cheer up those students who 

couldn’t go home and remained 
on campus. One professor pur-
chased face shields for cam-
pus police officers and area 
health care workers to keep 
them safe. Faculty, staff and 
donors quickly mobilized to 
create an emergency fund for 
students who needed help 
buying food or paying rent.

“The pandemic has 
shown all of us that we 
have the capacity to care 

for one another,” Koverola 
said. “Now we need to keep 
that going  

and build on it.
“I hope my constant effort to 

Catherine Koverola isn’t afraid to be 
vulnerable.

She’s not afraid to show a softer 
side, despite being a female leader in an 
area where there are so few and leading a 
campus with a cool head through a global 
pandemic. If that means shedding a few 
tears, so be it.

“I’m a real person,” she said with a 
laugh, “with hopes and dreams.”

“This might sound super corny, but as 
a child I was really profoundly loved, so 
when I see someone hurting, my impulse 
is to reach out and extend myself with 
love.”

That’s why she became a clinical 
psychologist, to reach out to people and 
give them a place to heal, to weep and 
become whole, to provide an environment 
where they could thrive.

It’s exactly what her parents, Finn-

ish immigrants who moved to Canada to 
make a better life, provided for her. 

Her father, Alvi Koverola, was a World 
War II veteran, a skilled carpenter and 
a master craftsman. Her mother, Inkeri, 
worked in a sewing factory and then as 
a homemaker. The Koverolas had been 
married for 13 years before their much-
anticipated eldest daughter, Catherine, 
was born.

“I was truly loved,” Koverola said.
The Koverolas created the kind of 

environment in which their daughter – and 
eight years later second daughter, Krista, 
– could thrive. Neither Alvi nor Inkeri 
Koverola had the opportunity to advance 
beyond eighth grade, but they valued 
education and made it a priority for both 
of their girls. They set high expectations 
but also provided an abundance of love 
and support.

“My dad was the embodiment of love.” 
Koverola describes him as effusive and 
generous with his affection. A cheerful 
and optimistic man who laughed often 
and had a joke for every occasion. He  
died nearly two years ago at 93.

“It was really painful to lose him. I  
miss him,” she said, pausing to wipe  
away a tear.

Her mother, who lives in a nursing 
home just outside Vancouver, has always 
been more reserved, a quiet, woman with 
what Koverola called a servant heart. She 
said her mother’s sewing was at couture 
standards and her baking was legendary. 
Even into her 80s, she baked perfectly 
made Finnish treats and sent them to 
homeless shelters.

Despite their personality differences, 
Alvi and Inkeri Koverola were both perfec-
tionists. Alvi Koverola worked hard to en-

OK is not good enough for new president
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affi rm our community is pulling out the best in 
people, which ultimately will make us stronger.” 

Koverola also is committed to helping students 
succeed by Pitt-Bradford’s tending to the whole 
student: mind, body and spirit. Yes, students will go 
to class, experiment in the lab, perhaps study abroad 
and work on an internship. But she also wants them 
to eat well, exercise, get enough sleep, participate in 
the arts to uplift their spirits, play on a team to help 
them build connections.  

 “We are at our best as humans when we’re 
physically well, emotionally well, and relationally 
and spiritually connected,” she said.

That’s not necessarily a surprising approach 
when you consider she was a clinical psychologist 
before becoming an academic and then developed 
a mindfulness studies graduate degree – the fi rst in 
the United States – as dean of the Graduate School 
of Arts and Social Sciences at Lesley University in 
Cambridge, Mass.

She admits it’s not a new phenomenon. There 
already are activities on campus that contribute to 
that whole-person approach.

Koverola just wants to make it more intentional, 
show people the value of that approach and make 
the benefi ts clear to everyone.

What will that look like on campus? Perhaps a 

community garden. Maybe a climbing wall, which 
some students have already asked for. Defi nitely 
more healthy options in the dining hall such as 
organically grown produce. 

The result, she hopes, will help students be 
healthier and happier, and enable them to develop 
good habits for life.

“We have a four-year chance to alter people’s life-
style choices for the better,” she said, “so when they 
graduate, they’ll continue to make healthy choices 
and live their best life.”

So, for anyone keeping score, Koverola wants 
to develop students into people who will save 
the world; create a campus where everyone feels 
welcome; and tend to students’ minds, bodies and 
spirits. Oh, and keep everyone safe during a global 
pandemic.

Makes for an interesting fi rst year.
“You bet,” she says with a wide smile, “but 

together we can do all that and more.”
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Koverola	as	a	baby	with	her	parents.

sure his workmanship was exquisite, that 
what he made was built to last. Similarly, 
everything Inkeri Koverola prepared was 
made with care and great attention to de-
tail, which she expected of her daughters. 

Koverola inherited both her parents’ 
perfectionist tendencies and, through the 
examples they set every day, appreciates 
the value of work well done and the 
importance of helping others.  

“The people who help us, clean, keep 
us safe, their work is just as important as a 
president’s,” said Koverola, whose fi rst job 
was going door to door with her dad to 
sell cabinets. “There is honor and dignity 
in all work.”

But the work must be done well. 
Koverola sets high standards for herself 
and for others and admits that she gets 
irritated when people don’t do their best, 
and she isn’t afraid to point that out.

“I have an intolerance 
for intolerance and slop-
piness,” Koverola said. 
“We have to perform with 
excellence. It’s not good 
enough to be just OK.”  

In her chosen profes-
sions, fi rst as a clinical 
psychologist and now as a 
university president, excellence matters.

“The people we serve deserve our 
best,” she said, “all people, no matter their 
circumstances.” 

Koverola says she was given ample 
opportunities, which she seized. But not 
everyone has been as lucky, has had those 
kinds of opportunities.

“There but the grace of God go any 
of us.”

Earlier in her career, she was helping 
abused children in Los Angeles, 

Syrian refugees in Jordan and 
traumatized young people in rural Alaska. 
Now, her focus is on students and what 
she can do to help them succeed. 

“I want to be part of that social lift, 
of supporting young people to do well. 
Everyone deserves a crack at life.”

And it’s not just her job.
“Let’s roll up our sleeves and do 

this together. I won’t ask someone 
to do something I won’t do. We’re in 
this together.”

Koverola	as	a	baby	with	her	parents.

“We have to perform with 
excellence. It’s not good 
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