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Making history in Bend
OSU-Cascades opens new campus after decades of work

By Kevin Miller | Photos by Hannah O’Leary
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Some cried tears of joy under a clear September sky as Oregon’s 
first new public university in half a century opened its new cam-
pus in Bend.

OSU-Cascades — previously a two-year institution headquar-
tered in leased space at Central Oregon Community College, and 
with no freshmen or sophomores — welcomed its first freshmen 
and sophomores in 2015.

But it wasn’t until Sept. 16 that OSU-Cascades became a 
free-standing, four-year-and-above university, with its own 
campus and big plans for the future.

“This campus launches a new era for educational attainment, 
economic growth, community partnerships and cultural enrich-
ment in Central Oregon,” OSU President Ed Ray told the gathered 
crowd. In the audience were many who had worked for years 
and years to make the campus a reality, and their excitement 
was evident.

Ray, Oregon Gov. Kate Brown, state Rep. Knute Buehler ’86, 
OSU-Cascades Vice President Becky Johnson and Elizabeth 
Woody, Oregon’s poet laureate and a Warm Springs tribal mem-
ber, participated in the opening. Joining them was Amy Tykeson, 
whose family provided key financial support for Tykeson Hall, the 
academic center and first completed building on the new cam-
pus. A dormitory and dining hall is nearly finished and is expect-
ed to be open by the time students return from winter break.

For at least three decades, community leaders in Central 
Oregon had hoped and pushed for a university in the region. 
They were only somewhat mollified in 2001 when Oregon State 
opened OSU-Cascades and began offering degrees and teaching 
junior- and senior-level classes in a leased building at COCC.

“It will fly free,” then OSU President Paul Risser assured the 
locals, all but promising them that with their support, OSU-Cas-
cades would grow and become a true university in due time.

Johnson, OSU-Cascades vice president and senior leader at 
the campus since 2009, said she was thrilled to be on hand as 
Risser’s prediction came true.

“It was incredible,” she said of the celebration. “Obviously I 
didn’t do this on my own, but to be part of opening a brand new 
campus from scratch and not be constrained by what’s been 
there for 100 or 150 years ... where you can think forward about 
things like sustainability and energy conservation ... was a really 
fun, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

The new 10-acre campus will provide classrooms and lab 
space for all OSU-Cascades students, as well as a dining cen-
ter and residential housing for 300 students. As the campus 
expands over the next decade, OSU-Cascades expects to serve 
3,000 to 5,000 students, most of them from Central Oregon.

“We are bringing the OSU excellence to an underserved area of 
the state,” Johnson said, noting that demographers predict that 
the Bend-Redmond area will soon surpass Eugene-Springfield 
as Oregon’s second-most populous region. “We have all of the 
possibilities that a top research university can bring. We have to 
be duplicative with the main campus in some areas, because our 
students need that.

“We have to have business programs. We have to have engi-
neering. But we want to do that in ways that specifically serve 
Central Oregon. So we have energy systems engineering, and in 
business we have our hospitality management degree.

“There will be duplicate programs in other areas. Psychology 
is one of the most popular degrees on campuses everywhere. 
We have a psychology degree and OSU in Corvallis has a 
psychology degree.

“We’re talking about offering a nursing degree. We have quite 
a health and medicine community here.”

The new campus is near downtown Bend and is integrated into 
a commercial district, which will help expand OSU’s partnerships 
with industry and community, and enhance student internship 
programs and workforce development. Public-private partner-
ships will increase research and innovation while providing ame-
nities for both students and community members. The 10-acre 
campus will also include a community STEM education provider, 
the Bend Science Station.

OSU’s long-range plans anticipate expanding the campus 
onto an adjacent property, a 46-acre former pumice mine, and 
potentially onto a second property, a 76-acre county demolition 
landfill. The two sites together represent one of the largest tracts  
of underutilized land within Bend’s urban growth boundary.

OSU's efforts to develop the new campus drew fierce opposi-
tion from some in Bend, mainly residents who live near the site 
and fear it will adversely affect them. The dispute became heated 

OSU-Cascades Vice President Becky Johnson was all smiles at the open-
ing of the new campus.
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as it wound its way through hearings and 
courtrooms, and was closely followed by 
Bend-area reporters and commentators.

“There was no place in Bend that was 
perfect for us,” Johnson said. Traffic, 
parking and infrastructure problems 
would have been present no matter 
where the campus was built. “We feel 
confident that we picked the site with 
the most positive attributes and the 
least negative attributes, but there are 
still people who live nearby who feel like 
they’re going to bear the brunt of some of 
negative attributes. No matter where we 
went, that was going to happen.

“It was like nothing I’ve ever expe-
rienced,” she said of the vitriol that 
accompanied the land-use dispute. It was 
a big help, she said, that personal friends 
who routinely navigate Oregon’s rigorous 
land-use review process in their profes-
sional lives assured her that it would all 
pass.

“They’d tell me we were going to pre-
vail but it wasn’t going to be fun or easy.”

Those who work at the campus tend to 
have a younger-sibling feistiness about 
their mission, she said. They love and 
benefit from the association with Oregon 
State, but they also want to do things the 
Central Oregon way.

She noted that OSU-Cascades has 
become the focus of both her greatest 
professional low and her greatest high.

In 2001, as a respected administrator 
on the main campus in Corvallis, she des-
perately wanted to be selected to launch 
OSU’s Bend operation, but was runner-up.

“It was personally devastating to me 
to not get the Cascades job back then 
because I thought this had so much 
potential.

“As it turned out, there are always 
silver linings, and I went on to be vice 
provost for academic affairs on the main 
campus, which was incredible prepara-
tion for coming over here almost 10 years 
later.

“Now here we are. Fate’s weird.” q
Hannah O’Leary assisted in reporting this 
story.

This is my second year at Cascades and my fourth year in college. Having your 
own campus helps you focus on your major, and know you’re an OSU student 
now.

— Marcella Guerra, student

I think it’s important that we have our own campus, our own buildings and 
facilities. It makes it easier to have a sense of community.

— Apolo Aguirre ’12, advisor

Words of gratitude
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What a four-year institution means 
to me is that I have a large amount of 
information presented to me while I’m 
being made into a well-rounded student.

— Nick Cooper, student

It’s a huge opportunity for the 
freshmen coming in. They’re starting 
off with the best facilities and the 
best equipment. We didn’t even have 
a chemistry lab at Cascades Hall; we 
were using an old lab that COCC had 
abandoned in another building.

— Scott Geddes (right), chemistry 
     instructor

I’m from Hood River. I checked out U 
of O in Eugene and OSU in Corvallis 
and I didn’t really like the towns. 
When I heard that Bend was going 
to have a university, I just got really 
excited.

— Sascha Bockius, student
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