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FACILITIES
Steve Gilsdorf is the 2019 Recipient 
of the Rex Dillow Award
We are happy to announce that  
the 2019 recipient of the Rex Dillow 
Award for Outstanding Article is Steven 
D. Gilsdorf for his article, “The Custo-
dian’s Role in Student Success,” originally 

published in the 
November/Decem-
ber 2018 issue of 
Facilities Manager. 
APPA’s Information 
and Communica-
tions Committee, 

led by Vice President David Handwork 
of Arkansas State University, made its 
selection from the seven eligible articles 
published in the six issues of Facilities 
Manager within the past year. 

 Since 1987, APPA has presented the 
annual Rex Dillow for Outstanding Article 
in Facilities Manager to the feature article 
deemed most relevant, readable, and 
valuable from the previous year’s eligible 
articles. Gilsdorf, director of custodial 
building services at Western Michigan Uni-
versity in Kalamazoo, received his award 
during the Awards Reception at the APPA 
2019 conference in Denver, Colorado. 

 With greater pressures on students 
and their well-being, Gilsdorf sees the 
custodian as a key ally in an institution’s 
accountability to the student and the cam-
pus community. An excerpt follows:

 The custodian works in every place 
and sees every face on campus, in the 
classrooms and hallways of academic 
buildings and in the living and loung-
ing areas of the residence halls. Often, 
custodians see where students are more 
vulnerable, open to, and possibly in need 
of influence. It is the custodian’s special 
role that allows them to be overlooked—
as well as placing them in a unique posi-
tion to help students in need.

 To read the entire article, visit https://
www1.appa.org/FacilitiesManager/article.
cfm?ItemNumber=4268&parentid=2731. 
Congratulations to Steve on receiving the 

2019 Rex Dillow Award. If you have an 
article, case study, or ideas to share with 
fellow APPA members and readers of 
Facilities Manager, please contact me di-
rectly at steve@appa.org. I welcome your 
contributions.

INNOVATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
ARE FOCUS OF 2019 THOUGHT LEADERS 
REPORT

 APPA has just published the 2019 
Thought Leaders report, entitled Innova-
tion in an Age of Disruption, and made it 
available first to attendees 
of the July 15-17 APPA 
conference in Denver. The 
free PDF of the report will 
be available to all members 
following the conference 
via the APPA Bookstore 
and at https://www.appa.
org/thought-leaders-series/. 

 Contents of the new TLS report include:
•	 Key takeaways about innovation and 

entrepreneurship
•	 Common approaches to higher educa-

tion challenges
•	 Using innovation and entrepreneur-

ship to tackle adaptive challenges
•	 Applying an innovative and entrepre-

neurial mindset to higher education’s 
challenges

•	 Applying the mindset to facilities’ 
adaptive challenges

•	 Questions for campus discussion
 
Many thanks to Thought Leaders spon-

sors Jacobs and Johnson Controls Inc. 
for their continued support and helping 
APPA provide the valuable Thought Lead-
ers reports to all at no charge. 

COMING IN SEP/OCT 2019

❚ �Profile of President Ruthann Manlet

❚ �APPA 2019 Conference Highlights

❚ �Managing Trees on Campus
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I’m going to reveal a secret that many people don’t know about. Yet, once some 

thought is given to that secret, it becomes readily accepted. Ready? Here it is: 

“Custodians have a key role to play in student success.” There it is. That’s it. 

That’s the secret.

Cleaning is important to the health and safety of the campus and its occupants. 

That’s no surprise. The real secret, though, is the custodian’s interactions with 

students. Those interactions can truly impact how a student succeeds.

OVERLOOKED AND UNDERVALUED

I will admit to having some bias toward custodians and custodial work. I’ve been 

involved with cleaning for the majority of my 18 years in facilities management. 

That has allowed me to see the complexities of custodial work. I have come to 

appreciate many of the varied nuances that not everyone else does. From my 

personal observation and research, I’ve concluded that some of the key impacts 

made by custodians are overlooked and undervalued by the general campus 

community. 

Let’s begin with the general responsibilities of the custodian. A commonly 

accepted definition of a custodian is “one who cleans and maintains a building.” 

The impact of cleaning related to recruitment and retention has been established, 

especially by Campbell & Bigger’s article, “Cleanliness and Learning in Higher 

Education” (Facilities Manager, July/August 2008). There are additional studies that 

correlate cleaning to attendance, morale, and performance of building occupants (all 

citations are listed at the end of the article), including “The Smell of Virtue: Clean 

Scents Promote Reciprocity and Charity” (Liljenquist, Zhong, & Galinsky, 2010) and 

“Broken Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety” (Wilson & Kelling, 1982). 

Appreciating cleaning’s significance within the higher education environment can 

help cement the recognition of the importance of the custodian’s role for the greater 

university. Cleaning for health and safety are obvious and key parts of the custodial 

role where it relates to student success.

Custodians have a unique place and position to assist in student success. This is 

seen in another element of their role, that of “steward” or “caretaker.” The custodian 

works in every place and sees every face on campus, in the classrooms and hallways 

of academic buildings and in the living and lounging areas of the residence halls. 

Often, custodians see where students are more vulnerable, open to, and possibly 

in need of influence. It is the custodian’s special role that allows them to be 

Student Success
The

in
Custodian’s Role

By Steven D. Gilsdorf, CEFP
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