
Sponsored By:

Leading in an Era
of Digital Transformation

https://www.insidehighered.com/


Leading in an Era of Digital Transformation  |  2

Introduction

These are unsettled and unsettling times in higher education. Many colleges 
entered 2020 already under strain as a collection of financial, demographic 
and other forces constricted their revenues. Then the novel coronavirus hit, 
forcing institutions to send most students home and invest significant funds 
in digital learning, physical and mental health support, and other resources 
to continue to fulfill their missions virtually.

The global pandemic, the recession and the national soul searching about 
racial equity make this an unprecedented time for higher education – a time 
in which strong leadership may be the difference between institutions that 
thrive and those that struggle or even fail. 

Which institutions will smoothly maneuver through an era in which digital 
competency moves from a “nice to have” to a “must have” in higher educa-
tion? Will colleges use this moment to make transformative changes in their 
business models and offerings? What traits will enable presidents and other 
leaders to guide their institutions in these potentially perilous times?

These are among the questions explored in this compilation of articles. We 
welcome your comments on these articles and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

http://editor@insidehighered.com
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Title

By Rick Seltzer // September 9, 2020 

A singular focus on the current crisis won't do, higher education leaders say. Those 
in power at colleges and universities must find time to prepare their institutions for 
an unsettled future that looks very different from the old status quo.

Who Leads Colleges After COVID-19?

NEWS

College leaders have a lot on their mind as they navigate the COVID-19 pandemic and coming years of uncertainty.

The presidents, chancellors, 
board members and other admin-
istrators who lead colleges and 
universities have been scrambling 
for months amid the coronavirus 
pandemic.

They scrambled to send students 
home and move classes online in 
the spring. Many scrambled for 
plans to resume in-person under-
graduate instruction come fall. Now 
a significant number are once again 
scrambling to contain outbreaks, 
send students home or move class-
es online as COVID-19 counts on 
campus spike just days or weeks 
after the start of classes.

It’s too early to grade leaders on 

the results of all that scrambling. 
It won’t be possible to say for sure 
if anyone pulled off a successful 
in-person fall until the semester is 
over and case counts are tallied. 
What can be definitively said is that 
leaders have been overwhelmingly 
focused on the short term.

That short-term focus can say 
something about leadership styles, 
successes and failures. It also 
comes at a moment of chang-
ing conditions that means it’s time 
to rethink higher education’s long-
term prospects.

Time will tell whether a chaot-
ic fall shakes families’ conviction 
that the path to a better life winds 

through college campuses. But 
conditions already dictate that the 
pandemic has exacerbated finan-
cial pressures, looming student de-
mographic changes and budding 
technological capabilities that will 
reshape the American higher edu-
cation landscape.

“If there is any leader in the coun-
try who thinks it is going to go back 
to where it was a year ago, they 
are lying to themselves,” said Terri 
E. Givens, chief executive officer 
of the Center for Higher Education 
Leadership and former provost at 
Menlo College (and an opinion con-
tributor to Inside Higher Ed). “But 
what this will look like is going to 

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/DENISILLIN
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Who Leads Colleges After COVID-19? (cont.)

be hugely dependent on resourc-
es. Right now, everything is in emer-
gency mode.”

Even so, leaders cannot ignore 
long-term thinking for the time 
being, according to leadership ex-
perts.

Leadership is situational, with 
each stage of this crisis requiring 
different skills, said Larry Ladd, a 
senior consultant at the Association 
of Governing Boards of Universities 
and Colleges. Presidents who were 
put in place to make incremental 
changes in a relatively stable en-
vironment can no longer count on 
the same set of skills to carry them 
through the coming months and 
years.

Logistical skills are suddenly 
more important, for example. A col-
lege president might need to under-
stand how a delay in receiving one 
piece of equipment -- a machine 
that processes COVID-19 tests -- 
can affect an entire campus re-
opening plan.

when traditional brick-and-mortar 
campuses adopt online classes for 
traditional-age students in great-
er numbers? Will it be the moment 
when some of the institutions with 
the weakest brands and worst fi-
nancial positions are weeded out 
of a consolidating sector? Or will it 
be a moment that hurts the weak-
est institutions without killing them 
while greatly strengthening those 
that were already in prominent po-
sitions?

Those and other scenarios are on 
the table. As such, it’s important to 
plan, think through different factors 
and make decisions with the best 
information available, leaders say.

“You have to have contingen-
cies,” said Shirley Ann Jackson, 
president of Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Institute, in Troy, N.Y. “Think through 

“Then there is the need for lead-
ership for 2021 and beyond, which 
is an entirely different kind of lead-
ership than the leadership they were 
hired for,” Ladd said. “Now they have 
to show imaginative strategies.”

Inside Higher Ed recently inter-
viewed dozens of college and uni-
versity presidents at different in-
stitutions across the country to 
determine what leadership skills 
they are building in preparation for 
the coming years. Their respons-
es formed the foundation of a 
new special report being released 
today, "College Leadership in an 
Era of Unpredictability." That report 
also includes an overview of larg-
er trends that were shaping higher 
education’s future before the pan-
demic, as well as the challenges it 
will have to overcome. It is intended 
for current and rising leaders at col-
leges and universities, whether they 
hold a formal title like president or 
are informal leaders in faculty or ad-
ministrative positions.

Leaders provided a wealth of in-
sight that had to be left on the cut-
ting room floor when that document 
was being assembled. What follows 
are some of the best quotes and 
ideas they offered that couldn’t be 
packed into the special report.

Change
There is no going back to pre-

COVID days for the higher educa-
tion sector, most leaders and ex-
perts agreed.

“We confronted an apocalypse,” 
said Mark B. Rosenberg, president 
of Florida International University in 
Miami. “Almost anyone in the ser-
vice industry has. If you can’t have 
face-to-face, how are you going to 
do this? If you can’t have the rela-
tionship, how are you going to do 
this?”

Just how much long-term 
change is in store has yet to be de-
termined. Will this be the moment 

College Leadership in an Era of 
Unpredictability

This article draws on reporting 
conducted for a new Inside 
Higher Ed report published today, 
“College Leadership in an Era of 
Unpredictability.”

The special report examines the 
conditions that led higher education 
to this moment, forces that leaders 
must contend with today and visions 
for higher education’s future. It 
includes an extensive discussion of 
the skills leaders at all levels -- from 
faculty members in informal positions 
of power to presidents and board 
members -- can develop to prepare 
themselves and their institutions for 
an unsettled future.

The report is available for purchase 
at this link. A free preview can be 
downloaded here.

Mark Rosenberg

Shirley Ann Jackson

https://www.insidehighered.com/content/higher-education-leadership-era-unpredictability
https://access.ihenow.com/leadership_in_an_era_of_unpredictability/
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Who Leads Colleges After COVID-19? (cont.)

some what-if scenarios so that you 
can pivot.”

Figure Out What You Can Control
 -- and What You Can’t
The pandemic has in some cases 

crushed college leaders’ rhetoric 
under the weight of reality.

“Here we are, watching many, 
many schools recant their positions 
of what they’re going to do in the 
fall,” said Michael J. Sorrell, presi-
dent of Paul Quinn College. “They 
spent the summer telling people 
how inadequate online learning was 
and how they are going to come 
back to school and all of this, when 
the reality of it is none of us have 
any way of defeating the science of 
this virus.”

The virus is what it is, Sorrell said. 
He said the science is clear that the 
coronavirus thrives on close, inti-
mate quarters and personal contact 
-- the foundations upon which resi-
dential colleges are built.

“There may be parts of the sci-
ence that aren’t clear,” Sorrell said. 
“But the part you needed to rely 
upon to make a good decision was 
very clear.”

Time will tell if any colleges are 
able to bundle enough mitigation 
strategies to hold in-person se-
mesters without eventually court-

ever the situation is, it will be worse 
if the leadership is ineffective.”

Partnerships
What specific long-term steps 

leaders are considering for the 
coming years seem to vary great-
ly. Some are still generating ideas. 
Several, however, returned to the 
idea of increased partnerships be-
tween institutions, organizations 
and communities that could pro-
vide a financial boost for campus-
es while also better serving stu-
dents.

Merger and acquisition activ-
ity in recent years has general-
ly revolved around public institu-
tions in the same state system or 
wealthy private universities acquir-
ing smaller, poorer campuses. But 
other models could be possible.

Can private liberal arts colleges 
find a way to partner with commu-
nity colleges? Small liberal arts in-
stitutions often have a communi-
ty college in their backyards, point-
ed out Thom Chesney, president 
of Clarke University in Iowa and 
former president of Brookhaven 
College, which is part of the Dallas 
County Community College District, 
in Texas.

Faculty, brick-and-mortar and 
curricular demands might line up 
between the different types of in-
stitutions, according to Chesney. 
Community colleges sometimes 
have programs they could grow but 
for classroom space limits, while 
liberal arts colleges tend to have 
underutilized classroom space.

Partnering could lead to savings 
through consolidated central office 
functions. Institutions could learn 
from each other’s complementa-
ry core competencies. A communi-
ty college might bring adult educa-
tion, two-year degrees and flexible 
course delivery to the table. A lib-
eral arts college might have phys-
ical assets, four-year degrees and 

ing dangerous spread of the virus. 
Many college leaders maintain that 
it’s possible, while others believe in-
stitutions have bought into magi-
cal thinking in order to avoid mak-
ing hard decisions -- betraying stu-
dents’ trust in the process.

Regardless, hard decisions still 
loom after the virus departs. It’s im-
portant leaders learn their limits and 
learn from their mistakes, they said.

Some leaders pointed to the 
words of crisis expert Larry Barton: 
What did you know? When did you 
know it? What did you do about it?

And how can you make sure it 
doesn’t happen again?

The Importance of Leadership
It might seem self-evident, but 

another theme that emerged is just 
how important leadership is at this 
moment in time. Change is difficult, 
president after president said.

“I don’t want you to underesti-
mate just how hard this is going to 
be,” Sorrell said. “You’re asking peo-
ple to do something different.”

Good leadership won’t guaran-
tee an institution’s success. But 
experts generally agree good lead-
ership boosts its chances, while 
poor leadership does the reverse.

“Leadership matters,” said 
Beverly Daniel Tatum, former presi-
dent of Spelman College. “We know 
that leadership matters. And what-

Michael Sorrell

Beverly Tatum

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/26/opinion/coronavirus-colleges-universities.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/08/12/colleges-walk-back-fall-reopening-plans-and-opt-online-only-instruction
https://twitter.com/tressiemcphd/status/1302270462865670144
https://www.economy.gov.ae/Publications/Crisis Leadership Now.pdf
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Who Leads Colleges After COVID-19? (cont.)

the ability to teach critical think-
ing skills or to tap global networks. 
Together, they could offer stack-
able degrees while connecting 
local talent to new opportunities.

“I think we’re going to see a real 
opportunity for a different kind 
of partnership,” Chesney says. 
“Imagine a small liberal arts college 
and a local community college hav-
ing not just a memorandum of un-
derstanding but a joint operations 
structure.”

For a much simpler type of part-
nership, Rosenberg, president at 
FIU, talked about rush hour. The uni-
versity started speaking with trans-
portation officials in Miami-Dade 
County who needed to minimize 
congestion at rush hour, he said. 
Implications exist for who works 
when and who works remote-
ly at what times. Some changes in 
scheduling at a large employer like a 
university can have major effects on 
the surrounding community.

Diversity
The police killing of George 

Floyd, an unarmed black man in 
Minneapolis, and ensuing protests 
were on leaders’ minds. They often 
returned to issues of access, equity, 
justice and racism.

Sometimes they talked about 

stay in college.
“People are starting to say we’ve 

got to do something dramatical-
ly different in looking at the tenure 
system,” Paredes said. “It’s fairly 
clear that we have got to look at the 
very structures and the very foun-
dation of higher education to make 
sure they’re fairer.”

Service to the Community
Several of those interviewed at-

tacked a model of college leader-
ship that amounts to careerism -- 
constantly trying to grow an institu-
tion’s rankings and prestige, only to 
leave it for a job further up the food 
chain. Instead, they stressed leader-
ship that’s focused on the commu-
nities that host an institution and 
the constituencies it serves.

“Leadership has to reclaim the 
mission of service to a community,” 
said Deborah Santiago, co-founder 
and CEO of Excelencia in Education. 
“That will yield support from the 
community and others that is ques-
tionable right now.”

David Yarlott Jr., president of 
Little Big Horn College, a tribal com-
munity college on the Crow Indian 
reservation in Montana, talked 
about serving the broader commu-
nity during the pandemic.

“We’ve been trying to provide 

how their institutions interacted 
with larger society to contribute to 
or fight racism, or how the political 
process fed into it.

“In order for there to be struc-
tural depravation and structur-
al racism, you have to go into the 
idea of what built that structure,” 
said Pam Eddinger, president of 
Bunker Hill Community College in 
Massachusetts. “That’s our pol-
icies. That’s our procedures. It’s 
years and years of redlining in real 
estate policy and health policies.”

Other times leaders talked about 
how campuses and academe may 
want to look in the mirror. The ten-
ure process was frequently men-
tioned.

For example, some faculty hand-
books say faculty advancement 
should be based on superior intel-
lectual attainment without defin-
ing exactly what that means, said 
Raymund Paredes, former com-
missioner of higher education in 
Texas. Superior intellectual attain-
ment shouldn’t only mean articles 
published in exclusive academic 
journals, he said. Many other ac-
tions can be included that might 
help faculty diversity, such as ad-
vising a retention program that 
helps low-income students of color 

Thom Chesney

Pam Eddinger

Deborah Santiago
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Who Leads Colleges After COVID-19? (cont.)

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/09/09/what-college-presidents-say-about-leading-
covid-19-era

cleaning supplies to the most 
needy, whether it’s the elders or in-
dividuals who have compromised 
health,” he said. “It doesn’t matter 
whether they are tribal members 
or not. If they are in this immedi-
ate area, they’re going through the 
same things everybody else is.”

Serving communities into the 
future was also top of mind. So too 
was serving students and putting 
them in a position to succeed after 
graduation in a world where future 
employment prospects are uncer-
tain.

“I think it would be a travesty if 
we were not to look out for what 
comes next for the student,” said 

Neeli Bendapudi

I don’t want you 
to underesti mate just how hard 

this is going to be. You’re asking peo ple 
to do something different.

“

“

Neeli Bendapudi, president of the 
University of Louisville. “I wres-
tle with that question. I do think 
we need to say, what happens to 
work?”

This is particularly important for 
students who aren’t likely to move 
to follow the ebbs and flows of the 
global economy -- either because 
they can’t or because they don’t 
want to leave home and their fam-
ilies. College presidents need to 
recognize that students must have 
pathways to employment, Santiago 
said.

“For many Latinos, at least, we 

tend to go to college and graduate 
where we live, and that’s where we 
want to stay,” she says. “So show-
ing value as an institution by more 
overtly linking the employers to the 
institution and the students to em-
ployment is a powerful opportunity 
that’s in reach.”

Some suggest that centering on 
community can help with the bur-
den of leadership, as well.

“We have to anchor our mental 
health as college presidents in the 
larger understanding of what the 
principles are that anchor our work 
without COVID,” Eddinger said.      ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/09/09/what-college-presidents-say-about-leading-covid-19-era
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/09/09/what-college-presidents-say-about-leading-covid-19-era


Digital transformation in higher education:  

Three benefits of ERP migration to the cloud
Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems handle everything from accounting to marketing, finances to inventory, human 
resources to customer relations, and more. Colleges and universities commit significant infrastructure and personnel resources 
to run and manage these vital applications. But shifts in technology adoption, reduced availability of skilled labor, and increased 

economic pressures push colleges and universities to assess the return on their material ERP system investments.

One way higher education institutions realize additional return on their scarce resources is by using cloud technologies. After 

AWS Consulting Partner Sierra Cedar helped Arizona State University (ASU) moved to Amazon Web Services (AWS), the university 

was able to effectively allocate resources to benefit its students and solve operational problems that would otherwise require 
additional investment. Check out three benefits higher education institutions can recognize by moving ERP systems to the cloud:

High availability

When disaster strikes—be it a data breach, power outage, or hurricane—service outages and data loss can be a devastating result. 

Good application design in AWS can mitigate these recovery risks through the highly resilient and scalable architecture of AWS. 

With an active AWS architecture design, if there is a problem with one system, failover automatically shifts to a server in another 

Availability Zone (AZ) with no interruption in service. And thanks to constant backup processes on AWS, there is little to no data 

loss. With mass virtual learning spurred by the pandemic, this kind of fallback system helps administrations to have access to 

important data, no matter where they are working.

Before ASU moved to AWS, its IT team had to run regular disaster recovery (DR) tests—a time-consuming process that included 

manual failovers. The university partnered with Sierra-Cedar to design and re-platform its systems on AWS by migrating from a 

five node Oracle RAC cluster to Amazon Relational Database Service (Amazon RDS). Today, the ASU team no longer needs to hold 
DR drills, because there is nothing to practice for.

Scalability

During student enrollment periods, ERP systems at colleges and universities need to scale rapidly with the ability to expand six-to-

eight times the normal usage. Instead of scaling up on individual servers, AWS scales out by adding more server capacity to meet 

demand. Institutions no longer need to acquire the physical infrastructure required to handle peak stress only several weeks of 
the year. With AWS, they can rely on the flexibility of the cloud—saving time and money. ASU saw scalability as a huge plus for its 
institution during its student enrollment periods, which increase the demand on infrastructure eight-fold.

Operational efficiencies
To realize cost savings, moving an ERP solution to AWS must be designed with the cloud in mind. Why? If an institution simply 

moves its existing system as-is onto a new platform (commonly referred to as “lift and shift”), it will often replicate the same issues 

it had prior to moving to the cloud. While the move can be viewed as a win (as there will likely be gains in efficiency and costs), the 
same pain points existing before the migration will still be present.

When moving ERP systems to the cloud, higher education institutions should re-platform. This approach explores the original 

application, breaks the application down into different components, and re-architects it to a cloud-optimized application that 
takes advantage of a pay-only-for-what-you-consume model. This option uses value-added cloud services and the following well-

architected design concepts.

Infrastructure-as-code: Allows you to “plug-and-play,” easily adding on new solutions in the future.

• Versioning: Revert to any previously defined infrastructure version.

• Change control: Multiple approvals with no single actor and no console access.

• Infrastructure deployment: Automated deployment, configuration, and decommission of infrastructure.

• Drift detection: Detects if the actual AWS deployment matches the expected configuration.

• Automated remediation: Automatically remediate issues—often with no visibility to the customer.

When ASU partnered with Sierra-Cedar, it took the re-platform approach of moving PeopleSoft to AWS. Following its migration 

and the automation of general tasks such as backup, patching, and monitoring, ASU experienced reduced administrative overhead 

and improved performance—52 percent of batch jobs on Amazon RDS now run significantly better than pre-migration, with a 
further 40 percent performing slightly better or the same. These improvements occurred without any performance tuning.

Bottom line: ASU has enjoyed material operational benefits moving to AWS and experienced cost savings of around 25 percent.

Tim Gehrig

Tim Gehrig, executive vice president of cloud and managed services at 

Sierra-Cedar, is responsible for Sierra-Cedar’s managed services and 

cloud technology consulting businesses, including AWS, Salesforce, 

Oracle, MuleSoft, and Splunk. Tim has more than 20 years of business 

technology experience. Tim has an executive MBA from Emory 

University’s Goizueta Business School, is certified with AWS, and has 
been a speaker at numerous industry and technology events.
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By Emma Whitford // July 24, 2020 

College systems and consortia have shared academic services, libraries, 
transportation, even a campus. Would they be able to share a president?

Can Colleges Share a President?

The Pennsylvania State System 
of Higher Education recently an-
nounced plans to integrate opera-
tions at three pairs of universities.

The proposals are the latest at-
tempt by the ailing system to cut 
costs systemwide. During a finan-
cial review process, the system will 
look at the impact and potential 
cost savings of shared leadership, 
faculty and staff, enrollment man-
agement, reporting lines, and bud-
gets.

The universities under consider-
ation for consolidation insist that 
they will maintain their individu-
al campus identities. Details of the 
integration processes are still very 
much up in the air.

PASSHE’s announcement has 
stoked conversation about what 
shared academic and administra-
tive leadership would look like and 
whether it could be successful. 
Dennis Jones, president emeritus 
of the National Center for Higher 
Education Management Systems, 
supports the system’s effort.

“I applaud what they’re trying to 
do, because they’re not trying to 
lose institutional identity, they’re 
trying to find ways to make the 
services they provide, I would say, 
broader and more sustainable,” 
Jones said.

He pointed to a similar pro-
cess by the community colleges 
in Connecticut, which are under-
going a years-long consolidation 
process to bring all 12 communi-
ty colleges under a single, accred-
ited Connecticut State Community 
College.

David Levinson, interim pres-

Hampshire College, Mount Holyoke 
College, Smith College and the 
University of Massachusetts at 
Amherst -- shares a library system, 
intercampus transportation, joint 
departments and programs and 
promotes cross-registration. There 
are dozens of e-learning consortia 
that share online education tech-
nology and programs across cam-
puses.

While cohesion among univer-
sities within one system or con-
sortium is imperative to success, 
shared leadership comes with 
its own set of challenges, Jones 
said. Even the Claremont Colleges, 
which share a campus in Southern 

ident of the Connecticut State 
Community College, said the col-
leges were also facing financial 
pressure to make a change. The 
new college is seeking to save $28 
million over five years.

“We weren’t pleased with the 
rates of student success in our col-
leges, and we also felt, and feel to 
this day, that our resources were 
being depleted in terms of finance 
and wanting to keep all 12 institu-
tions going,” Levinson said.

Independent universities have 
long shared resources in some 
way or another. The Five College 
Consortium in Massachusetts 
-- made up of Amherst College, 

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/BROKENTONE
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Can Colleges Share a President? (cont.)

or less at the bottom of the pecking 
order,’ ” Chaffee said.

At one time, the two universi-
ties shared only nine total adminis-
trators. No one, including Chaffee, 
was paid extra for working two po-
sitions.

Public relations was a challenge. 
Valley City and Mayville “hated 
each other,” she said.

She found ways to manage. 
She had a sweatshirt with "Valley 
City" written on the left side and 
"Mayville" on the right. At foot-
ball games between the two, 
Chaffee would sit first on the side 
of the home team and then switch 
throughout the game to the side of 
whichever team was behind.

“Then they don’t want you to sit 
with them. They’re not jealous that 
you’re with the other guy -- they’re 
glad because that means they’re 
winning,” she said.

In 2001, the state Legislature 
had some discretionary spend-
ing and the colleges were able to 
write proposals to capture some of 
the funds. Chaffee brought in five 
outside college presidents as con-
sultants, and “by the time they all 
got to the Fargo airport, they pret-
ty much decided this had to stop.”

In 2002, the universities switched 
back to having two presidents. 
Chaffee stayed on as Valley City’s 
president for another six years.

“I guess it’s better than closing,” 
Chaffee said of the shared presi-
dency, “but it’s certainly far down 
my list of desirable things to hap-
pen to an organization.”       ■

phrase was: I don’t know why I did 
it. I don’t know why I allowed it to 
happen.”

The logistics of managing two 
colleges were difficult. Valley City 
and Mayville are 75 miles apart 
and Chaffee bounced back and 
forth between them for a week at a 
time. She had three homes: one in 
Valley City, another in Mayville and 
a third where her husband lived, in 
Bismarck.

She almost never saw the pro-
vost, who also traveled between 
campuses on an opposite sched-
ule to Chaffee. It was the 1990s, 
and Zoom and other teleworking 
options were not available yet.

“I had several names for the 
book I was going to write,” Chaffee 
said. “One was ‘the bag lady of 
the plains,’ because I had a bag 
of things to take to Valley City, 
things to return to Mayville, clothes 
I would need for this event at the 
other place, etc.”

Shared leadership for Valley 
City and Mayville was the result of 
statewide belt tightening. In 1989, 
the North Dakota Legislature raised 
taxes, and in 1990, “the people re-
volted,” Chaffee said. State agen-
cies were pushed to find savings 
in response to the outcry, part of 
which included moving Valley City 
and Mayville under a shared ad-
ministration.

“We didn’t have a mandate ex-
cept ‘save money. Get as much 
savings as you can. Figure out a 
way to do this because there’s only 
so much money and you’re more 

California, still have seven presi-
dents.

Some efforts to unite president 
positions at the State University of 
New York several years ago met 
stiff resistance -- a state legisla-
tor took credit in 2011 when SUNY 
administrators killed plans to com-
bine the presidencies at the Canton 
and Potsdam campuses.

The New York system fol-
lowed through with plans to in-
stall the president at SUNY Delhi, 
Candace Vancko, as head of SUNY 
Cobleskill. But it reverted back to 
separate presidents in 2013. It also 
had the head of SUNY Institute of 
Technology, Bjong Wolf Yeigh, lead 
Morrisville State College for a short 
time but ultimately moved back to 
separate presidencies at those in-
stitutions as well.

“It’s the president’s office that is 
the hardest thing to pull off,” Jones 
said. “If a president tries to serve 
two institutions, they’re suspect 
in both communities because the 
community doesn’t know who they 
represent anymore.”

A Case Study in Joint Leadership
Ellen Chaffee simultaneously 

served as president of Valley City 
State University and Mayville State 
University in North Dakota for nine 
years. Now a senior consultant and 
senior fellow at AGB Consulting, 
Chaffee said she’d never planned 
to be a college president, let alone 
two at once.

“People would say, ‘I don’t know 
how you do it,’” Chaffee said. 
“Afterwards, looking back, my 

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/07/24/proposals-consolidate-colleges-could-run-
challenges-shared-leadership
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MARCO ISLAND, Fla. -- An annu-
al gathering of private college pres-
idents proved to be a story of many 
different disconnects this year.

Disconnects between markets, 
domestic and international. Dis-
connects between different institu-
tions, stressed and strengthening. 
Disconnects between campuses 
and the public, or at least a pub-
lic narrative of skepticism toward 
higher education that many presi-
dents desperately want to change. 

The gathering -- the Council of 
Independent Colleges Presidents 
Institute -- began with an an-
nouncement that it had grown to 
its largest size ever, with 851 par-
ticipants including 360 presidents 
and 175 of their spouses and part-
ners in attendance. But the very 
next topic at its opening event was 
a keynote speech with a different 
tone, as attendees heard about 
population trends that are placing a 
significant burden on their financial 
and enrollment outlooks.

To be sure, not every institution 
at the conference is under financial 
or enrollment stress. Some attend-
ees were reporting their largest-ev-
er fundraising campaigns or great 
successes attracting students with 
smart marketing, recruiting and 
pricing campaigns.

Still, the conference is heavily 
populated with representatives of 
small, nonwealthy private colleges 
that draw most of their students 
locally. They are exactly the type of 
institution most likely to struggle 
with enrollment or balancing the 
books. And in recent years, CIC has 
been providing more programming 

Carleton College in Minnesota and 
the author of the ubiquitous 2018 
book Demographics and the De-
mand for Higher Education (Johns 
Hopkins University Press). Grawe 
has become an in-demand speaker 
sharing research findings from the 
book that project many colleges 
will have a difficult time enrolling 
traditional-age students in coming 
years because of a post-recession 
“birth dearth.”

Large drops in numbers of high 
school graduates enrolling in re-
gional four-year colleges after 
2017 are expected to plateau in the 
next few years. But a return to the 
annual demand growth of the past 
seems unlikely for such colleges, 
and the sector is likely to experi-
ence sharp declines again by the 
second part of the decade.

Grawe expressed optimism be-
cause of constructive energy pri-

to help them address their con-
cerns.

Even as many attendees ac-
knowledge the sector's problems, 
they feel a disconnect between the 
value they offer students and what 
they see as a public narrative un-
fairly attacking them as unafford-
able and out of touch.

“Public, the journalists, officials 
have come to doubt the value of 
our demonstrably effective insti-
tutions,” CIC president Richard Ek-
man said as the conference opened 
Saturday. “So restoring public con-
fidence in higher education and 
in private colleges must be a top 
priority for all of us here. We know 
that doing so requires more than 
rebutting our critics point by point, 
although we must be relentless in 
correcting false facts.”

Ekman was followed by Nathan 
Grawe, social sciences professor at 

SOURCE: CREATIVE TOUCH IMAGING LTD./NURPHOTO VIA GETTY IMAGES

By Rick Seltzer // January 8, 2020 

Leaders of private institutions gather to mull the gaps between 
the challenges they face, the opportunities they see, a hostile public 
narrative and what they see as a very different reality.
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vate colleges are harnessing as 
they try to address the enrollment 
challenge. There are other reasons 
to be optimistic, such as rising 
numbers of Latinx students at-
tending college and a Latinx pop-
ulation that is generally becoming 
more wealthy -- providing a ray 
of hope for cash-strapped institu-
tions that rely on tuition revenue to 
stay in operation.

Optimism aside, Grawe cau-
tioned against people's instinct to 
double down on old assumptions 
when confronted with unpleasant 
information.

“They will try to avoid,” he said. 
“And it turns out, the more letters 
you have after your name, the more 
likely you are to engage in this.”

Presidents asked many ques-
tions about Grawe's projections: 
Would adding adult students to his 
analysis change regional colleges' 
outlook? What would happen if 
economic conditions change, 
pushing more students to enroll in 
college when they can't find jobs? 
What would happen if institutions 
addressed concerns about afford-
ability? How might graduate enroll-
ment change?

The what-ifs might not change 
the outlook for many colleges that 
are heavily dependent on local 18- 
to 24-year-old populations. From a 
strategic standpoint, though, they 
might make sense for presidents 
trying to prepare institutions for the 
coming decade.

“When you're on that plateau, 
you're in a different world,” Grawe 
said. “You're in something of a 
world of scarcity, where there ar-
en't just more students you can go 
recruit. We have to think differently, 
as a result.”

In sessions and in conversations 
throughout the conference, pres-
idents demonstrated some of the 
ways they're trying to prepare for 

the future. They discussed corpo-
rate partnerships, outreach to adult 
learners and finding ways to better 
meet student needs. Some dis-
cussed the overcoming challenges 
facing rural institutions, like isola-
tion and regional economic devel-
opment.

Presidents were also buoyed 
Monday by talk of employers need-
ing the critical thinking and learn-
ing skills that their institutions em-
phasize.

And they heard from a global 
higher education leader who sees 
opportunity in international stu-
dents. Mariët Westermann, vice 
chancellor of New York University 
Abu Dhabi and former executive 
vice president for programs and 
research at the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation, spoke Sunday of a 
disconnect between the stresses 
small colleges in the U.S. are feel-
ing and rising demand for educa-
tion in regions like Africa, the Mid-
dle East and India.

“All I hear is of unmet need, ver-
sus in America we're headed ob-
viously for a situation where we're 
having too low a birth rate to fill 
our seats,” Westermann said. “So I 

think there is an opportunity com-
ing no matter what happens in our 
political landscape.”

She acknowledged broad chal-
lenges, however.

“While global citizenship -- this 
idea of global citizenship -- seems 
a necessary ideal for a planet as 
under duress as it is, the shine has 
gone off of that idea a little in re-
cent years,” she said.

Indeed, talk of opportunity con-
trasted with some presidents' in-
securities, concerns and discom-
fort. A session on building a senior 
leadership team for stressed in-
stitutions was heavily attended. 
Presidents grilled members of the 
press about free college propos-
als from Democratic presidential 
candidates and on what some see 
as an unfair public narrative about 
out-of-control student debt.

Presidents are arguably feeling 
the stress of forces much bigger 
than their own institutions bear-
ing down on private, regional, non-
wealthy colleges. Those forces in-
clude income inequality, a suddenly 
skeptical public, leery policy mak-
ers and, some whisper in private 
conversations, campuses where 

Restoring public con fidence 
in higher education and in private colleges 
must be a top priority for all of us here. 

We know that doing so requires more than 
rebutting our critics point by point.

“

“
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Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/01/08/private-college-presidents-gather-talk-
challenges-and-opportunities-decade-begins

complacency dominates. Some 
boards or faculty members wish 
to return to the past, one president 
confided. But the past is not com-
ing back.

Under such conditions, it should 
be no surprise that presidential ten-
ures have been shortening. Those 
short tenures create a challenge 
for presidents themselves and the 
boards tasked with guiding institu-
tions over time.

The closing plenary included talk 
about who is responsible for im-
proving financial conditions at col-
leges when presidential turnover is 
high.

“I think when the presidents are 
churning, the board has a differ-

ent set of responsibilities than it 
had when you used to have long-
term presidents,” said Lawrence 
M. Schall, president of Oglethorpe 
University in Atlanta. Schall is an 
exception to the trend of shorten-
ing tenures, having been president 
of Oglethorpe since 2005 and plan-
ning to step down in June.

Not everyone would agree that 
boards should push for changes 
in times of presidential turnover. 
Some would prefer to see boards 
empower presidents to make 
changes themselves.

Separately, some argue against 
using finances as the only marker 
of institutional health.

“To me, it is the mission that 

drives the health of the organiza-
tion,” said Mary Dana Hinton, pres-
ident of the College of Saint Bene-
dict in Minnesota.

Missions vary widely by insti-
tution, as do conditions on the 
ground. It could be said that, as 
much as they share, small private 
colleges must overcome discon-
nects between each other in order 
to find strategies that will work for 
all of them.

As a result, meeting the challeng-
es of the next decade is a difficult, 
complicated problem. Hinton may 
have summed it up best:

“I cannot think of a single ques-
tion in higher ed right now for which 
there is one perfect answer.”           ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/01/08/private-college-presidents-gather-talk-challenges-and-opportunities-decade-begins
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/06/20/college-presidents-diversifying-slowly-and-growing-older-study-finds
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/06/20/college-presidents-diversifying-slowly-and-growing-older-study-finds
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As Inside Higher Ed has surveyed 
college and university presidents 
several times over the course of this 
COVID-19-dominated spring, some 
things have remained constant. The 
leaders’ sometimes conflicting con-
cerns about student and employee 
health and institutional finances. 
Uncertainty about if and when they 
will reopen campuses and resume 
sports programs. Awareness that 
difficult financial decisions, driven 
by the recession, are ahead.

But certain issues have taken on 
greater magnitude as a fall like no 
other nears.

A new iteration of the survey of 
campus leaders by Inside Higher Ed 
and Hanover Research, published 
today, finds presidents likelier than 
they were two months ago to ex-
pect their institutions to reduce their 
portfolio of academic programs (55 
percent versus 41 percent in April).

Majorities of presidents remain 
confident in their colleges’ ability to 
educate students safely and well, 
whether they’re on campuses or off 
this fall. But far fewer believe their 
institutions can ensure the safety 
of vulnerable people in their sur-
rounding communities (39 percent) 
or ensure that students will behave 
responsibly when they’re not being 
watched (29 percent).

And nearly three-quarters of 
presidents (72 percent) are either 
very or somewhat concerned about 
a "perceived decrease in the val-
ue of higher education" because of 
COVID-19, up sharply from 60 per-
cent of respondents in April and 48 
percent in March.

That worry seems to flow from 

June 2020

Responding to the COVID-19 Crisis, Part III:
A Survey of College and University Presidents

A study by Inside Higher Ed and Hanover Research

By Doug Lederman // June 29, 2020 

Survey finds campus leaders most concerned about COVID-19’s impact  
on institutional finances and on students, particularly disadvantaged ones. 
As they look ahead, they see need and opportunity for transformation.

Presidents Assess the Uncertain Present and the Future

college leaders’ sense that what 
they are capable of delivering in the 
COVID-19 era will reinforce already 
existing doubts about quality and 
value: growing numbers of campus 
leaders, about half, said they worry 
about student demands for room 
and board and tuition reimburse-
ment; more than two-thirds fear 
a decline in alumni/donor giving 
rates; and 39 percent, up from 29 
percent in April, said they anticipate 
"perceived negativity" from campus 
constituents about their institution’s 
response to COVID-19.

The survey’s results suggest that 
campus leaders are approaching 
the fall and beyond with deep un-
certainty and more than a little anx-
iety, but that many see opportunity 
as well.

Asked to assess how their insti-
tution will respond to the COVID-19 
pandemic and the ensuring reces-
sion, a full half, 50 percent, said they 
hoped it would make "difficult but 
transformative changes" to "better 
position itself for long-term sustain-
ability, while another 35 percent said 
their college or university should 
"focus more on what it does best" 
so it can "invest and grow in those 
areas once the recession ends. 
About one in 10 presidents said they 
believe the institution could "ride out 
the current difficulties" and return to 
normal within 12 to 18 months, and 
just 3 percent said their institution 
should tighten its focus and emerge 
"smaller but better."

Taken together, the survey re-
sults find college leaders balancing 
health and financial issues and con-
cerns, a yin and yang that underlies 

just about every decision facing 
they face right now, as they weigh 
whether to open their campuses 
fully, partially or not at all.

Current Concerns
Inside Higher Ed asked a fairly 

consistent set of questions in its 
surveys in March, April and June, 
which allows some analysis of how 
presidents’ views have changed 
over the four months since the pan-
demic descended on higher educa-
tion and shuttered most campus-
es. (Significantly fewer presidents 
responded to the June iteration of 
the survey, for reasons that are not 
clear.)

Presidents’ top concerns have re-
mained largely the same over that 
time, focused on a mix of student 
and employee health and institu-
tional financial woes.

While the pandemic’s dispropor-
tionate impact on disadvantaged 
students and the mental health of 

http://www.insidehighered.com/booklet/responding-covid-19-crisis-part-iii-new-survey-college-and-university-presidents
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students remain near the very top 
of issues on which presidents re-
layed their "current level of concern," 
they’ve been displaced in the most 
recent survey by presidents’ worries 
about unbudgeted financial costs 
related to COVID-19, about which 
96 percent of leaders said they were 
either very or somewhat concerned, 
up from 84 percent in April.

Concerns about the physical 
health of students and employees 
is rising again as campuses start or 
prepare to reopen. In March, as the 
pandemic bore down, more than 
eight in 10 presidents expressed 
worries about their constituents’ 
physical health. That eased in April, 
but it has climbed again in June.

Presidents expressed less (if still 
meaningful) concern about their 
institutions’ forced shift to remote 
learning, and that same sentiment 
emerged when respondents were 
asked to assess how that shift went.

Two-thirds or more of respon-
dents said their institutions had 
been extremely or very successful 
at having technology support avail-
able, achieving faculty buy-in and 
ensuring the availability of technol-
ogy tools and resources, and more 
than half gave themselves high 
marks at ensuring high academic 
standards and providing adequate 
tutoring and other academic sup-
port. On most of those points, presi-
dents’ assessment improved as the 
term went on.

In other areas the presidents ac-
knowledged room for improvement, 
sometimes significant.

Under half of college chiefs said 
they had been extremely or very 
successful at training faculty mem-
bers less familiar with digital deliv-
ery (47 percent), ensuring equitable 
access for students (45 percent) 
and incorporating feedback from 
students and instructors to improve 

the experience as spring went on.
Their self-reviews were even 

worse when it came to maintain-
ing student engagement and en-
suring students’ emotional well- 
being. More presidents (27 percent) 
said their institutions were slightly 
(25 percent) or not at all success-
ful at ensuring student well-being 
than said they were extremely or 
very successful (17 percent), while 
just 31 percent gave their colleges 
top marks on student engagement. 
Fifty-three percent said they were 
moderately successful on that front.

Tamara Hiler, director of educa-
tion at Third Way, a center-left think 
tank, said that the group’s research 
into students’ perceptions of their 
education last spring found that 
students "have been very forgiving 
of institutions, understanding that 
much of what has happened has 
been outside of their control." But 
she said presidents’ perceptions 
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Note: Respondents only saw actions that they indicated they had already taken. Note: Respondents only saw actions that they indicated they had already taken.

that that "they were extremely or 
very successful in maintaining high 
standards in their move to online 
courses feels like it may be setting 
institutions up on a collision course 
with students who did not seem to 
indicate that this was the case," es-
pecially if the "benefit of the doubt" 
colleges received wanes this fall.

It’s All About Fall
College officials are focused in-

tensely on their plans for the fall 
term right now, and the survey of-
fers insights into presidents’ think-
ing about how it will unfold.

One question asks them when 
they think they will reverse the var-
ious steps they took during the 
spring in response to COVID-19 
and, consistent with the pronounce-
ments they have made in recent 
weeks, most campus leaders seem 
intent on reopening their physical 
campuses this fall.

Two-thirds of presidents say they 
will undo the decision to move the 
majority of in-person courses on-

line by summer (20 percent) or fall 
(48 percent), while 8 percent say 
they plan to do so by January and 
20 percent said they had an "uncer-
tain timeline." At least three-quar-
ters said they would reopen cam-
pus dining and residence halls by 
fall, but only 59 percent expected 
to restart athletics programs by fall, 
with 30 percent envisioning an un-
certain timeline.

Regarding the campus workplace, 
about seven in 10 said they would 
reopen academic and administra-
tive buildings by fall, but fewer, 52 
percent, said they expected to re-
verse remote-work policies by then. 
Nearly a quarter (23 percent) cited 
an uncertain timeline for reversing 
those policies, and 13 percent said 
they would never reverse those pol-
icies.

Roughly half of presidents said 
their institutions had taken steps 
this spring to curtail their work-
forces or their budgets for employ-
ees, through furloughs or layoffs or 

cuts in salaries or benefits. Some of 
those cuts may end up being per-
manent: for example, 39 percent of 
campus leaders who said they had 
reduced their workforce said they 
had an uncertain timeline for re-
versing those cuts, and 25 percent 
said they never expected to do so. 
Similarly, 29 percent of those who 
had reduced benefits said they did 
not ever anticipate undoing those 
reductions.

The survey asked presidents to 
directly assess their confidence 
about various elements of their in-
stitutions’ approach to the fall.

When it comes to bringing stu-
dents back to campus, two-thirds 
of presidents said they were ex-
tremely or very confident they could 
feed returning students safely and 
give them a "flexible, high-quality 
learning experience." Slightly more 
than half (53 percent) expressed 
confidence that they could house 
students safely, and roughly simi-
lar numbers said they could ensure 
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the safety of faculty members (56 
percent) and staff members (54 
percent). Most of the rest said they 
were moderately confident; fewer 
than 10 percent said they were only 
slightly or not at all confident.

Fewer said they believed their in-
stitutions could ensure the safety of 
"vulnerable people in the commu-
nity surrounding our campus" (39 
percent), and even fewer seemed 
confident they could protect stu-
dents from themselves. Only 29 
percent said they were extremely or 
very confident that their institution 
"will help students behave respon-
sibly (e.g., social distancing) on their 
own," and 30 percent said they were 
either slightly or not at all confident.

Presidents expressed a similarly 
mixed assessment about how the 
fall might unfold for those who re-
main virtual. Nearly six in 10 leaders 
expressed confidence that their col-

lege or university can "give students 
who remain remote a high-quality 
learning experience" (57 percent) 
and provide high-quality student 
support and services (55 percent). 
But only a third, 34 percent, are con-
fident they can make students who 
remain remote "feel virtually con-
nected."

Those answers capture the co-
nundrum that many college leaders 
are facing as they make decisions 
about the fall now, says Samantha 
Fisher, managing director of the 
education practice at Accenture, a 
consulting firm. "One of the things 
most on students’ minds when 
making a decision of where to enroll 
-- student engagement -- is some-
thing that [college presidents] don’t 
believe they have done well in spring 
-- less than one-third feel they were 
successful at maintaining student 
engagement," Fisher said.

"The dominant solution seems to 
be to get students physically back on 
campus, but the restrictions needed 
for fall mean that the experience will 
not be what it once was. If they want 
to maintain enrollment, institutions 
will need to grapple with how to fos-
ter virtual student engagement and 
connectedness -- whether for their 
on-campus-but-restricted students 
or for a more equitable experience 
for their remote students."

Worries Ahead
While much of what’s in store re-

mains uncertain, presidents seem 
relatively sure that they will face 
financial difficulties. Asked to rate 
their level of concern about a list 
of potential issues, 91 percent of 
presidents said they were very (50 
percent) or somewhat concerned 
about declines in future student en-
rollment, and 88 percent expressed 
concern about woverall financial 
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stability (31 percent said they were 
very concerned). Eighty-one per-
cent expressed concern about their 
ability to afford to employ faculty 
and staff members.

Presidents remain very concerned 
about the current situation’s inequi-
table impact on underrepresented 
students, who are likeliest to have 
their educational plans derailed by a 
combination of job or income loss, 
increased family responsibilities or 
health risks related to COVID-19, or 
diminished engagement with their 
college or university.

And rising on the list of presi-
dents’ worries is a perceived de-
crease in the value of higher edu-
cation, with nearly three-quarters 
of campus leaders saying they are 
very or somewhat concerned about 
that, up from just half in March.

Denny Meadows, who consults 
with colleges on strategy with Sil-
verFern Advisory, noted that public 
doubts of the value of a college de-
gree have been "building for many 
years," as college prices and debt 

levels rise and wages stagnate. "It 
seems to have taken a pandemic for 
some leaders to take them serious-
ly," she said, describing that recog-
nition as a potential "silver lining" of 
the current situation.

She and others cited as evidence 
of that recognition presidents’ an-
swers to a new question about how 
their institution will respond to the 
pandemic and recession, with a full 
half of campus leaders saying they 
believed their college or universi-
ty should "use this period to make 
difficult but transformative changes 
in its core structure and operations 
to better position itself for long-
term sustainability." About a third 
of presidents said their institution 
should focus more on its strengths 
so it can emerge from the recession 
in a position to grow. Smaller num-
bers of presidents said they hoped 
to ride out the recession and return 
to normal or shrink.

The survey offers some evidence 
of what that re-envisioning might 
look like.

Asked which of a series of poten-
tial revenue-generating or cost-cut-
ting measures they might take in 
response to budgetary concerns in 
the coming months, seeking more 
federal or state support continued 
to top presidents’ lists. But few-
er presidents in June than in April 
said they would try to cultivate new 
donor bases or start or expand 
capital campaigns, suggesting in-
creasing recognition that they may 
struggle to tap traditional sources 
of revenue. A third said they would 
make "unscheduled or larger-than-
planned draws" from their endow-
ments. Only 12 percent said their 
institutions would reconsider their 
tenure policies, although 22 percent 
of private college leaders said that.

Meanwhile, eight in 10 said they 
would "reassess the long-term mix 
of in-person vs. virtual education 
we offer," and 55 percent (up from 
41 percent in April) said they would 
reduce their academic program 
portfolio.

"It looks like institutions will be 
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thinking of more fundamental-
ly changing their cost structure 
through a permanent shift in how 
they deliver education," said Accen-

ture’s Fisher, noting that nearly half 
of presidents said they would not 
reverse new investments they had 
made in online learning resources. 

"This contributes to mounting ev-
idence that the COVID crisis may 
have spurred the shift to an era of 
pervasively hybrid education."         ■
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By Steve Mintz // May 30, 2019 
Data, delivery and curricular design.

Higher Education’s Digital Transformation

VIEWS

MOOCS and beyond.

If higher education is to thrive, 
digital will be a big part of the an-
swer.

We see this already.
Data analytics are beginning to 

drive decision making. Digital de-
livery, whether hybrid or fully on-
line, is allowing institutions to serve 
existing students better while also 
reaching new markets — without 
building new classrooms and labs. 
Digital courseware, interactives, 
virtual labs, and simulations are al-
lowing a growing number of facul-
ty members to personalize instruc-
tion and make it more interactive. 
Mobile computing is making sup-
port services more accessible, al-
lowing instructors to integrate re-
mote learning experiences into 
their courses, and giving students 
opportunities to create digital proj-
ects: podcasts, course websites, 
digital stories, and apps.

Expenditures on higher educa-
tion’s digital transformation are 
more likely to pay off than spend-
ing on facilities, equipment, and 
hardware.

The barriers to this transforma-
tion are great. Expertise, including 
expertise in instructional design 
and technology development, is 
in short supply. Start up costs are 
high. Legacy technologies abound, 
and, as a result, consolidating data 
across multiple silos is a task wor-
thy of Sisyphus.

Vendors prey on institutions 
with promises to good to be true. 
Enterprise software requires ex-
treme customization. Online pro-

gram managers demand onerous 
contracts. Analytics require irre-
trievable historical data.

But the biggest challenge in-
volves mindset. If higher education 
is to truly seize the opportunities 
offered by digital transformation, it 
must become more willing to think 
outside our incumbent boxes.

The digital economy does not 
conform to a traditional nine to 
five weekday schedule, and high-
er education, too, needs to oper-
ate outside its traditional academ-
ic structures and schedules: fixed 
start dates, fifteen week semes-
ters, 3-credit hour courses, and 9-5 
office hours.

Thinking outside these boxes 
isn’t easy. But we already see 
promising alternatives to business 
as usual especially at communi-
ty colleges and fully online institu-
tions: Programs with multiple start 
dates, six week courses, intensive 

boot camps.
A special challenge is providing 

services outside normal business 
hours. But this isn’t impossible. We 
already provide access to library 
and instructional resources 24/7.

Many students are online virtu-
ally all hours of the day and night. 
We need to make sure they have 
digital tools that will allow them 
to communicate with classmates, 
or reach out for academic help, at 
times most convenient to them.

Many faculty might be willing to 
teach at unconventional hours, if 
they can do so online from home.

But digital transformation will 
mean little if it isn’t accompanied 
by innovations in pedagogy.

Medical education provides a 
useful model. Med students, who 
are less and less willing to attend 
standard lecture classes, want an 
education that is more experien-
tial, often taking place outside tra-
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Higher Education’s Digital Transformation (cont.)

es that offer training or instruction, 
but little in the way of substan-
tive discussion, debate, and critical 
thinking in collaboration with col-
leagues.

In other words, if higher educa-
tion’s digital transformation is to 
mark a genuine advance, it needs 
to leverage technologies to en-
hance the elements that make a 
higher education higher: communi-
cation, collaboration, constructive 
feedback, and active engagement 
in a shared experience of inquiry, 
analysis, interpretation, and prob-
lem solving.            ■

of membership and active partici-
pation in an academic community.

We’ve learned what doesn't work 
in a digital environment: Passive 
spectatorship, lack of structure and 
scaffolding, the absence of gen-
uine interaction and personalized 
feedback, and services tailored for 
full-time residential students.

We’ve seen horrors perpetrated 
in the names of access and afford-
ability: Online programs that sub-
stitute “coaches” and “mentors” for 
faculty, courses that consist of little 
more than crude roadmaps to var-
ious Internet resources, and class-

ditional classrooms: in clinical, lab-
oratory, and community settings. 
Their education is increasingly 
technology mediated, involving vir-
tual cadavers and surgical simula-
tions, virtual rounds and even virtu-
al interactions with computer sim-
ulated patients.

To be sure, we must make sure 
that higher education’s digital 
transformation doesn’t come at the 
expense of the essence of a high 
quality educational experience: rich 
relationships with instructors and 
classmates, substantive feedback 
from a genuine expert, and a sense 

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/higher-ed-gamma/higher-education%E2%80%99s-digital-
transformation
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Over the course of days and 
weeks, higher education institu-
tions around the world have moved 
with unparalleled speed and agility 
to serve students and work togeth-
er in the shadow of a global pan-
demic. It’s an open question wheth-
er the crisis cascading throughout 
higher education will persist until, 
or even through, the fall.

In fact, this uncertainty and the 
intense difficulties ahead may be 
the only thing everyone agrees on 
completely. As one exasperated 
colleague told me a few days ago, 
“My problems have problems.”

In spite of the problems, when 
one steps back from the day-to-
day effort, the move to remote 
teaching and learning, research, 
and services was and continues to 
be a remarkable accomplishment. 
What the leap to remote every-
thing lacks in elegance it more than 
makes up in scale. Even though it 
feels like trying to be heard during 
a windstorm, I want to acknowl-
edge and thank the technology 
staff from colleges and universi-
ties who have redefined “above and 
beyond.” These professionals from 
academic technology, IT, instruc-
tional design, libraries and else-
where on campus are literally doing 
whatever it takes to get their insti-
tutions through this crisis.

Their tireless work reminds us 
that technology can no longer be 
seen as a utility working quiet-
ly in the background. Now more 
than ever, technology is a strategic 
asset that is vital to the success of 
every institution.

During one weekend in March, 

it took while the clocks were ticking 
down to “go.” Other campus tech-
nology leaders pointed to the vast 
amount of work their teams had 
completed, even while dealing with 
the anxiety and fear that came with 
a number of infections among stu-
dents and employees.

Still others praised their team’s 
commitment to the well-being of 
their campus community, matched 
only by their creativity in solving 
one intractable problem after an-
other. As campus technology pro-
fessionals worked to exhaustion to 
sustain academic continuity at their 
institutions, a broad range of stress 
fractures quickly appeared. In fact, 
like clockwork, almost every few 
days a new problem would make 
itself known. There have been chal-
lenges with lab courses, test proc-
toring, commencement, privacy 
concerns and the distressing digi-
tal divides that leave some of our 
most vulnerable students strug-
gling with limited or no broadband 
access and/or without appropriate 
devices to engage in learning. Yet 

I invited our Educause communi-
ty members to share their person-
al impressions in emails to me, and 
I was overwhelmed with the re-
sponse. More than one campus 
sent me a long list of work that was 
somehow completed in days, a col-
lection of accomplishments that 
one might expect to find in a three- 
to five-year campus strategic tech-
nology plan -- and an aggressive 
one at that. “Nonstop” work was 
mentioned repeatedly, and I don’t 
think it was meant to be a rhetori-
cal flourish. One representative ex-
pression of gratitude came from 
Paige Francis, vice president for in-
formation technology and chief in-
formation officer at the University 
of Tulsa, who spoke passionately 
about moving all classes to remote 
delivery with "less than 10 hours' 
notice."

Along with the hard work of the 
technology teams involved, faculty 
members and professionals from 
all corners have come together, 
working far outside their comfort 
zones in many instances. Francis, 
along with others who respond-
ed to my invitation to share views, 
went out of her way to acknowledge 
the vital role of some key vendor 
partners, who responded quickly 
to unreasonable timelines without 
upselling. She insists, “It’s a crazy 
time. A scary time. And we are the 
better for all of the folks we sur-
round ourselves with. I am thank-
ful.” Many who wrote me pointed 
out colleagues who canceled va-
cations, paused work on doctoral 
programs and made any number of 
personal sacrifices to do whatever 

By John O'Brien // May 5, 2020 

Technology can no longer be seen as a utility working in the background, 
writes John O’Brien. It’s a strategic asset that’s vital to every institution’s success.

More Than a Lifeline
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at every turn, technology leaders 
and professionals have sought and 
found creative solutions.

In the case of student access, 
an Educause QuickPoll found that 
36 percent of students have found 
it moderately or extremely diffi-
cult to access bandwidth/Wi-Fi, a 
number comparable to the propor-
tion of students (37 percent) who 
have found it moderately/extreme-
ly difficult to access health ser-
vices. Campuses have responded 
quickly and creatively, with 81 per-
cent offering loans of devices and 
options for free or very low cost. 
Half are loaning Wi-Fi hotspots to 
students, and 40 percent are help-
ing students purchase equipment, 
including mailing the equipment 
to them. Many campuses are ex-
panding campus Wi-Fi nodes or 
moving Wi-Fi hotspots to parking 
lots for students who need to con-
nect from there because they don’t 
have necessary connectivity from 
home. In short, even beyond the ini-
tial weeks of the crisis, “whatever it 
takes” continues to be the mantra 
on campus, energized by creativi-
ty and realized thanks to hard work.

Technology professionals will be 
the first to acknowledge that the 
great lift we have seen was made 
possible by many hands work-
ing together across campus. More 
hands are required. Globally, help in 
the form of government support is 
badly needed, in particular for the 
massive technology investments 
that have been so quickly made. 
While $14 billion in federal funding 
has been made available to col-
leges and universities in the United 
States, that is only a fraction of the 
roughly $50 billion requested by 
the higher education community to 
address the pandemic’s effects.

Those resource needs have only 
grown more pressing as clouds 
continue to gather on the horizon 

More Than a Lifeline (cont.)

Post-crisis, digital 
transformation can no lon ger be 

considered an aspirational concept. 
It must be understood as 

an imperative.

“

“

tion through deep and coordinat-
ed shifts in culture, workforce and 
technology. Institutions that were 
already well along on their Dx jour-
ney have found themselves bet-
ter prepared to adapt to the pan-
demic. Post-crisis, Dx can no lon-
ger be considered an aspirational 
concept. It must be understood as 
an imperative. And that well-worn, 
precious notion of technology pro-
fessionals on campuses doing 
work that is only noticed when 
there is an outage? That, too, needs 
to be a thing of the past.

Meanwhile, the work continues. 
We do the right thing to reserve the 
banging of pots and pans or other 
grand expressions of gratitude for 
those amazing health-care profes-
sionals putting themselves at per-
sonal risk during this health crisis. 
Given the long history of technol-
ogists working quietly in the back-
ground, it’s true that our commu-
nity itself isn’t always comfortable 
with shout-outs. It may be time, 
though, for that to change.

Let’s all acknowledge the con-
tribution of our technology experts 
now and honor them going for-
ward by recognizing a critical re-

when it comes to revenue projec-
tions, enrollments, state support 
and any number of other areas. 
Many institutions will not see a path 
to financial sustainability without a 
significant shift in external support. 
The higher education sector stands 
ready to do all it can to help sustain 
student success and help stimu-
late the nation’s economic recov-
ery. To make that possible, the fed-
eral government must provide ad-
ditional funding as well as tax and 
regulatory relief now. It must main-
tain that funding and relief over the 
next several months. And it must 
help institutions help their students 
acquire and maintain the online ac-
cess necessary to ensure they can 
continue learning and earning their 
degrees.

It is inevitable that everything will 
be seen in a new light when the cri-
sis fades and our collective heart 
rate slows. For example, the con-
cept of digital transformation (Dx), 
which has been the focus of cer-
tain colleges and universities, will 
be seen differently post-pandem-
ic. Dx is the work of transforming 
the institution’s operations, strate-
gic directions and value proposi-
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ality that actually existed long be-
fore this crisis: technology is not 
a utility. It is not just a lifeline that 
got us through a tricky situation. 
It is a vital asset, a differentiating 
value and a path to achieving in-
stitutional goals and stability. Not 
just in the future but now, technol-
ogy must increasingly be under-
stood as an integral, strategic part 
of any successful college or uni-
versity.tion through deep and co-
ordinated shifts in culture, work-
force and technology. Institutions 
that were already well along on 
their Dx journey have found them-
selves better prepared to adapt to 
the pandemic. Post-crisis, Dx can 

nity itself isn’t always comfortable 
with shout-outs. It may be time, 
though, for that to change.

Let’s all acknowledge the con-
tribution of our technology experts 
now and honor them going for-
ward by recognizing a critical re-
ality that actually existed long be-
fore this crisis: technology is not a 
utility. It is not just a lifeline that got 
us through a tricky situation. It is a 
vital asset, a differentiating value 
and a path to achieving institution-
al goals and stability. Not just in the 
future but now, technology must 
increasingly be understood as an 
integral, strategic part of any suc-
cessful college or university.           ■

no longer be considered an aspi-
rational concept. It must be under-
stood as an imperative. And that 
well-worn, precious notion of tech-
nology professionals on campus-
es doing work that is only noticed 
when there is an outage? That, too, 
needs to be a thing of the past.

Meanwhile, the work continues. 
We do the right thing to reserve the 
banging of pots and pans or other 
grand expressions of gratitude for 
those amazing health-care profes-
sionals putting themselves at per-
sonal risk during this health crisis. 
Given the long history of technol-
ogists working quietly in the back-
ground, it’s true that our commu-
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By Susan Resneck Pierce // September 22, 2020 

In a time of growing and increasingly complex challenges, too many 
top administrators, leadership teams and boards are focusing on tactics 
rather than strategy, writes Susan Resneck Pierce.

Beyond Incrementalism

dollars provide for a rich collegiate 
experience, not just classroom 
learning.

Many of the presidents with 
whom I talked were dispirited that 
what they had previously thought 
were healthy relationships with 
their faculty colleagues have be-
come fraught with conflict. Some 
attributed the contentiousness to 
the faculty’s dismay in learning 
that, although they have primary 
responsibility for academic mat-
ters, the trustees have ultimate legal 
authority. Many faculty have been 
equally upset to learn that, in times 
of financial exigency, boards aren’t 
required to adhere to the processes 
outlined in faculty handbooks. The 
result: some faculty members are 
now attacking the legality of some 
leadership decisions, while others 
are voting or threatening to vote no 
confidence in their presidents.

Two presidents who prided them-
selves on their collaboration with 
faculty were particularly distraught 
that their faculty colleagues had 

It is common knowledge that 
many colleges and universities face 
growing and increasingly complex 
financial challenges. Many have re-
sponded by incrementally cutting 
expenses and adding new revenue 
streams. But COVID-19 has ren-
dered such incrementalism insuf-
ficient for those countless institu-
tions -- public and private, large and 
small -- that might suffer severe 
cutbacks or even be forced to close 
if the pandemic persists through the 
first semester, the coming academ-
ic year or beyond.

Coping with these trying circum-
stances is more difficult than ever, 
given that past performance can 
no longer predict what may hap-
pen going forward in crucial areas 
like admissions and retention. As 
one president told me, “I’m used to 
making important decisions with 
the best information I have, know-
ing it’s still only partial information, 
but I’m now making daily decisions 
based on no information at all.”

In the last weeks, I’ve had at 
least 20 conversations with deeply 
dispirited college presidents from 
various sectors of higher education 
who have told me confidentially that 
they have never been so exhausted. 
(In the interest of that confidentiali-
ty, I’m not naming them.) They’ve all 
struggled with whether their institu-
tions should resume face-to-face 
education, move totally to remote 
teaching or offer some hybrid ap-
proach. In making those decisions, 
they’ve sought to make their cam-
puses both safe and financially sus-
tainable, although, in all honesty, 

those goals may conflict with one 
another.

Determining how to approach the 
fall semester did not, of course, end 
the continuing need to make other 
equally difficult decisions.

For example, as many people an-
ticipated, not all students are adher-
ing to safety practices. As one friend 
put it, if 18- to 22-year-old students 
are confronted with choosing be-
tween their college’s honor code and 
their hormones, hormones are often 
going to win. And indeed, a number 
of institutions that welcomed stu-
dents back to campus, confronted 
with daunting numbers of positive 
cases, have abruptly pivoted either 
temporarily or in an ongoing way to 
remote learning.

Campuses are contending with 
other pressures. Faculty and staff 
members fearing exposure to the 
virus seek to work remotely. Fami-
lies are worried and complaining on 
social media that safety practices 
on campuses are insufficient. And 
some local residents have protested 
the return of students and prompt-
ed new city ordinances requiring 
masks and social distancing.

Many campuses embracing 
e-learning are now struggling with 
student demands for reduced tu-
ition and fees as well as financial 
relief for students who had leased 
off-campus housing expecting they 
would be taking in-person classes. 
The counterargument that remote 
education is costlier than face-to-
face education is not persuasive 
to students enrolled at residential 
campuses who believe that tuition 
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turned on them. When one became 
president more than a decade ago, 
the institution was on the brink of 
closure. Since then, he’s worked 
closely with the faculty to create and 
practice shared governance. He’s 
spent a great deal of time with stu-
dents. In recent years, this universi-
ty’s situation improved dramatically, 
as it obtained healthy enrollments, 
annual surpluses, an enhanced rep-
utation and a transformed physical 
campus. But because the institution 
has depended on robust numbers 
of international students, indicators 
are that enrollment will drop signifi-
cantly this fall. To cover the antici-
pated multimillion-dollar deficit, the 
institution has suspended retire-
ment contributions and frozen all 
hiring. The president explained his 
stress this way: because of these 
recent actions, seemingly overnight, 
he is no longer viewed as the insti-
tutional savior but as a villain.

The second president, too, has 
worked collaboratively with the fac-
ulty for her eight years, also em-
phasizing shared governance in 
the strategic planning process and 
involving faculty, staff and students 
in shaping the institution’s budget. 
She has routinely included faculty 
members in trustee retreats. She 
has raised lots of money for facul-
ty positions and programs. Yet de-
spite recently signing a new multi-
year contract, she plans to make 
this year her last. Her motivation for 
leaving: a portion of the faculty is 
vilifying her in the local press and on 
social media for various COVID-re-
lated decisions. She is especially 
stung that even though no tenured 
and tenure-track faculty have been 
laid off, not one of those who once 
praised her has come to her de-
fense. Instead, many have signed a 
public letter denouncing her as in-
competent.

All this said, I should also add 

that some presidents had nothing 
but praise for their faculty and staff 
colleagues, saying that the COVID 
crisis had led to new levels of col-
laboration. And they admired the 
resilience and commitment of fac-
ulty, staff and students to adapting 
to the new realities.

Most of the presidents I’ve inter-
acted with have also been grap-
pling with another almost unprece-
dented challenge: how to deal with 
the emerging demands of various 
campus constituencies that their 
institution immediately provide 
significant support to eradicating 
systemic racism and other social 
inequities on their campuses -- as 
well as to improving the living con-
ditions and opportunities of those 
beyond the campus.

Several presidents spoke of the 
letters along those lines that faculty 
members at universities as presti-
gious as the University of Chicago, 
Dartmouth College and Princeton 
University have signed. These pres-
idents all applauded the goals of the 
protestors and those articulated in 
statements from members of their 
campus community. A number ob-
served that their institution’s com-
mitment to diversity and inclusion 
had, in fact, led to significantly more 
diversified boards, senior leadership 
teams and student bodies. But they 
all said they were unsure how much 
they could actually do right now 
when they must cut rather than add 
new positions and new programs at 
their institutions.

Many were unsettled by being 
presented with demands in areas 
for which they had neither respon-
sibility nor authority. Several not-
ed that members of their campus 
community did not understand 
that presidents alone cannot rede-
sign the curriculum (for which the 
faculty has primary responsibility), 
cannot unilaterally decide to spend 

money from the endowment (which 
is ultimately a board decision) and 
cannot simply by wishing it be so 
diversify their faculty.

Tactics, Not Strategy
What most concerned me in my 

conversations with these presi-
dents, however -- and what I believe 
may be the most fundamental issue 
-- was how many top administra-
tors and apparently their leadership 
teams and boards are focusing on 
tactics rather than strategy. Under-
standably, most presidents have 
been preoccupied with how their 
campus should function this fall. 
As a result, they unfortunately also 
have not in a deliberate way been 
thinking about the long-term, stra-
tegic implications of the tactical de-
cisions they are now making. Rath-
er, almost all have been engaging 
in some sort of magical thinking: if 
only we can get through the fall se-
mester, things will somehow return 
to normal.

Although most presidents who 
reopened their campuses told me 
they would probably shut it down if 
they had a COVID outbreak, very few 
said they and their colleagues had 
analyzed in depth the financial and 
reputational implications of such a 
closure. I was also struck by how 
few campuses had engaged in tac-
tical scenario planning beyond this 
fall semester, anticipating the pos-
sibility that COVID-19 will negative-
ly impact the entire academic year 
and perhaps several more.

In addition, most presidents told 
me they simply didn’t have the 
bandwidth now to consider -- much 
less to consult robustly with oth-
er administrators, faculty, students 
and trustees about -- what it would 
mean for their institution truly to 
make, and not just give lip service 
to, a long-term commitment to ra-
cial equity and social justice. Those 
communicating mainly through vid-
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eo calls saw that as a further im-
pediment.

So how should presidents begin 
to think strategically about the con-
tent and the pedagogy of the educa-
tion their institutions will offer going 
forward? How should they lead their 
institutions to take concrete steps 
to eliminate systemic inequities on 
their campuses? How can they fa-
cilitate a commitment to combat 
racism not only on their campuses 
but also in their local communities 
and beyond? How can they manage 
all this as many face daily threats to 
their institution’s financial health?

My own answer to these sorts of 
questions is, that despite the tyran-
ny of today’s immediate, this is a 
time when presidents, in collabora-
tion with their campus community 
and their trustees, should lead a re-
view of how they can fulfill their in-
stitutional mission post-COVID -- or 
even whether that mission needs to 
be revised.

Some of the presidents with 
whom I talked, along with sever-
al trustees and faculty members, 
have inspired the following sugges-
tions for how at least some campus 
leaders may begin to think about 
the future. I want to emphasize that 
none of these approaches pertain to 
all institutions. I also want to make 
it clear that I have long advocated 
for the value of a residential college 
experience, recognizing that a great 
deal of important learning does take 
place outside the classroom, for 
example in conversations among 
students, faculty and staff and in 
an array of co-curricular activities. 
And so I am mindful that many of 
the following suggestions envision 
a very different model.

Move even more online. Sev-
eral presidents confided that they 
had long wanted to advance on-
line learning but could not over-
come faculty resistance to the idea. 

The spring semester, they told me, 
has changed that dynamic. Many 
praised their faculty colleagues for 
their commitment to learning how 
to teach remote classes effective-
ly and the pleasure many of them 
took in doing so. Those presidents 
believe that online teaching will help 
them address growing concerns 
about costs and encourage admis-
sions, persistence, improved grad-
uation rates and accelerated times 
to degrees. Several presidents 
believe that many students, even 
those who are residential because 
they want the college experience I 
describe above, will nevertheless 
prefer to take at least some class-
es online. To that end, they are re-
designing all classrooms to enable 
every student going forward to take 
classes in person, online asynchro-
nously or, in some instances, both.

New online options could also at-
tract and retain students who might 
otherwise forgo college. In addition, 
traditional-age students could rou-
tinely take online courses during 
the summer, while on study abroad, 
during an internship or co-op expe-
rience, or even as an overload. Insti-
tutions might also consider extend-
ing the geographical online reach of 
programs of strength. International 

students who previously attended 
or would have attended American 
universities might now be amena-
ble -- given travel restrictions and 
financial concerns -- to earning 
their degrees from these same in-
stitutions remotely.

Rethink goals in light of demo-
graphic realities, concerns about 
costs and shifting student inter-
ests. Some institutions with large 
commuter populations have been 
seeking to become more resi-
dential by building additional res-
idence halls and creating a more 
vibrant campus life for residential 
students. Those institutions might 
now instead focus on ensuring that 
commuter students are appropri-
ately supported. They might work 
with commuter students to deter-
mine what sort of activities are of 
interest to and value to them, rec-
ognizing that many commuters 
work full-time, have families and 
are older than the traditional resi-
dential student.

Reconceptualize and streamline 
institutional structures to better 
serve faculty and student realities. 
As David Rosowsky and Bridget 
Keegan recently suggested, institu-
tions might want to abandon the de-
partmental model and move either 

Despite the tyran ny of today’s 
immediate pressure, this is a time when 

presidents, in collabora tion with their campus 
community and their trustees, should lead a 

re view of how they can fulfill their in stitutional 
mission post-COVID -- or even whether that 

mission needs to be revised.
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to divisional or new interdisciplinary 
structures. And even if campuses 
wish to preserve the departmental 
model, they might encourage and 
support faculty efforts to create 
new interdisciplinary programs. For 
example, the University of Puget 
Sound, where I served as president 
for 11 years, now offers a bioeth-
ics program that, according to the 
catalog, “encompasses work in the 
fields of biology, natural science, 
neuroscience, religion, philosophy, 
literature, sociology, psychology, 
politics, economics and business.”

Consolidate student support ser-
vices. Many institutions have creat-
ed one-stop shopping for students, 
co-locating such areas as financial 
aid, student accounts, the registrar, 
advising, the writing center and ca-
reer services. Institutions should 
also consider partnering with other 
institutions to create a shared ser-
vices model and/or to partner in 
terms of academic programs. Such 
efforts have in the past been elusive 
for many campuses because one 
or more of the potential partners 
have significant liabilities. Others 
have faltered because of a failure 
to agree on matters of governance, 
the location and even the name of 
a new partnership entity. But now is 
the moment to decide to function in 
ways that will better serve students 
and more effectively use human 
and financial resources.

Embrace the virtue of the out-
of-doors. Colleges in temperate 
climates might emulate other insti-
tutions that have equipped outdoor 
spaces with Wi-Fi to create socially 

distanced classrooms and dining 
facilities as well as safer venues for 
students to study solely or in small 
groups. Post-COVID, such colleges 
should continue to offer such spac-
es.

Budget for mission, with long-
term strategies in mind. In addi-
tion, as painful as it probably will 
be, institutions with huge COVID-re-
lated deficits should engage in 
zero-based budgeting in order to 
direct resources to areas that are 
mission-critical and adequately 
staff programs with high student 
enrollments. As one president de-
scribed this shift in reallocating 
resources, the board is not chang-
ing the nature of the institution but 
rather seeking to fund the institution 
it has become.

Address systemic racism, sex-
ism, homophobia and other bi-
ases. Perhaps most important, 
presidents, leadership teams and 
trustees must listen and be open 
to suggestions from members of 
the campus community, particular-
ly those who have historically been 
subject to and harmed by such bi-
ases. Campuses should work to 
diversify the faculty and staff at all 
levels and to institute policies that 
ensure equity and inclusion. Areas 
in need of being addressed include 
hiring practices, tenure and promo-
tion policies, the curriculum, and fi-
nancial aid.

Administrators should ensure 
that faculty and staff members 
from underrepresented groups ar-
en’t exploited by the expectation 
that they serve as diversity repre-

sentatives on committees and as 
mentors/advisers to larger than 
normal numbers of students (a role 
that they should be applauded for 
fulfilling but that should also be rec-
ognized and rewarded accordingly). 
In addition, institutions will need to 
contend with their own histories if 
those histories are rife with bigotry.

While focusing on such strategic 
questions today may seem at first 
overwhelming, I urge presidents to 
begin to take steps toward doing 
so, first by listening and then by 
working together with colleagues, 
students and, as appropriate, trust-
ees to identify, prioritize, develop 
and implement concrete actions. 
For such conversations to result in 
positive change, presidents must 
be clear from the outset about who 
ultimately will be responsible for 
making which decisions, what crite-
ria they will use and what resources 
are available so that those who are 
offering ideas are informed from the 
beginning about what is possible.

Ultimately, despite all the chal-
lenges, presidents must, through 
collaboration and genuine com-
munication, lead their faculty, ad-
ministrators and students to focus 
on not only what their institution is 
today but also what it can and will 
be. They must put in place planning 
processes that allow their institution 
to pivot so as not only to survive but 
also thrive in ways that are true to 
their core values and goals. In other 
words, they must think beyond the 
current crises and, while responding 
to the needs of the moment, think 
and act strategically for the future. ■
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Any way you slice it, this fall 
is going to be hard on everyone. 
Higher education institutions are 
desperate for some tuition revenue, 
but we all know we are not offering 
the usual college experience. So 
far, most of us are planning some 
combination of:

 ■ Fewer students on campus. 
Some institutions (like the Uni-
versity of Texas) are simply of-
fering the option of taking re-
mote classes only (but with no 
reduced tuition), while others 
(like Bowdoin College) are only 
letting first-year students come 
to campus along with a few se-
nior honors thesis students and 
those who have home situations 
that make online learning nearly 
impossible. Stanford University 
plans to rotate students with half 
on the campus for one quarter 
and then another half the next.

 ■ Fewer students in class. Many 
campuses have made all large 
classes online only and are re-
ducing the capacity of rooms. 
Students spaced six feet apart 
and wearing masks has led to its 
own set of concerns about ped-
agogy: what kind of active learn-
ing will work, for example. But 
recent analysis suggests that 
colleges are massively overes-
timating how many students 
they can safely have in spaces. A 
Cornell study found that colleges 
should be planning for only 13 to 
24 percent of capacity. A Califor-
nia Institute of Technology study 
assumed eight feet of distance, 

those. Before you say no, consider 
the following:

 ■ What you are currently consider-
ing is already a lot of extra work, 
is motivated by a potential bud-
getary collapse, is unappealing to 
almost everyone, could fail terri-
bly and will increase inequity.

 ■ Really big ideas are iterative. 
None of these are fully baked, 
and all will need adaptation to 
your campus and students. 
Many could be combined, and 
maybe only a piece of some-
thing will work for you.

 ■ Yes, these ideas might fail, but 
everything we are trying comes 
with risk. Which is most likely to 
prepare your institution for suc-
cess this fall and in a few years? 
Try first asking, “How might we 
make this work?” and generate 

since longer proximity demands 
more distance and airflow is un-
certain. The researchers con-
cluded that 11 percent was the 
maximum safe capacity, which 
allows for only 16 students in 
a 149-seat, 2,000 square-foot 
classroom.

 ■ Social isolation outside class. 
Students can expect singles, 
bathroom assignments, boxed 
meals and severe restrictions 
that they won’t like. But in the 
words of the most recent aca-
demic mathematical models: 
“It is extremely important that 
students refrain from all contact 
outside of academic and resi-
dential settings.”

What that means for students is 
less incentive to come, and if they 
do come (and pay with no refund 
option), the prospect of isolation 
and quarantine on top of a compro-
mised education. For faculty mem-
bers, that means some combination 
of virtual and face-to-face teach-
ing (i.e., more work) and preparation 
even in small classes for some stu-
dents in quarantine and online for 
some of the semester.

Part of the problem is that we al-
ways want to replicate rather than 
innovate. Forget about the past. 
This disruption is real and mas-
sive. It is time for campus leaders 
to look at some wilder ideas -- even 
some beyond the 15 scenarios 
Joshua Kim and Edward Maloney 
have proposed -- although a few 
of my suggestions are updates of 

By José Antonio Bowen // July 20, 2020 

It's time for campus leaders to start generating more innovative 
options for fall 2020, which means considering some wilder ideas, 
argues José Antonio Bowen, who offers some suggestions.
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a few more detailed alternatives 
for your campus. Then decide 
which two or three to pursue in 
greater detail.

 ■ Yes, time is short, but the situ-
ation is also changing quickly: 
What will you do if your state 
demands a two-week quaran-
tine for students coming from 
California, Arizona, Texas or 
Florida? Is your campus already 
reporting COVID cases in staff 
and students? Now is the time 
to start generating more options, 
like the following:

No. 1: Quarantined residential 
learning communities. Groups of 
families are deciding they can co-
operate and quarantine together: 
after two weeks of individual quar-
antine, they remove the social bar-
riers between their households 
and act like one extended fami-
ly. Similarly, small groups of facul-
ty, staff and students could live to-
gether in isolated clusters for a few 
weeks or an entire semester with-
out social distancing after testing 
or a short quarantine. Think of this 
like one of the 38 Oxford colleges: 
an isolated social and education-
al unit as part of a larger university. 
Students might need to isolate in 
dorm units, but faculty could quar-
antine at home.

This unit would have no need 
for low density. Students could eat, 
sleep, party and have sex togeth-
er. Some older dorms have their 
own dining halls, but a housing unit 
could also eat in its own group shift 
in the main dining hall without re-
strictions. Even double rooms, with 
some reserved singles for quaran-
tine, perhaps, might be fine. Faculty 
who were willing and able to live 
in the dorm might teach a double 
load for a semester (or perhaps a 
shorter block within the semes-
ter of four or eight weeks) and then 

be off the next block. (They would 
have to pledge to self-isolate when 
away from the campus to be most 
safe.) As is the case at Oxford and 
Cambridge, individual colleges 
would offer limited subjects, but 
students could take virtual courses 
from any other part of the universi-
ty. But this way, they would at least 
get some of the other social bene-
fits of college and some great face-
to-face classes.

The advantages would include 
almost full capacity and full rev-
enue. People would have to so-
cial distance when they leave their 
dorms but would get to social-
ize within their cohort. If the en-
tire campus is isolated in this way, 
then after two weeks, larger groups 
could be allowed to mix -- de-
pending on the risk your institution 
wants to take.

This model would also work for 
graduate students in the same 
program. The incoming cohort of 
physics or history Ph.D.s will take 
some group of courses togeth-
er anyway. Building a cohort might 
even increase retention and a sense 
of community.

No. 2: Big-problem interdisci-
plinary seminars. Offering a cou-
ple of larger interdisciplinary cours-
es would create engagement, rele-
vance and focus; allow for small 
group projects and experienc-
es; and build community through 
shared experiences for students. It 
would allow for high-quality, asyn-
chronous video content combined 
with synchronous small group, 
high-touch faculty and student in-
teractions.

This is work that can be divid-
ed and shared. Not everyone has to 
design and teach every part of the 
course. If individual faculty are re-
cording only a few lecture videos a 
semester, they can be really good, 
and not everyone would have to or 

would want to do what is a highly 
specialized skill.

Imagine every student on cam-
pus taking one of three or four 
big ideas courses (or even just 
one big course on the pandemic). 
Individual faculty could still super-
vise small groups doing individual 
projects. The planning could also 
be done virtually in large interdis-
ciplinary committees. Many of us 
have now attended a virtual con-
ference, and students routinely use 
social media and other virtual tools 
to think about how to solve large 
social problems.

Such an interdisciplinary sem-
inar could focus on racial equity. 
Plenty of naysayers might say that 
chemistry or engineering is im-
mune from such issues, but what 
would happen if you really looked 
at the potential for how everyone 
feels in these classes? Why are cer-
tain diseases and projects funded? 
Who benefits? How might science 
be done more equitably?

Again, not everyone has to de-
sign an entire semester of materi-
al, but could you change your cam-
pus culture and curriculum going 
forward if the science faculty fo-
cused on two weeks of content but 
spent the rest of the semester in-
volved in this collaborative explo-
ration? I challenge you to think of a 
more important or transformative 
project for your institution.

You could go even further and 
create a single campus seminar or 
focus virtually all the fall curricu-
lum on race and equity. You would 
probably still want to offer a few 
other required courses for majors, 
but you could design a large course 
for everyone that tackles a problem 
that virtually everyone thinks mat-
ters right now. Groups of biology or 
history majors could work on their 
own projects, but the institution 
would make a bold commitment 
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to something that is engaging and 
important. What about how to do 
campus policing and public safety 
more equitably? Such topics could 
also be the focus of a new gap year 
program, as I describe next.

No. 3: Structured gap years. Gap 
years (and structured group in-
ternships) have been growing in 
popularity and often result in stu-
dents who return to campus with 
more focus and maturity. They 
were fourth in the Inside Higher Ed  
survey of what appealed to students 
for this fall and should get more  
attention.

Gap years struggle at the con-
cept level, because we think of 
them as lots of disparate individual 
events without a revenue stream. 
But if colleges designed them, both 
problems could be eliminated. 
Could you charge students a small 
amount and then hire them out to 
do work for someone else? Yes, if 
you really provide value and struc-
ture. And if you priced it right, fed-
eral aid might cover it. Could you 
combine some existing data ana-
lytics, leadership, sociology or pub-
lic policy course with a problem 
that your community might be fac-
ing and let students work on it for 
a year? There are countless new 
local COVID-19 problems to add to 
all of the existing ones.

You might also be able to house 
students while they do such work. 
That wouldn’t solve the densi-
ty problem, but for many campus-
es, underenrollment this fall may, 
in fact, be the problem. If keeping 
students away but engaged is the 
goal, then a gap year should be vir-
tual.

Champlain College is charging 
about a third of its $21,000 tuition 
for a six-credit Virtual Gap Program 
described as “a semester-long, in-
spiring journey into academic col-
lege life, holistic well-being, and 

finding meaning through virtual in-
ternship and service experiences.” 
The Global Citizen Academy of-
fers leadership training and usual-
ly a global fellowship, but this year 
it will be virtual.

No. 4: Virtual and global part-
nerships. Thanks to the internet, 
forming a global network and hav-
ing conversations with people on 
the ground in different countries is 
certainly much easier than visiting 
those countries these days. Faculty 
already have connections around 
the world; perhaps those connec-
tions could be used to create some 
student projects with a partner uni-
versity, organization or even cor-
poration somewhere far away. For 
example, many English-speaking 
students attend Indian universities, 
and India also has a growing num-
ber of new liberal arts universities 
and a shortage of faculty.

This could be a simple virtual ex-
change program, with professors 
swapping teaching assignments in 
another country. More complicated 
but better would be to use this op-
portunity to create much more di-
verse classrooms. Most campus-
es suffer from some problematic 
homogeneity in classroom discus-
sions -- students are from similar 

places, backgrounds or academic 
orientations.

Normally, we think of local when 
we look for partnerships or consor-
tium, and there is a benefit in shar-
ing services, academic support or 
course design with another institu-
tion. But with more classes going 
virtual, you could pick a partner in-
stitution or two that has a comple-
mentary mission but is across the 
state, country or planet. If your stu-
dent population is too homoge-
neous, find an institution that has 
different students. Partner with a 
historically Black college or univer-
sity, a Hispanic-serving institution 
or an institution that serves a dif-
ferent region, age or demographic. 
That will indeed create new prob-
lems, but it might also increase 
learning.

The Stevens Initiative of the 
Aspen Institute has resources 
(and even grants) to help you get 
started. It might just be a single 
project, like the COVID-19 Virtual 
Global Design Challenge that the 
Johns Hopkins University Center 
for Bioengineering Innovation and 
Design created this spring (with 
over 200 teams) or IREX’s Global 
Solutions Sustainability Challenge, 
which uses a project-based learn-

Part of the problem is that 
we al ways want to replicate rather than 
innovate. Forget about the past. This 

disruption is real and mas sive. 

“

“
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ing model. You could look to share 
a course and create more diverse 
discussion groups or find a partner 
institution that already uses your 
learning management system -- 
although with Zoom as a common 
format for so many classes, this 
approach is much easier lift than 
you might imagine.

No. 5: Relationship-first hybrids.  
One common model for hybrid 
distance graduate programs is to 
start by bringing people together 
first; these are sometimes called 
low-residency programs. The key  
is that they usually start with a 
people living together for perhaps 
a week or two, so they can get to 
know each other. As has been 
noted about this spring: relation-
ships already formed in person 
are easier to continue online. Low-
residency programs were designed 
to allow an international group 
to meet with each other, become 
friends and then leave but still learn 
together while dispersed all over 
the world. During a time of trav-
el restrictions, that won’t work, but 
the idea might be adapted to our 
need to limit physical interactions, 
even if we live near each other.

In this model, you could meet 
your students where they are -- 
literally. You already know where 
your students live -- in which cit-
ies, if you are a national institution, 
or which neighborhoods, if you are 

a local one. You might simply cre-
ate neighborhood or local “cohorts” 
of students who could get together 
physically to create some relation-
al bonds. Let students know who is 
already around them at your insti-
tution.

To create true relationship-first 
hybrid courses (probably mostly 
for regional institutions, but think 
also about your feeder schools), 
students would get together ini-
tially in groups physically with the 
professor. That would require so-
cial distancing, but being together 
physically, even for just a day, can 
create a sense of connection. You 
could use your largest spaces and 
rotate who comes when.

For the first day of class (and 
perhaps once every two weeks or 
once a month after that), groups 
would meet in person and then 
spend the rest of the time online. 
Online groups can create a similar 
sense of community, but for those 
of us who teach mostly face-to-
face, this might be a safe and easy 
way to simulate the positive feel-
ings of community that we took 
into our online transition this past 
spring. For commuter campuses 
or community colleges, for exam-
ple, this could significantly improve 
student engagement.

From Tactical to Strategic
A crisis always shifts short-term 

attention to the tactical -- or “busi-

ness continuity,” or how we keep 
doing what we were doing. But 
strategy is about what will improve 
our odds to thrive into the future.

Now is an important time to ask 
strategic questions like: Which of 
our courses and degree programs 
can really only be taught residen-
tially, and which might now be 
moved -- and even improved -- on-
line? That does not mean the end of 
residential education; the value of 
community has only been affirmed 
by the pandemic. But we have also 
learned that working from home 
can sometimes be more productive 
than in person and that well-de-
signed online learning can be ef-
fective. You have new data, market 
conditions, assumptions and be-
haviors to consider.

Your planning time for fall is 
short, but at least some portion 
of your time and some collective 
group on your campus needs to 
be thinking wildly outside the box 
right now. You need options. You 
also need to be thinking about the 
bigger what-if scenarios and the 
“how might we” questions. Try a 
pilot program of something -- any-
thing -- new this fall, just in case 
your attempts to recreate fall 2019 
fail. Strategy is the art of sacrifice. 
What do you need to be consider-
ing now that can also improve your 
odds for success years into the fu-
ture?         ■
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The COVID-19 pandemic is buf-
feting planning and magnifying fi-
nancial pressures for every insti-
tution of higher education. Most 
institutions are now projecting se-
vere threats to revenue from re-
duced enrollment (among both 
new and returning students), lower 
contributions and grants, and pre-
cipitous declines in everything 
from executive education to sum-
mer camps. Expense-side burdens 
include increased aid to support 
students with higher needs due to 
widespread employment disrup-
tion; the return of spring room and 
board funds; downward pressure 
on tuition; and higher costs for in-
structional design and technolo-
gy, facilities cleaning and employ-
ee health insurance.

COVID both exacerbates and 
accelerates many challenges that 
private colleges were already fac-
ing while also creating new ones. 
As a result, the trustees of private 
colleges are being challenged as 
never before to be mission-driven, 
clear about institutional priorities, 
tough-minded in assessing their 
risks and available options, and 
open-minded to various forms of 
restructuring -- mergers, joint ven-
tures, teach-out partnerships and 
even dissolutions.

Unfortunately, few private col-
leges have experience in deal-
ing with these issues. However, 
as we at SeaChange describe in 
Navigating the Storms: A Primer 
for Private College Trustees, they 
can learn from the deeper experi-
ence of other types of nonprofits -- 

tress causes an institution to lose 
the capacity to make wise choices 
and the time to act on them. That 
can result in exposing current stu-
dents to unacceptable risk. It can 
mean needless damage to small 
towns and rural communities 
where the sudden closure of even 
a small or struggling college does 
great damage to the social and 
economic fabric. It can create diffi-
cult moral dilemmas, as struggling 
institutions balance their need to 
attract new students with the pos-
sibility that they may not be able 
to serve those students through to 
graduation. It can expose trustees 
to personal liability. In bankruptcy, 
everybody loses as scarce charita-
ble assets are squandered on legal 
and transaction costs.

Equally tragic are institutions 
that -- although limping along -- 
are too weak to offer effective or 

social service agencies, hospitals, 
cultural institutions -- that have 
faced similar issues. Although pri-
vate nonprofit colleges seldom 
self-identify as nonprofits, they 
share fundamental features -- 
cost-minus funding, cost disease, 
zero-sum revenues and the ev-
er-present danger of a run on the 
bank -- while being more complex 
in their uniquely competitive mar-
ket, shared governance, alumni, 
deep connection to place and com-
plex regulatory framework.

The worst practices that lead 
to distress and failure for colleges 
and nonprofits are also similar. 
Most important are an absence of 
explicit and realistic scenario plan-
ning, an insufficient level of back-
ground knowledge and context 
among trustees, a lack of timely 
and actionable information at the 
appropriate level of detail during a 
crisis, and the scourge of magical 
thinking. (The state attorney gen-
eral letters with respect to Mount 
Ida College and the Cooper Union 
should be mandatory reading for 
all college trustees. For tradition-
al nonprofits, fundraising domi-
nates magical thinking; in the col-
lege context it’s enrollment, new 
programs and technology.)

Private colleges must also ac-
cept that even strong leader-
ship and disciplined risk manage-
ment do not guarantee survival. 
Restructurings and reorganizations 
-- consolidations, mergers and ac-
quisitions, divestments, orderly 
teach-outs, wind-downs -- will be 
inevitable. But it is tragic when dis-
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In this tumultuous period, colleges must be open-minded to various forms 
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efficient educational programs and 
use whatever resources they can 
muster for mere survival. This can 
mean hollowing out student ser-
vices, staffing, class size, the mix 
of programs or composition of the 
student body.

To avoid this fate, colleges wish-
ing to explore various forms of re-
structuring in response to the 
COVID crisis should consider the 
elements of the exploration pro-
cess that have proven successful 
for their nonprofit brethren.

 ■ A foundation of shared under-
standing. A common under-
standing among trustees and 
leadership about institution’s 
mission, operating environment, 
strengths, weaknesses and 
business model.

 ■ Proactive, empowered leader-
ship. Trustees -- particularly 
those with for-profit merger and 
acquisition experience -- seldom 
appreciate how long the explo-
ration process takes. Higher ed-
ucation institutions often start 
too late without even knowing 
it. Starting too late is the single 
greatest reason for failure.

 ■ Mission alignment. Unless the 
mission-related benefits of a 
potential transaction are signif-
icant, mutually acknowledged 
and constantly communicated, 
the process is unlikely to reach a 
successful conclusion. The pri-
macy of mission often allows an 
institution to quickly identify one 
or two preferred partners with-
out exhaustive research. Most 
institutions already know their 
likely partners well.

 ■ Cultural compatibility. A trans-
action that leaves people deep-
ly demoralized will generally be 
unsuccessful. While staff are 
seldom enthusiastic, even when 

The trustees of private colleges 
are being challenged as never before 

to be mission-driven, clear about institutional 
priorities, tough-minded in assessing their 

risks and available options.

“

“

the status quo is dire, strong 
leadership in support of a mis-
sion-aligned transaction can 
usually bring them along pro-
vided that transaction has been 
well thought through and the in-
stitutions share similar cultures.

 ■ Sensitivity around language. 
Language often becomes a 
source of confusion and need-
less friction. “Acquisition,” “take-
over” and “merger” can be load-
ed terms. “Union,” “integration,” 
“combination,” “partnership” or 
“collaboration” should take their 
place and will do a lot to build 
trust. The legal structure of a 
transaction should not dictate 
the language used to describe it 
in nonlegal settings.

 ■ Financial awareness, not sin-
gle-mindedness. Financial con-
siderations are, of course, im-
portant. The benefits often come 
from a reduction in identifiable 
redundancies in overhead func-
tions, as well as in areas like real 
estate, insurance or technology. 
But they are generally not a suf-
ficient reason to pursue a trans-
action in the absence of mission 
alignment.

 ■ Outside support. Experienced 
practitioners can help provide le-
gal, consulting, communication 
and facilitation services to help 
navigate the process. Many non-
profit-to-nonprofit discussions 
benefit greatly if the parties se-
lect and jointly retain a neutral 
facilitator.

 ■ An appropriate pace. Protracted 
discussions can be exhausting 
for all parties and potentially de-
stabilizing as word gets around 
that something is afoot. The 
passage of time also reduces 
degrees of freedom and resourc-
es if it turns out that the original 
transaction does not pan out.

 ■ A commitment to celebration. 
The end point of a transaction 
should be celebrated. This might 
be through an event, a jointly 
signed letter, a webinar or a vid-
eo. Even a transaction that could 
never be celebrated as success, 
given the circumstances, should 
be reconsidered positively in 
light of other options and alter-
natives.

Judging Success
Research about the overall suc-

cess rate of nonprofit restructur-
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ings and reorganizations has been 
limited, although several books 
and articles have recently been 
published in the area of higher ed-
ucation. Generally speaking, tak-
ing such actions is viewed with 
deep suspicion. Perhaps that’s 
because of a visceral feeling 
among many people in academe 
that events like mergers (and the 
associated language) are part of 
the objectionable corporatization 
of the higher education sector -- 
and that any decision not to con-
tinue as is somehow reflects fail-
ure. That is ironic, given that those 
events are more often the sign of 
mission-driven governance by 
those who take their duty of obe-

dience seriously in the face of ob-
jective circumstances.

Some commentators also sug-
gest that an exploration that does 
not lead to a completed transac-
tion is, by definition, a failure. But 
that is not true. Provided that the 
process is disciplined, the explo-
ration of a transaction, even if it is 
not completed, can be a very ef-
ficient form of strategic planning 
and self-assessment.

In our experience, the vast ma-
jority of organizations that get 
the process right believe -- when 
asked two or more years after their 
reorganization has been complet-
ed -- that the transaction met 
or exceeded their expectations. 

There is no reason to believe that 
the situation in higher education 
should be any different.

The Will to Act
Fortunately, courageous, mis-

sion-driven trustees still have time 
to avoid letting the institutions they 
govern fall into distressed or zom-
bie states. Higher education lead-
ers have long promised students 
-- particularly first-generation and 
low-income students -- that col-
lege is important, an investment 
that will pay off and a ticket to the 
American dream. They owe it to 
those students to keep that prom-
ise front and center as they make 
tough decisions over the weeks, 
months and years ahead.        ■
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