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A year into the pandemic, many institutions are finally beginning to see the  

light at the end of the tunnel. With many states re-opening and record numbers 

of vaccines being distributed, campuses are showing cautious optimism for 

returning to in-person learning. As institutions look towards the future,  

however, it’s becoming increasingly clear that our ‘return to normal’ will be quite 

different than before with the digital transformation of institutions becoming 

increasingly important. 

While survey results from Inside Higher Ed’s 2021 Survey of College and University Presidents show leaders are 

optimistic about their future financial stability, only 46% strongly agreed that they were able to “implement some 

positive, long-lasting institutional changes during the pandemic.” The survey also highlighted how only 68% of 

leaders strongly or somewhat agree they have the “right tools and processes” to respond quickly to needed 

changes. As institutions develop their plan for financial stability for the future and beyond, having the right tools 

in place becomes more important now than ever. 

As a global leader in expense and invoice automation technology, Emburse Chrome River has worked with 

educational institutions worldwide, including some of the largest and most prestigious public and private 

universities in the U.S. We enable these organizations to manage expenses with greater levels of automation and 

accuracy than ever before. Users can submit pre-approval requests for funds, and once approved, have these 

funds delivered on a virtual prepaid card, which is automatically restricted to the spend levels and categories 

requested. Faculty and students can use virtual cards on their mobile phones—often eliminating the need to 

touch merchants’ card terminals—and then capture receipt images and submit expenses in real time. More 

importantly during these times, Chrome River enables institutions to effectively control spend as well as work 

from anywhere. Administrators can automatically enforce expense policy thereby eliminating the potential for 

inadvertent or deliberate out-of-policy expenses. Analytics capabilities give institutions insight, enabling timely 

and informed decisions.

Throughout the past year, we’ve helped many organizations begin the process towards their own digital 

transformation, starting with invoice and expense automation.  We’ve also seen the vast changes institutions 

have been compelled to make, forever transforming the educational landscape. While the future is still uncertain, 

it has been inspiring to witness the strength and resilience of institutions worldwide. We hope the following 

resources will be useful as your institution moves forward and gets back to normal in a whole new way.

Robin Hanselman  

VP Sales, Vertical Markets  

Emburse Chrome River

Our New Normal

www.chromeriver.com

http://www.chromeriver.com
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Introduction

The pandemic has been a huge shock for American higher education. Every col-
lege has been affected. But now colleges and universities are seeing the end of 
the pandemic in sight. Many are hoping for a normal – or somewhat normal – fall 
semester.  

This raises an interesting question for colleges. Which practices that they adopt-
ed to save money and to be more efficient during the pandemic should they keep 
now? Some colleges have actually thrived – at least financially – during the last 
year. Others have struggled. The articles in this booklet examine the strategies of 
colleges and universities during this last year – and moving forward.   

Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover these issues. We welcome your feedback on 
this booklet and ideas for future coverage.  

–The Editors 
editor@insidehighered.com

mailto:editor%40insidehighered.com?subject=


Learn more at chr.om/education

Emburse Chrome River provides industry-leading Expense and Invoice 
management software, purpose-built for today’s higher education & research 
institutions. Organizations are able to handle employee (and non-employee) 
reimbursements, pre-approvals, cash advances, card program reconciliation, 
and traveler safety, all with ease.

We went from an all paper process to online. The 
built-in compliance rules and workflow allowed us to 
automate all of the signatures and track progress. We 
literally went from crawling to running a marathon. 

JAMES DELANEY
Enterprise Systems Manager, Gladstone Institutes

Trusted by the over 150 educational 
institutions across the country 

http://chr.om/education
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A Pandemic Financial Success Story?

By Emma Whitford // April 6, 2021

Endicott College’s strength during the pandemic highlights the importance of diverse 
revenue streams. What might it teach other small private colleges?

Endicott College is in a better fi-
nancial position now than it was 
before the pandemic, according 
to its president. After one of high-
er education’s most difficult years, 
marked by enrollment declines, 
furloughs, layoffs and steep bud-
get cuts, Endicott’s success stands 
out.

The small private, nonprofit college 
in Beverly, Mass., recently trumpet-
ed its accomplishments in a press 
release: its endowment has grown 
to $119 million, no employees were 
laid off or furloughed during the 
pandemic, enrollment hasn’t wa-
vered and the college maintained 
its study abroad program this ac-
ademic year.

It’s the first college Jim Hundrieser 
is aware of that is coming out of the 
pandemic doing better than it was 
a year ago. Hundrieser, vice pres-
ident for consulting and business 
development at the National As-
sociation of College and University 
Business Officers, has seen other 
colleges boast about single victo-
ries. For example, Florida Southern 
College, Belmont University and 
Vanderbilt University did not lay off 
any employees during the pandem-
ic, he said. But no announcements 
have been as broad as Endicott’s.

Last spring, experts worried that 
small private colleges would be 
especially squeezed by pandem-

ic-related enrollment declines, un-
foreseen expenses and a volatile 
stock market. For some, like Becker 
College, Concordia College in New 
York, Pine Manor College and Mills 
College, the pandemic did push 
leaders to decide to merge or close.

But closure concerns may be over-
blown, Hundrieser said.

“We talk about all the school clo-
sures, but proportionally there ha-
ven’t been many,” he said. “People 
predicted hundreds, but we haven’t 

seen hundreds. There have been a 
few.”

Right now, Hundrieser doesn’t 
see a clear pattern to show which 
types of private colleges fared bet-
ter through the past year than oth-
ers. He pointed to a few prudent fi-
nancial decisions that likely helped 
certain institutions, including dis-
ciplined budgeting that didn’t re-
sult in recurring deficits, setting 
aside money for cash reserves and 
maintaining low debt levels.

It’s possible that institutions that 

ENDICOTT COLLEGE
Endicott College in Beverly, Mass., reports strong financial performance through 

the pandemic, which has stressed some other small private colleges.

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/emma-whitford
https://www.endicott.edu/news-events/news/news-articles/2021/03/endicott-seeing-the-benefits-of-pandemic-crisis-planning
https://www.endicott.edu/news-events/news/news-articles/2021/03/endicott-seeing-the-benefits-of-pandemic-crisis-planning
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/30/becker-college-latest-small-private-college-close-doors
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/30/becker-college-latest-small-private-college-close-doors
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/01/29/concordia-college-new-york-will-close-summer-iona-college-purchase-campus
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/01/29/concordia-college-new-york-will-close-summer-iona-college-purchase-campus
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/05/18/citing-pandemic-pine-manor-college-will-merge-boston-college
http://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2021/03/18/mills-college-long-struggling-close
http://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2021/03/18/mills-college-long-struggling-close
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A Pandemic Financial Success Story? (cont.)

cater to wealthy, white students 
– whose family finances have, on 
average, fared better during the 
pandemic than those of students 
of color or low-income students – 
had a leg up through the past year. 
Experts also suspect that institu-
tions with strong brand power and 
greater wealth may have continued 
to grow despite the pandemic.

But as the pandemic winds down, 
it’s also possible that fears of wide-
spread closures could wane and 
a few more success stories will 
emerge.

So how could Endicott – and an-
other other institutions like it – do 
so well during year of exceptional 
turmoil?

Enrollment and Retention

In fall 2019, Endicott welcomed its 
largest-ever incoming class with 
820 new students. This fall, it added  
780 students, and it is projecting an 
incoming class of 800 for fall 2021.

“Enrollment is strong,” said Ste-
ven DiSalvo, president of Endicott. 
“We’re tracking about 40 heads 
over our goal, year to date, in terms 
of deposits. This current year, we 
started the year over our budgeted 
goal and we had good retention.”

Endicott has had students on cam-
pus since September, and the busy 
campus helped enormously with 
admissions, DiSalvo said.

“When we opened the semester 
in September, we were running 
tours. And the comment that we 
were hearing from families is that 
it was so wonderful to be on a col-
lege campus where there is activ-
ity, where you see students and 

you see faculty members,” DiSalvo 
said. “Many have done self-guid-
ed tours at other institutions, and 
there wasn’t anybody there.”

Endicott was able to reopen in per-
son thanks to a rigorous testing 
program that required students 
and employees to be tested once 
a week, and which allowed the col-
lege to keep COVID-19 cases under 
control.

The college is also earning more 
tuition revenue per student than 
some other private colleges, due in 
part to a low tuition discount rate. A 
tuition discount rate is the percent-
age of the tuition sticker price that 
a college subsidizes with financial 
aid. Endicott’s discount rate av-
erages 38 percent, which is lower 
than the 51.2 percent average for 
all private, nonprofit four-year col-
leges.

Ripon College in Wisconsin also 
has reason to celebrate. It has 
maintained steady enrollment lev-
els through the pandemic. So far 
this spring, the college received 20 
percent more tuition deposits than 

it did at the same time last year. Ri-
pon is also on track to collect more 
deposits this year than it has in 
nearly 50 years. The private non-
profit college currently enrolls 816 
students.

Ripon’s president, Zach Messitte, 
attributes the enrollment growth in 
part to the fact that many students 
are looking to attend college closer  
to home during the pandemic. Ri-
pon enrolls two-thirds of its stu-
dents from within Wisconsin, and 
half of the remaining third come 
from neighboring states, Messitte 
said.

“In a pandemic, when people are 
nervous about traveling and going 
far away from home, people may 
have actually looked and said, ‘Ac-
tually, no, I think I’m going to stay 
closer to home for the next few 
years of my education,’” Messitte 
said. “I think we’ve benefited that 
way.”

In some ways, Endicott’s enroll-
ment stability through the pandem-
ic is unsurprising. Only 16 percent 
of Endicott students are eligible for 

We talk about all the school closures, 
but proportionally there haven’t been many. 
People predicted hundreds, but we haven’t 

seen hundreds. There have been a few.

“

“

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/05/21/tuition-discount-rates-continue-rise-while-enrollment-stagnates-report-shows
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A Pandemic Financial Success Story? (cont.)

the federal Pell Grant, which can be 
considered a proxy for low-income 
status. By comparison, about 30 
percent of students at all four-
year private colleges received Pell 
Grants during the 2018-19 aca-
demic year, the most recent year 
for which data is available from 
the National Center for Education  
Statistics.

The demographics at Endicott may 
have provided a cushion against 
pandemic-caused enrollment de-
clines. Endicott’s student body is 
overwhelmingly white – 82 per-
cent of Endicott students are white,  
4 percent are Hispanic or Latino, 
2 percent are Asian and 2 percent 
are Black or African American, ac-
cording to NCES. White, wealthy 
and middle-class students were 
less likely to leave higher education 
during the pandemic than some of 
their nonwhite, low-income peers.

White and wealthy Americans were 
also more likely to maintain finan-
cial stability or even grow their  
finances during the pandemic, ac-
cording to a March survey from the 
Pew Research Center. About four in 
10 upper-income adults – defined 
as adults who earn more than dou-
ble the median family income ac-
cording to Pew’s American Trends 
Panel – say their family’s financial 
situation has improved during the 
pandemic. One in 10 upper-income 
adults say their family’s financial 
situation has worsened in the last 
year. By comparison, only two in 
10 lower-income adults – adults 
who make less than two-thirds the 
median family income – say their 
family’s financial situation has im-
proved during the pandemic, and a 
third of lower-income adults report 

that it has worsened.

The Pew survey also showed that 
financial stability during the pan-
demic varies somewhat by race. 
Two-thirds of Black Americans and 
59 percent of Hispanic Americans 
said in March that their finances 
are in fair or poor shape, compared 
with 40 percent of white Americans 
who said the same.

That said, Endicott’s low-income 
students still returned to the col-
lege through the pandemic, DiSal-
vo said. When the college refunded 
$9.2 million in prorated room and 
board fees last spring, it gave stu-
dents and families three options: 
they could opt for a direct refund, 
apply the money to future room 
and board expenses, or donate it 
to the Wings fund. The Wings fund 
is intended to provide addition-
al financial aid to students facing 
economic hardship during the pan-
demic. The college raised more 
than $250,000 for the fund.

“We did not have to reach into op-
erating expenses to help those stu-
dents. These were families helping 

each other bridge the gap to allow 
students that extra semester or two 
of additional financial aid,” DiSal-
vo said. “We’re able to retain those 
students at all levels, particularly at 
lower income levels, at the same 
rate we did before.”

Diverse Revenue Streams

The anchor of Endicott’s financial 
security, particularly at the begin-
ning of the pandemic, was its auxil-
iary revenue. The college makes up 
about 18 percent of its budget with 
income from auxiliary services. Its 
picturesque campus on the coast is 
a popular spot for events, especially 
weddings – Endicott hosted 127 of 
them the year before the pandemic.

Even after COVID-19 forced a tem-
porary ban on large gatherings, En-
dicott had enough cash from prior 
events that it could cover additional, 
unforeseen expenses.

“We had enough excess cash on 
hand to absorb some of the unex-
pected expenses that came about, 
like the refunding of room and 
board,” DiSalvo said.

When we opened 
the semester in September, we were 

running tours. And the comment that we 
were hearing from families is that 

it was so wonderful to be on a college 
campus where there is activity, where 

you see students and you see 
faculty members.

“

“

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/TrendGenerator/app/answer/8/35?f=4%3D2%3B1%3D2
http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/TrendGenerator/app/answer/8/35?f=4%3D2%3B1%3D2
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/11/colleges-continue-losing-undergraduate-enrollment-spring-even-graduate-enrollment
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/25/fall-college-enrollment-declined-more-among-graduates-low-income-high-schools
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2021/03/05/a-year-into-the-pandemic-long-term-financial-impact-weighs-heavily-on-many-americans/
https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/u-s-survey-research/american-trends-panel/
https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/u-s-survey-research/american-trends-panel/
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A Pandemic Financial Success Story? (cont.)

This is another reminder of the fragile 
business models that exist today, and that 
institutions need to be thinking holistically 

about how to diversify their revenues 
and be less tuition dependent.

“

“

In all, Endicott spent about $5 
million on COVID-19-prevention- 
related expenses, including per-
sonal protective equipment, sig-
nage, additional personnel and 
testing. Regular COVID-19 testing 
was by far the largest expense, re-
quiring $2 million.

Like most colleges, Endicott did a 
bit of belt-tightening at the outset 
of the pandemic. College officials 
slimmed down travel expenses, and 
staff and administrators did not  
receive a cost of living adjustment, 
although faculty members did.

Leftover auxiliary revenue and fed-
eral assistance from the CARES 
Act stimulus package helped the 
college get through the academic 
year without furloughing or laying 
off any employees.

Endicott’s financial buffer, funded 
by auxiliary revenue, is exactly why 
colleges should seek to diversify 
their revenue streams, NACUBO’s 
Hundrieser said.

“It’s a great case study on how to 
figure out how to maximize your 
facilities and how do you push 
yourself to think about alternative 
revenue streams,” Hundrieser said. 
“This is another reminder of the 
fragile business models that exist 
today, and that institutions need to 
be thinking holistically about how 
to diversify their revenues and be 
less tuition dependent.”

The college also managed to keep 
study abroad operating this aca-
demic year by negotiating post-
poned start dates with its partners 
abroad. More than 70 students 
participated in the college’s study 
abroad programs in Madrid; Flor-

ence, Italy; and Cork, Ireland. End-
icott is expecting between 130 and 
140 students to go abroad next fall.

Federal Aid

Endicott received $2 million in 
federal relief through the CARES 
Act, and half of that was passed 
through to students as direct fi-
nancial assistance as required by 
law. The college is expecting to get 
another $5 million or $6 million, 
some of which will also go directly 
to students.

Hundrieser warned against using 
a few colleges’ success stories as 
evidence that the federal aid distri-
bution was botched or that it was 
unnecessary.

“I do think some will make that leap 
– ‘Oh, see, we gave them all this 
free money and they didn’t need 
it.’ I think there’s always some who 
are looking for the negative angle,” 
Hundrieser said.

But many more colleges have 
needed the relief to stay afloat.

“I’ve talked to a whole lot of schools 

who have said the exact opposite,” 
Hundrieser said. “That ‘Without 
this aid and support, we would not 
know what we’d do, or the layoffs 
would have been so massive.’”

Endowment

Ripon announced last week that 
its endowment has grown to over 
$100 million for the first time. Just 
over a decade ago, the endowment 
was only $35 million.

A lot of the growth was funded 
through a five-year giving cam-
paign, which began before Mes-
sitte, Ripon’s president, arrived at 
the college.

“People thought they were nuts,” 
Messitte said. “Coming out of the 
Great Recession, people aren’t 
going to have money; people are 
going to be very nervous about 
making contributions to their alma 
mater. But they persevered.”

In total, Ripon raised $67 million 
through the campaign, $17 million 
more than it had anticipated.

Endicott also saw its endowment 
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A Pandemic Financial Success Story? (cont.)

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/04/06/how-private-college-fortified-finances- 
amid-pandemic

grow this year amid market vol-
atility. Prior to the pandemic, the 
Endicott endowment totaled about 
$100 million, and it dipped to $87 
million when the market crashed 
last spring. Now the endowment 
sits at $120 million.

Endicott never spent the principal 
of its endowment to cover unex-
pected expenses.

“We got the full effect of the mar-
ket rebound because the principal 
was kept intact,” said DiSalvo, End-
icott’s president.

In a recent conversation with a 
large bank, DiSalvo said he was 
told that of the 52 higher education 
institutions the bank worked with, 
only two – Endicott and one other  

– did not dig into their endowment 
to pay for COVID-19-related ex-
penses.

For years, the private higher edu-
cation market has trended toward 
a landscape in which wealthy, suc-
cessful institutions continue to 
grow and smaller, less resourced 
institutions struggle to continue 
to fundraise and attract students, 
said Susan Shaffer, vice president 
of the higher education practice at 
Moody’s Investors Service.

“The ones that have greater wealth, 
and a stronger brand and repu-
tation, do well and continue to do 
well, because they’re building on 
the strengths that they already 
have,” Shaffer said. “There are 
others that are small, with not as 

much wealth, not as much brand 
recognition and probably a really 
regional draw. They perhaps have 
not, over time, evolved as much as 
they could have in terms of meet-
ing what students and parents and 
families want from college.”

The pandemic likely widened this 
gap, but it also presented an op-
portunity for the market to shift to 
benefit colleges that hadn’t been 
as successful before the pandem-
ic, she said.

“The problems were there, and it 
certainly exacerbated problems,” 
Shaffer said. “The flip side of that 
is it could also spur change. Higher 
education is not typically an area 
that changes super quickly, and 
guess what? It did.”		         ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/04/06/how-private-college-fortified-finances-amid-pandemic
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/04/06/how-private-college-fortified-finances-amid-pandemic


Challenges
Prior to using Chrome River, the University of Arkansas at Fort Smith 
struggled to:

•	Automate	the	expense	management	process

•	Enforce	expense	policy	compliance

•	 Increase	visibility	into	company	T&E	spend

•	 Improve	the	reconciliation	process	for	corporate	cards

Before	selecting	Chrome	River,	they	used	a	manual	process	that	was	keyed	
into	their	Ellucian	Banner	ERP.

Results
The	University	of	Arkansas	at	Fort	Smith	uses	Chrome	River	to	enable	remote	
work	and	reimburse	traveling	employees	for	expenses.	By	using	Chrome	
River, the University of Arkansas at Fort Smith has:

•	 	Saved	finance	teams	time	so	they	can	focus	on	more	meaningful	and	
strategic	work

•	 Increased	productivity	by	automating	mundane,	manual	tasks

•	Reduced	stress	associated	with	expense	and/or	invoice	management

•	Mitigated	risk	from	fraud

When	asked	how	much	time	the	finance	team	saves	per	month,	they	
estimate	they	save	20	–	40	hours	per	month	by	using	Chrome	River.

The	University	of	Arkansas	at	Fort	Smith	saw	a	return	on	the	investment	
within	6-12	months.

One impact is that 
Chrome River has made 
approvals so accessible 
and streamlined. No more 
waiting on paperwork to 
come through campus 
mail, then thumbing 
through pages and pages 
of paper receipts. Also, 
the way it drives 
compliance and makes 
the traveler more 
accountable, has taken 
away the stress and 
frustration of the Travel 
Office tremendously!

RHONDA CATON
Procurement	Director

The University of Arkansas 
at Fort Smith saves 20-40 
hours a month with 
Emburse Chrome River

CASE STUDY
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On Feb. 29, 2020, Suzanne Ames 
was in downtown Seattle giving a 
workshop at the National Commu-
nity College Baccalaureate Con-
ference. Ames is vice president of 
instruction at Lake Washington 
Institute of Technology, a public 
technical college about a 20-min-
ute drive east of the city.

“Coronavirus” was, at the time, 
a word just starting to climb out 
from the back pages of newspa-
pers. The United States, on Feb. 
28, had only 64 confirmed cases of 
the emerging virus. But that morn-
ing, local news outlets reported 
that Life Care Center of Kirkland, a 
nursing home in the area, had two 
confirmed cases, with nearly 50 
people experiencing symptoms. It 
was America’s new epicenter.

Eventually, 42 people associated 
with Life Care Center of Kirkland 
died of COVID-19. This was before 
all that, before masks and tests, 
quarantines and social distancing.

“A dean of instruction called me 
to tell me that we had nursing and 
physical therapy students and fac-
ulty at the Life Care Center for their 
clinicals,” Ames said. They had 
been there just the day before. “It 
became very clear that LWTech 
was in the heart of the epicenter.”

Shortly after, Ames got anoth-
er call. A different dean had been 
contacted by state officials. They 

asked if college facilities could be 
commandeered to store dead bod-
ies if necessary.

“At that point there was no mistak-
ing that this was real.”

LWTech is very likely the first col-
lege in the country that was im-
pacted by COVID-19. Officials, 
students and faculty there recount 
experiences that are, at this point, 
the norm at institutions across 
the country – feelings of getting 
sick, of being scared, of running on 
empty. But there are also feelings 
of gratitude, of hope, acceptance 

LAKE WASHINGTON INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY

By Lilah Burke // January 28, 2021

Lake Washington Institute of Technology was likely the first college in the United 
States to be affected by COVID-19. One year out, many things have changed.

Campus Zero

and pride. This was not, by any 
means, a normal year.

‘Out of Control’

Ruth Gelbach, a first-year nurs-
ing student at LWTech, was at 
Life Care Center of Kirkland with 
15 other students for her clinical 
course on Feb. 28. She had heard 
of COVID-19. Nursing students had 
read about it in pathophysiology. 
But she thought nothing of it that 
day at Life Care.

“We just thought there was a flu or 
cold virus going through the nurs-
ing home, which is not at all un-

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/lilah-burke
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Campus Zero (cont.)

usual,” she said. But near the end 
of the day, students were told that 
the nursing home was in touch 
with the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention.

After the news of the COVID-19 
cases at Life Care Center broke, the 
college was left scrambling.

“It became very clear that we were 
alone in this. We couldn’t get offi-
cials on the phone. We couldn’t get 
answers. No one had answers,” 
Ames said. “We were in uncharted 
waters.” The college closed cam-
pus for two days for deep cleaning.

“This was really back when we 
didn’t know what quarantine 
meant. We didn’t have the vocab-
ulary and the understanding of the 
disease that we do now. We weren’t 
masked,” said President Amy Mor-
rison. “I didn’t have public health 
advice to give them right away.”

It took health officials three days 
after initial exposure to recom-
mend that the students and facul-
ty self-quarantine, but diagnostic 
tests were still hard to come by.

Gelbach began to feel symptoms 
and grew worried. She has asth-
ma and is a single mom to a young 
son. At the time, no one knew how 
the virus affected children. She 
and her cohort entered quarantine, 
and the college provided them with 
grocery store gift cards to make up 
for lost wages from their outside 
employment. Ames and a college 
dean started doing contact tracing 
themselves.

Theresa Cadondon was in class 
when she began to feel symptoms 
of COVID-19, a high fever and body 
aches. She was studying physi-

A dean of instruction 
called me to tell me that we had nursing 

and physical therapy students and faculty 
at the Life Care Center for their clinicals,” 

Ames said. They had been there just 
the day before. “It became very clear 

that LWTech was in the heart 
of the epicenter.

“

“

cal therapy assistance and hadn’t 
been to Life Care. She still doesn’t 
know exactly how she got infected.

“I never felt this bad before,” she 
said.

A faculty member tested positive 
on March 4.

“At that point it became clear to 
me,” Morrison said, “this virus was 
out of control.”

Gelbach tested positive March 5. 
Cadondon tested positive March 6. 
Forty-five people were now in quar-
antine. That Friday, after a week of 
quick and sporadic closures, LW-
Tech announced it was moving to 
online instruction. Other Washing-
ton institutions did the same.

The Year That Was

What happened next should be fa-
miliar: the college finished up the 
winter quarter online. Officials gave 
out tablets to students without 
computers and tied up the phone 
lines of technology companies, as 
large research universities followed 
close behind them.

In the spring, officials delayed the 
start of the quarter and announced 
that labs for the college’s many 
technical programs, such as auto 
work and welding, would be given 
in the summer. Lectures would be 
online. Students in the culinary and 
baking associate programs record-
ed videos themselves whisking and 
pouring for their assignments.

“They made the call [to be online] 
prior to the spring quarter, and I’m 
really glad the college did that,” 
said Andrea Westman, a professor 
of physical therapy and president 
of the faculty union. Announcing 
decisions well in advance allowed 
faculty time to prepare.

Similar to other technical and com-
munity colleges, LWTech lost 20 
percent of enrolled students in the 
transition to online, mostly those 
who said that just wasn’t the expe-
rience they wanted.

“We were actually relieved it wasn’t 
more,” Ames said. Some programs, 
like digital gaming and human re-
sources management, instead saw 
growth.
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That summer, students like Cadon-
don raced through their labs.

“We had to learn all the [physi-
cal therapy] techniques in a short 
amount of time. I’m grateful that 
we had that time to do that, but it 
was so fast,” she said.

Like many institutions, LWTech 
made cuts. Some facilities work-
ers and librarians, whose work had 
now become less pertinent, were 
laid off or furloughed in the spring. 
Then came voluntary separations 
and early retirement incentives. In 
September, anticipating difficult 
news from the Legislature, the col-
lege made a 7 percent budget cut, 
affecting 15 more staff positions. 
Over all, the college has seen a 15 
percent enrollment drop, one that’s 
even larger for students of color.

By this fall, LWTech had settled 
into a new normal. All classes are 
now hybrid, with hands-on activi-
ties in person and lectures online. 
While some students have strug-
gled with the new format, others 
have thrived. The early childhood 
education program, now totally 
online, has so far seen increased 
enrollment and engagement from 
students, most of whom are adults 
working in childcare centers.

Officials are considering keeping 

some of that flexibility in the future. 
Westman, the physical therapy 
professor, said her students have 
actually improved at mastering 
some tough topics, since they now 
have to listen to her lectures before 
meeting with her.

“We’ll never give up on our learning 
signature of hands-on learning,” 
said Ames, “but I do think the old 
model of coming to class five days 
a week is over for many programs 
in the future.”

LWTech officials say they’re com-
mitted to shepherding their stu-
dents through the remainder of the 
pandemic. There are bright spots 
still ahead. Last March, for exam-
ple, the physical therapy assistant 
program had to cancel its “pinning 
ceremony,” where students gradu-
ating in the winter quarter get their 
certificates, invite their families and 
say goodbye to their professors.

“We never really got to send them 
off,” Westman said. “I didn’t even 
see them face-to-face because 
they were just uploading videos.”

This year, while there will be no 
gathering or hors d’oeuvres, there 
will be an official ceremony online.

The college is beginning to think 
about bringing back some of the 
librarians and front-line staff who 

were let go when everything began. 
Classes where Black and Indige-
nous students and other people of 
color or students with disabilities 
are struggling will be the first to 
come back to in-person, officials 
said.

Gelbach, the nursing student, said 
the pandemic has strengthened her 
resolve to be in health care. She’s 
worked as a nursing assistant for 
13 years and currently works on a 
COVID-19 floor.

Officials at the college said the ex-
perience made them more grateful 
for their colleagues, faculty and the 
resilience of their students.

“It has been the most challenging 
year of my career. I have found my-
self needing to answer questions 
that there are no answers to,” Ames 
said. “And yet through it all, I have 
the most phenomenal instructional 
team.”

Morrison echoed the sentiment.

“Twenty twenty was an incredibly 
humbling year. And one of which 
I am incredibly grateful for,” she 
said. “I’m very grateful that the col-
lege hung in there together and to 
have the foresight to realize that we 
were the first, but we were not go-
ing to be the last college communi-
ty impacted by COVID.”	        ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/03/first-college-impacted-covid-19-one-year-out
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/03/first-college-impacted-covid-19-one-year-out
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A merger proposal between two 
long-standing private universities 
in Philadelphia that was revealed 
Wednesday seems to make sense 
from the perspective of the insti-
tutions’ programs, scale, financial 
condition and the state of the higher 
education market.

But like any merger-and-acquisition 
activity between two unrelated uni-
versities with hundreds of years of 
their own history, the potential deal 
raises deep questions of identity 
and strategy. It prompts some re-
newed reflection on a fast-changing 
higher education market that’s leav-
ing some small institutions and their 
students with no simple options for 
the future.

The deal would have Saint Joseph’s 
University, a 6,800-student institu-
tion on the western edge of Phila-
delphia, acquiring the University of 
the Sciences, a 2,400-student uni-
versity in West Philadelphia. Saint 
Joseph’s would keep its name, and 
leaders currently want Saint Jo-
seph’s to continue operating both 
institutions’ campuses, which are 
located about five miles apart.

Few details are set in stone at this 
moment. Leaders at the two uni-
versities have signed a nonbinding 
letter of intent. They’ll spend sever-
al months evaluating the proposal 
before making a call on whether 
it should move forward. In other 
words, both sides could still walk 

away if new rounds of expanded 
negotiations fall apart.

For now, they’re saying glowing 
things about each other.

“Recently, a particularly promis-
ing and exciting opportunity has 
come to the fore,” Mark C. Reed, 
president of Saint Joseph’s, said 
Wednesday in a letter to faculty 
and staff members. “University of 
the Sciences, a premier health sci-
ences university located less than 
five miles away, approached us as 
part of a structured and thoughtful 
process they decided to undertake. 

We were quick to see many poten-
tial benefits of a combination and 
were happy to begin talks.”

His counterpart at the University of 
the Sciences, Paul Katz, sounded 
similar notes.

“USciences is built upon a strong 
academic, geographic, and histor-
ical foundation,” Katz said in the 
university’s announcement to its 
faculty and staff members. “In ex-
ploring this partnership, we have 
the potential to be even stronger. 
We also believe in the rich history 
of Saint Joseph’s and their com-

By Rick Seltzer // February 12, 2021

Saint Joseph’s University and the University of the Sciences 
make a play for scale and health-care programs, but issues 
of identity will need to be addressed.

Eyeing a Crosstown Merger

CHICAGOMAYNE/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
Saint Joseph’s University is in talks to acquire the  

University of the Sciences in Philadelphia.

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2021/02/11/private-universities-philadelphia-consider-merger
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Eyeing a Crosstown Merger (cont.)

mitment to the same values that 
we hold dear.”

Neither university made their 
president available for interviews 
Thursday. They told The Philadel-
phia Inquirer that the proposed deal 
is about growth and scale but that 
it’s too soon to say whether it could 
lead to job cuts.

Faculty members at the two in-
stitutions were optimistic and 
even enthusiastic about the deal’s 
possibilities. Saint Joseph’s is a 
small, liberal arts-focused Jesuit 
institution in a competitive higher 
education market that increasing-
ly demands scale, they said. The 
University of the Sciences is even 
smaller and has faced greater fi-
nancial challenges of late, but it 
brings a suite of desirable health-
care programs to the table.

“I’m really excited,” said Ann Green, 
a professor in Saint Joseph’s En-
glish department, president of its 
chapter of the American Associa-
tion of University Professors and a 
past president of its Faculty Sen-
ate. “I think the partnership with the 
University of the Sciences brings a 
lot of new fields to Saint Joe’s that 
would really benefit us, and hope-
fully they’re as enthusiastic about 
liberal arts as we are. It gives ev-
erybody a lot more opportunity for 
growth.”

Green said she teaches a course in 
medical humanities. She’s excited 
to work with physical and occupa-
tional therapy students, as well as 
other students interested in health 
professions, if the deal is complet-
ed.

Saint Joseph’s opened its first new 

For Saint Joseph’s to be 
a Philadelphia university and not 

have a strong health presence beyond 
what we currently have, that 

would be tough.

“

“

school in three decades, the School 
of Health Studies and Education, 
in 2019. It was a foundation for 
health care-related expansion, said 
Ronald Dufresne, interim chair and 
associate professor of manage-
ment and director of the leadership, 
ethics and organizational sustain-
ability program at Saint Joseph’s. 
But adding the University of the 
Sciences would represent a whole 
other level of opportunity.

The University of the Sciences, 
which was known as the Phila-
delphia College of Pharmacy and 
Sciences before 1998, considers 
itself the first college of pharmacy 
in North America. It was founded 
in 1821, making it older than Saint 
Joseph’s, which opened in 1851.

“We have a great history and we do 
great work,” said Dufresne, who is 
also a past president of the Faculty 
Senate at Saint Joseph’s. “We just 
haven’t had a big presence in the 
broad health-care realm in ways 
that schools really need. We have a 
really great health studies program, 
but we’re lacking all sorts of oth-
er programs in the health space. 

To merge is a great way into that 
space.”

Still, many issues remain to be 
hammered out. Some students 
and faculty members at the Uni-
versity of the Sciences are uneasy 
with the idea of their health-care 
programs being absorbed by a uni-
versity related to the Roman Cath-
olic Church, with its widely publi-
cized stance against contraception 
and abortion.

“It has been a question from the 
student perspective, for me and 
for many other faculty who are not 
Catholic and not Christian,” said 
Eric Pelletier, an assistant professor 
of physical therapy at the University 
of the Sciences and Faculty Senate 
president there. “I think there will be 
an open dialogue about that. I re-
ally believe that will be discussed. 
If such a merger happens, it will 
be with an understanding that we 
need academic freedom and free-
dom for research.”

Nonetheless, Pelletier described a 
largely warm reaction to the news 
that Saint Joseph’s was a potential 

https://www.inquirer.com/education/saint-josephs-university-university-of-the-sciences-merger-evaluation-20210210.html
https://www.sju.edu/history-mission/our-history
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acquisition partner. Faculty mem-
bers, who knew USciences sought 
a deal, were wondering whom the 
partner would be and how well they 
would know it.

“It’s interestingly positive, being a 
local university we’re all familiar 
with,” Pelletier said. “We know Saint 
Joe’s in the community. I think with 
the potential of this large change, 
there is some anxiety. But I think 
it’s more tempered with this sense 
of there is an opportunity here.”

Universities’ Challenges  
in a Tough Market

The University of the Sciences has 
been seeking to improve its market 
position in light of financial chal-
lenges. Its leaders have been open 
about seeking institutional part-
nerships. In 2019, the university 
announced agreements with Salus 
University to set up an optometric 
clinical site and give USciences 
students pathways toward doctor-
al degrees in audiology and master 
of medical science in physician as-
sistant studies degrees.

In 2018, USciences executed a 
tuition reset, slashing annual un-
dergraduate tuition and fees from 
$39,994 to $25,000. Professional 
program tuition also dropped. Un-
dergraduate enrollment jumped 
from 1,231 in 2018-19 to 1,405 in 
2019-20, although enrollment of 
graduate students, whose tuition 
was not reset, fell by seven stu-
dents to 913.

Even so, the University of the Sci-
ences has seen the number of its 
undergraduate applications fall 
and its acceptance rates rise since 
the 2018-19 academic year. Its 

endowment and similar funds de-
clined from $171.8 million in 2018 
to $145.6 million in 2020, accord-
ing to documents filed for bond-
holders.

This December, Fitch Ratings 
downgraded its rating of the Uni-
versity of the Sciences bonds and 
revised its outlook to negative be-
cause the ratings agency didn’t ex-
pect improving cash flow margins.

“The university continues to 
weather challenges presented by 
its business profile, characterized 
by volatile enrollment and demand 
and high tuition dependence, as 
well as declining but moderate 
capital needs,” said a notice from 
Fitch explaining the move. “The 
Outlook is revised to Negative re-
flecting USciences inability to sta-
bilize operations in the near term, 
which drives the need for ongoing 
support from its quasi-endowment 
and which relies heavily on invest-
ment returns for growth of its re-
source base.”

Moody’s Investors Service issued 
a similar downgrade earlier in the 
year. Both agencies kept the uni-
versity’s ratings in the lower range 
of investment grade, however.

Saint Joseph’s offers the potential 
for a more secure future in the eyes 
of some faculty members at the 
University of the Sciences. Saint 
Joseph’s net assets increased by 
almost $1.8 million in the 2020 
fiscal year, according to audited fi-
nancial statements. The University 
of the Sciences saw its net assets 
decline by about $13.3 million.

The 2020 fiscal year was a diffi-
cult one for many institutions be-
cause of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The divergence in the institutions’ 
financial performance was even 
more stark in the prior year. Saint 
Joseph’s added $8.5 million in net 
assets, while USciences lost $10.8 
million

“From my perspective as a faculty 
member, it is having more finan-

Eyeing a Crosstown Merger (cont.)

The partnership with the University 
of the Sciences brings a lot of new fields 

to Saint Joe’s that would really benefit us, 
and hopefully they’re as enthusiastic 

about liberal arts as we are.

“

“
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Eyeing a Crosstown Merger (cont.)

cial stability and trying to worry 
less about drawing down the en-
dowment,” said Pelletier, the Faculty 
Senate president at USciences.

It should be noted, however, that 
Saint Joseph’s is not a big fish in 
the pond – and the pond in Phila-
delphia isn’t expected to grow. Saint 
Joseph’s total head count, includ-
ing undergraduates and graduate 
students, fell from 8,415 in the fall 
of 2016 to 7,362 in the fall of 2019. 
This fall, it fell by almost 600 more 
students.

Demographers project the number 
of traditional-age students enter-
ing college from the Philadelphia 
market and the Northeast to de-
cline in coming years. Projections 
in well-known demographer Na-
than Grawe’s new book expect the 
number of high school graduates 
attending private four-year insti-
tutions after graduating from high 
school to be 5 percent lower in 2025 
than it was in 2018 for Philadelphia. 
By 2035, the number is expected to 
be 36 percent lower than it was in 
2018.

That’s important because both 
Saint Joseph’s and USciences draw 
heavily from the surrounding area. 
About four in 10 enrolling Saint Jo-

seph’s students come from Penn-
sylvania, and another four or five in 
10 have come from the Mid-Atlantic 
in recent years, according to docu-
ments filed for bondholders. That’s 
not far from enrollment at the Uni-
versity of the Sciences, where 54 
percent of students came from 
Pennsylvania in the fall of 2020 and 
34 percent came from New Jersey.

Simply expanding outside the re-
gion isn’t necessarily the answer. 
Demographic declines are expected 
to be felt in different ways across 
the country as a drop in birth rates 
following the Great Recession hits 
colleges and universities in the 
coming years.

The same trends are unfolding 
in the Northeast and across the 
country, said Omar Blaik, CEO of 
U3 Advisors in Philadelphia, which 
consulted with Marygrove College 
in Detroit as it faced challenges in 
recent years, ultimately deciding 
to repurpose its campus. U3 has 
done some work with USciences in 
the past, but not recently or regard-
ing the new acquisition proposal.

“There is a stagnation in birth rates 
that probably will be with us for 
at least two decades if not longer, 
which basically is saying, in lay-

man’s terms, we have more seats 
than warm bodies to fill those 
seats,” Blaik said. “Who is being 
affected the most? It’s the small-
er colleges that have higher tuition 
than publics.”

But Saint Joseph’s reported the 
biggest enrollment declines over 
time in its College of Arts & Scienc-
es. Its new School of Health Stud-
ies and Education received just 
under 100 deposits in its first two 
classes.

Eds and meds are extremely import-
ant to the Philadelphia economy. 
Eleven of the 15 largest private em-
ployers in Philadelphia were in edu-
cation and health-care professions, 
according to a 2019 report from the 
Pew Charitable Trusts. Eight of the 
top nine largest employers were in 
those fields.

“For Saint Joseph’s to be a Phil-
adelphia university and not have 
a strong health presence beyond 
what we currently have, that would 
be tough,” Dufresne said. “For us to 
be able to do it here with a merger, 
it’s very much what Saint Ignatius, if 
he were alive today, would be doing 
– figuring out how to partner with 
others to advance the mission.”     ■
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Good news about the COVID-19 
vaccine couldn’t have come at 
a better time for college admis-
sions officers. Dozens of colleges 
and universities have recently an-
nounced that they’ll be open in per-
son this fall after waiting weeks or 
months to go public with fall plans.

Colleges’ fall announcements start-
ed a few weeks ago as vaccination 
rates began to pick up, but student 
inboxes and news sites have been 
flooded with fall reopening news 
this month, due in part to the ongo-
ing admissions season. Experts call 
March and April prime yield season, 
during which colleges and universi-
ties work tirelessly to build a strong 
incoming class. After a year of ex-
hausting transitions, students are 
looking for certainty and normalcy, 
and promising those things could 
give institutions a leg up as admit-
ted students decide where to enroll.

“After being in quarantine for the 
better part of a year, if not a year, 
many people – and that includes 
students – are anxious to get back 
to some semblance of normal,” said 
David Hawkins, chief education and 
policy officer for the National Asso-
ciation for College Admission Coun-
seling. “A big part of the residential 
college experience is arriving on 
campus and living in a dorm and 
doing the things that we all associ-
ate with college.”

The stakes are high. Undergraduate 
enrollment across the country has 

Vaccine Timing ‘Fortunate’ for Admissions

Colleges trumpet fall plans in recent weeks because they feel they need to share 
concrete information with prospective students. Good vaccine news helps, too.

By Emma Whitford // March 12, 2021

SEAN RAYFORD/STRINGER/GETTY IMAGES
Students walk on campus at the University of South Carolina, 

which will open fully in person this fall.

been declining since the pandemic 
began a year ago. It will take effort 
for colleges to bring students back 
into the higher education fold – es-
pecially students of color, who have 
left the sector at higher rates than 
their white peers during the pan-
demic.

“The idea that a college will be 
opening is big news to prospective 
students,” Hawkins said. “That is 
an especially important message to 
get out to help ensure that the class 
you’ve enrolled is at least some-
thing close to what you would have 
projected in normal times.”

Though colleges’ fall plans may be 
primarily driven by public health 
news, communications to students 
and the timing of those communi-

cations are always strategic, Haw-
kins said. Stephanie Coldren, vice 
president for marketing and exter-
nal relations at Goucher College, 
echoed Hawkins’s comments and 
noted the importance of announc-
ing an in-person fall semester for 
residential colleges like Goucher.

“If this past year taught us anything, 
it’s that uncertainty has become a 
certainty in these times, and so the 
more that we can put out strong 
messaging that reinforces the fact 
that we will be open, we will be res-
idential, it only reassures prospec-
tive students, current students and 
their families that we’re moving in 
the right direction,” Coldren said. 
“Part of what we offer is that resi-
dential experience and the commu-

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/02/19/colleges-promise-return-person-classes-fall
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Vaccine Timing ‘Fortunate’ for Admissions (cont.)

University of Arizona system, the 
University of Mississippi, Mississip-
pi State University and the University 
of South Carolina were among those 
making similar announcements re-
garding this fall.

The timing of the vaccine rollout is 
fortunate, said Shannon Ellis, vice 
president of student services at the 
University of Nevada, Reno. Univer-
sity officials wanted to let students 
know what to expect for the upcom-
ing fall semester but hesitated to 
make any announcements without 
more concrete public health infor-
mation. With recent vaccine prog-
ress and updated information from 
county health officials, university 
leaders went public with their plans.

Because of the new information 
about the long-term effects of 
COVID-19, making a decision about 
this fall felt even more serious than 
past reopening decisions, Ellis said.

“We clearly understand that we’re 
talking about people’s lives and their 
health and not just getting sick for 
a short period of time,” she said. 
“There’s an extra responsibility in 

nity that is built out of being a resi-
dential campus.”

Goucher, a small private college just 
outside Baltimore, said this week 
that all students will be able to re-
turn to campus for the fall semester. 
Several other small private colleges, 
including Blue Mountain College, 
Finlandia University and Kentucky 
Wesleyan College, have announced 
in-person fall semesters.

Honest advertising is part of any 
good admissions strategy, said 
Ronald Rochon, president of the 
University of Southern Indiana. Be-
ing up front with students and par-
ents about what kind of experience 
students will have at the university is 
essential to swaying their decision.

“Admissions is always on my mind 
with regard to, not just new people 
in seats, but also ways in which we 
convey a very accurate understand-
ing of what people will receive when 
they come to the campus,” he said.

Public universities and university 
systems have also been churning 
out in-person-fall announcements 
in recent weeks. The University of  
Tennessee announced Thursday  
it would offer a fully in-person 
campus experience this fall, which 
means teaching in classrooms at 
capacity, returning to normal cam-
pus housing, reopening dining halls, 
fully staffing campus student ser-
vices and allowing more fans at 
athletic events, among many other 
things. The University of Alabama 
system also announced this week 
that it would return to fully in-per-
son instruction with no classroom 
capacity restrictions this fall. East 
Stroudsburg University, the New 
Jersey Institute of Technology, the 

considering bringing back students 
and faculty and staff who have not 
been back on campus for various 
reasons, whether it’s health or child-
care or caring for an elder.”

Community colleges have also 
rolled out fall announcements in 
recent weeks. Itawamba Commu-
nity College in Fulton, Miss., most-
ly returned to in-person instruction 
for the spring semester but recent-
ly announced it will offer in-per-
son classes for the fall semester. 
The college went public with the 
fall plans because it knows that its 
prospective pool of students will be 
looking to make college decisions 
soon, Jay Allen, president of the col-
lege, wrote in an email.

Any bump from a reopening an-
nouncement may be blunted by the 
fact that so many colleges are doing 
it, and some college officials may 
have felt the need to go public with 
fall plans because their competitors 
were doing so. That wasn’t the case 
at Itawamba, Allen said.

“Often we lean on trends by other 
institutions to know what’s coming 

After being in quarantine 
for the better part of a year, if not a year, 

many people – and that includes students – 
are anxious to get back to some 

semblance of normal.

“

“
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Vaccine Timing ‘Fortunate’ for Admissions (cont.)

down the pipeline,” he said. “How-
ever, this was a decision that had 
been discussed for months before 
we announced.”

Rend Lake College in Ina, Ill., North-
east Mississippi Community Col-
lege, Grand Rapids Community 
College in Michigan and Ivy Tech 
Community College in Indianapolis 
recently announced in-person fall 
semesters.

Not all colleges have planned to 
bring all students back in the fall. 
Several community colleges in Cali-
fornia, which has been hit especially 
hard by COVID-19, have decided to 
stick with hybrid or online learning 
models through the calendar year. 
The Los Rios Community College 
District, which includes four com-
munity colleges near Sacramen-
to, said it was planning a hybrid 

online-in-person semester for fall 
2021. The San Mateo Communi-
ty College District will also remain 
mostly online for the fall 2021 se-
mester.

Experts agree that no institution 
should make a decision about the 
fall based on admissions prospects 
alone. But whether they chose to 
open in person this fall or stay on-
line, colleges would benefit from 
telling students what they’re plan-
ning before the May decision dead-
line, Hawkins and Coldren said.

“It’s advantageous for them to make 
that decision before May,” Coldren 
said. “If a first-year student is be-
tween two different institutions and 
one is saying vehemently that they 
are going to open and the other is 
uncertain, it would make sense that 
the student would probably lean 

more toward the institution that is 
prepared to open.”

College officials are feeling optimis-
tic about reopening, but none have 
forgotten last fall. Many institutions 
announced in-person fall semes-
ters last spring only to modify or 
reverse their plans weeks before the 
fall semester began – or in some 
cases after students were already 
on campus. Lots of institutions 
are planning to continue masking, 
social distancing and enhanced 
cleaning protocols to keep their fall 
reopening plans as robust as pos-
sible.

“There’s always a contingency that 
we will have to walk back,” Coldren 
said. “With all of the uncertainty that 
we’ve dealt with, that’s been a really 
real lesson that a lot of institutions 
have learned.”			          ■
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Budget cuts, layoffs, burnout: a year 
into the pandemic’s hold on U.S. 
academe, faculty members aren’t 
getting too many wins. So Mount 
Holyoke College quickly scrapping a 
plan to shutter its on-campus child-
care center stands out.

“First, let me say how deeply sor-
ry I am,” Mount Holyoke president 
Sonya Stephens wrote in a campus 
memo this week, promising that the 
Gorse Children’s Center would not in 
fact close on June 30, as previously 
announced. Instead, Stephens said 
that the college had secured a one-
year contract extension with the 
center’s corporate management 
partner, Bright Horizons, to ensure 
continued operations.

Stephens said the biggest flaw in 
the college’s plan to close the cen-
ter, announced last week, was that 
it had no “clear plan for continuity 
of care.” Indeed, in recent days, en-
rolled families reported scrambling 
to secure spots in centers else-
where in town and finding none 
were available. Several parents re-
ported wait lists of a year or longer 
at alternate facilities, whereas they 
were given just four months’ notice 
of the closure. Some professors 
also said the lack of transparen-
cy in the college’s decision making 
about the center was symptomat-
ic of bigger faculty-administrative 
trust issues on campus, which were 
documented in a recent faculty sat-
isfaction survey.

Don’t Mess With the Kiddos

In reversal, Mount Holyoke says it will keep on-campus 
childcare center open – for a year.

By Colleen Flaherty // March 4, 2021

DIGITAL BUGGU/PEXELS.COM

“As president, I take full responsibil-
ity for these errors, for the decision 
and for the enormous stress and 
turmoil it has caused,” Stephens 
said in her reversal announcement. 
“The college leadership team and I 
continue to examine the errors and 
lessons we have all learned from 
this experience, and we commit 
to establishing more collaborative 
processes for decision-making on 
issues of such consequence.”

Mount Holyoke initially said it was 
closing the center because an in-
ternal review found it presented eq-
uity issues. Specifically, the college 
only provides families a subsidy to 
the on-campus care center, and 
employees who send their children 
elsewhere for reasons including 

cost don’t get the same help. So 
instead of paying Bright Horizons 
$325,000 annually to manage the 
center, Mount Holyoke said it would 
add $100,000 to an existing emer-
gency fund available to all employee 
families struggling with childcare 
needs.

Faculty and staff members imme-
diately challenged that reasoning, 
however, accusing the administra-
tion of dressing up a blunt cost-cut-
ting measure in language about 
equity. Some professors who would 
have qualified for the income-based 
childcare subsidy to the center said 
they never knew it existed, casting 
doubt on how many families bene-
fit from the supposedly inequitable 
discount in the first place. Others 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/10/07/colleges-running-out-budget-areas-trim-besides-personnel
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/02/08/growing-resistance-against-cuts-ithaca
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/11/19/faculty-pandemic-stress-now-chronic
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/01/mount-holyoke-abruptly-announces-closure-childcare-center
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/01/mount-holyoke-abruptly-announces-closure-childcare-center
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/colleen-flaherty


Back to the New Normal: Finding Efficiencies and Managing Expenses  |  23

Don’t Mess With the Kiddos (cont.)

Many of us feel this 
is a very special place, in part for the 

community among students, faculty, staff 
and the larger area, and that very much 

includes our childcare center.

“

“

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/03/04/reversal-mount-holyoke-says-it-wont- 
close-childcare-center

incident “is seen as a time to take 
stock of the shared governance 
process and to make transparency 
in decision making once again the 
norm.”

The contract extension is a “great 
relief” to center families and staff 
members, who will keep their jobs, 
and a “step in the right direction,” 
Maier continued. The one-year 
promise is not, however, “an explicit 
commitment to long-term, quality, 
on-campus childcare beyond next 
year.”

Only that, she said, “to me and to 
many others, would fully redress 
the situation and be consistent with 
Mount Holyoke’s values.”

Kate Singer, associate professor of 
English, who sent her 7-year-old son 
to Gorse as a baby, toddler and pre-
schooler and who still relies on the 
center for drop-in care during faculty 

faculty members of color said they 
felt safe sending their children to 
the on-campus center. And many 
said it was anything but equitable to 
be stripping hard-to-find childcare 
away from families during a crisis 
that has disproportionately impact-
ed academic women – especially at 
a women’s college.

Mount Holyoke faced additional crit-
icism from local families who send 
their children to the center, saying 
closing it was a betrayal of commu-
nity relations.

Calling the one-year contract exten-
sion an “interim solution,” Stephens 
in her email said the college “will 
maintain its commitment to expand 
financial support to all Mount Holy-
oke employees with young children 
in their care.” Any non-Gorse par-
ents seeking support for childcare 
will be able to access the employee 
emergency fund beginning in July, 
she said.

“I know that all of my colleagues on 
the leadership team join me in mak-
ing a firm commitment to do what 
will be required of each of us to re-
store trust and to move forward in 
our shared endeavors,” Stephens 
added.

Jessica Maier, an associate profes-
sor of art history at the center and 
a Gorse Children’s Center parent, 
said the Mount Holyoke adminis-
tration was apparently doing some 
“soul-searching on how this mistake 
came about” and that she hoped the 

meetings and more, said she appre-
ciated Stephens’s apology. But the 
announcement falls short of a “dire-
ly needed commitment to financial-
ly sustainable on-campus childcare 
now and in the future,” she said.

“We need a creative, holistic vision 
for the college’s financial and ac-
ademic future, and that has yet to 
even be approached, in my mind,” 
Singer added. “Many of us feel this 
is a very special place, in part for the 
community among students, facul-
ty, staff and the larger area, and that 
very much includes our childcare 
center.”

Mount Holyoke “has been a place 
that has allowed myself and all 
kinds of caregivers the ability to 
research, teach our students, learn 
from our students and have family 
and friends, too. I think in our world 
that is really something worth sav-
ing, building and hanging on to.”     ■
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OPINION
Moving From the Tactical to the Strategic

We can and should learn from our forced response to the pandemic, 
but we should not mistake unplanned, short-term adjustments 
for necessary long-term change, Mary B. Marcy advises.

By Mary B. Marcy // January 5, 2021

Since the pandemic commenced 
in earnest in the United States, col-
leges and universities have been 
scrambling to adapt. By necessity, 
that adaptation has been some-
what ad hoc and reactive as we 
struggle to understand the nuanc-
es of evolving public health proto-
cols, wrestle with the realities of 
our budgets, attempt to support 
faculty and staff members, and try 
to respond to the profound impact 
on students and their learning.

In an Inside Higher Ed essay, Susan 
Resneck Pierce challenged univer-
sity leaders to begin to think stra-
tegically and long term, rather than 
only managing the daunting tactical 
tasks of the moment. Her challenge 
caused me to reflect, and to devel-
op a framework for beginning that 
conversation on our campuses.

Last spring, much was made of the 
academy’s ability to move abruptly 
to online learning, seeing it as evi-
dence that we are capable of rapid 
change if we simply decide to do it. 
But that assessment was prema-
ture – we adapted out of neces-
sity. The work was profound, even 
heroic, but that does not mean we 
did so willingly or in a manner that 
is sustainable. It was akin to driv-
ing full speed on the interstate and 
blowing a tire: we used the spare 
from the trunk and that doughnut 
got us to the end of the semester, 

but no one would mistake it for a 
permanent solution.

The work of long-term adapta-
tion to a changing higher educa-
tion environment is still ahead of 
us. We can and should learn from 
our forced response to the pan-
demic, but we should not mistake 
unplanned, forced, short-term ad-
justments for necessary long-term 
change.

Our current state is not the new 
normal. It is a transition state, and 
our institutions are reacting as 
necessary to an environment that 
is still in flux. Despite an under-
standable desire to return to work 
and life “as it was,” we are also not 

going back to the old normal.

While the new normal is not yet 
clear, and the old normal is unlikely 
to return for most campuses, there 
is much we can do to plan for a 
more sustainable and more edu-
cationally robust future when we 
emerge from the pandemic. Before 
the challenges of 2020, most of 
higher education was already fac-
ing intense demographic, financial 
and cultural pressures. All of those 
pressures have been exacerbated 
by the pandemic, the recession and 
the visible manifestation of racial 
inequities in our society.

Four essential questions can help 
us begin to think strategically 
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Moving From the Tactical to the Strategic (cont.)

The work of long-term adaptation 
to a changing higher education environment 

is still ahead of us. We can and should learn 
from our forced response to the pandemic, 

but we should not mistake unplanned, 
forced, short-term adjustments for 

necessary long-term change.

“

“

about the future while continuing 
to adjust to a society and an edu-
cational model in flux.

No. 1: What has proved to be truly 
essential from our pre-pandemic 
operations and systems? For ex-
ample, many campuses are find-
ing that, at least for traditional-age 
students, the campus experience 
is essential for student persistence 
and satisfaction. That does not nec-
essarily equate to only in-person 
classes, but it does mean that stu-
dents need, in some basic sense, to 
“go to college” – to be in community 
with their peers, faculty and staff.

We are also finding that even – per-
haps especially – in a largely remote 
learning environment, investment in 
professional faculty and staff devel-
opment is essential. Higher educa-
tion is still a personnel-driven en-
terprise, and any time fundamental 
change is undertaken, support for 
the people who must adapt to that 
change is key to its success.

There are other processes and tra-
ditions that do not fare well in a 
remote environment or social dis-
tancing model. Student recruitment 
without campus visits, the perform-
ing arts without a live audience, vir-
tual commencements and distin-
guished lecture series conducted 
online are temporary replacements 
for more meaningful in-person en-
gagement.

No. 2: What were we doing pre-pan-
demic that was unnecessary? This 
question is the converse of the first. 
While many faculty and staff mourn 
the loss of colleagueship from cam-
pus gatherings both formal and 
informal, few miss interminable 
meetings or layers of bureaucracy. 

In fact, some find that more flex-
ible hours and remote work have 
resulted in a more productive and 
preferable experience. To be sure, 
none of these ideas are new to the 
workplace or to higher education; 
the pandemic simply forced nearly 
all higher education institutions into 
this space for at least a few months. 
Now is the time to evaluate that ex-
perience and adopt new systems 
and processes that have proved to 
be effective.

No. 3: Should we permanently adopt 
some of our newly flexible systems 
for remote teaching and learning? 
Many campuses, even those com-
mitted to in-person learning and 
focused primarily on the liberal arts, 
invested heavily in recent months 
in online learning systems and 
faculty development. As a result, 
faculty members and students are 
exploring new avenues for hybrid 
learning, flipped classrooms and re-
mote course delivery. Some of the 
outcomes have been surprising, as 
faculty find they are able to engage 
in multiple new ways with students 
and take advantage of the possibili-

ties of asynchronous learning. Other 
courses or faculty members do not 
adapt as well to the online modality.

Again, these methods of course 
delivery are not new to higher edu-
cation, but the scale at which they 
were adopted across the country 
has created an opportunity for us 
to reconsider where we might use 
educational technology and flexi-
ble course delivery more strategi-
cally or effectively. In most cases, 
the answers to this question will be 
idiosyncratic to the institution and 
its faculty, but the pandemic has 
created an opportunity to learn and 
adopt new approaches that should 
not be lost once the necessity of re-
mote learning dissipates.

No. 4: What strategic directions de-
veloped pre-pandemic should we 
revise, discard or perhaps even ac-
celerate? The past year has brought 
into stark relief challenges to the 
higher education business model, 
and those pressures are only like-
ly to increase, given the recession 
and highly restricted state budgets. 
Meanwhile, the decline in the num-
ber of high school graduates and 
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Moving From the Tactical to the Strategic (cont.)
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These methods of course 
delivery are not new to higher education, 
but the scale at which they were adopted 

across the country has created an opportunity 
for us to reconsider where we might use 

educational technology and flexible course 
delivery more strategically 

or effectively.

“
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demographic shifts in the tradition-
al student population continue, with 
more first-generation students, 
Pell-eligible students and under-
represented students graduating 
from high school and seeking col-
lege degrees. The racial reckoning 
that has begun in earnest will not 
abate, and as more students of 
color enter our institutions, they 
will rightly expect a level of eq-
uity-mindedness that has often 
eluded us.

Strategic plans that do not already 
anticipate these changes can no 
longer ignore such imminent re-
alities and will need to be revised. 
Programs and initiatives that were 
not designed to support a diverse 
student population, anticipated 
a traditional on-campus staffing 
model or failed to invest adequate-
ly in educational technology may 
have to be revisited. Those plans 
that were designed to adapt to the 
shifting demographic, financial and 
cultural realities may have to be 

implemented with greater speed.

Even as the pandemic has caused 
suffering, trauma and shock to in-
dividuals and society, it has made 
incredible demands on every facet 
of higher education. As we move 
through the immediate crisis and 
plan for the future, we can evaluate 

what we have learned from this un-
anticipated and painful experience. 
We need to face old realities anew, 
to nurture and revive what remains 
essential, and to craft a model of 
higher education that is respon-
sive, vibrant and sustainable for 
the true new normal that is about 
to emerge.			          ■
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By Michael S. Roth // January 18, 2021

Michael S. Roth shares three lessons from the pandemic that should help 
guide colleges and universities in the future.

Everything Won’t Be Different

Everything will be different. How 
often we have heard this sentence 
over the last 20 years, and how 
quickly we forget it when we re-
sume old habits. After the attacks 
of Sept. 11, the people who felt 
they could see the future were cer-
tain that national security, privacy, 
travel and the military would never 
be the same. After the Great Re-
cession of 2008, we heard a similar 
refrain about banking, homeown-
ership and the ways technology 
companies were thought to drive 
economic innovation.

And now, as we slog through a hor-
rifying winter of pandemic hospital-
izations and death, and while new 
vaccines have stirred our hopes, 
those who are confident of their in-
sights into “new normals” and who 
can feel in their bones that social 
behavior has been forever changed 
by social distancing are predicting 
that that the post-pandemic world 
will be a brave new one – or at least 
a brand-new one.

Maybe the reaction of everything 
will be different is just meant to un-
derscore the importance of what 
we’ve recently gone through. We 
want to believe that what’s been 
happening to us and around us is 
so powerful that its reverberations 
will continue long after the events 
themselves are over. That’s un-
derstandable, since it gives more 
seriousness to what we feel is a 

life-changing event. And it is pain-
fully obvious that this horrible 
plague is changing millions of lives 
around the world – as the death 
count grows higher, so many more 
are scarred, sometimes irreparably.

In higher education, some things 
will be different post-pandemic, 
especially if we can hold on to what 
we’ve learned over the past year. 
As we begin 2021, the pandemic is 
still at the forefront of concern, but I 
already see three areas in which we 
can make a difference at colleges 
and universities through the les-
sons we’ve learned over these last 
several months.

Inequality. Many people have noted 
how remote education has made 
extreme inequality among students 
more visible. Teaching on Zoom 
revealed more about student living 
conditions than many students – 
poor or wealthy – wanted exposed. 
And while we didn’t discover the 
digital divide during the pandemic, 
its effects on learning and mental 
health were made more obvious. 
Many schools, colleges and univer-
sities were proactive in getting stu-
dents technological tools, but not 
all educational institutions had the 
resources to do so. Without meals 
at educational institutions, many 
students just went hungry; this 
was true in inner-city elementary 
schools as well as at Ivy League 
universities.

The reckoning with race that has 
coincided with the pandemic has 
awoken more instructors and ad-
ministrators to the centrality of an-
tiracist efforts to our educational 
missions. The pandemic experi-
ence has only reinforced the obli-
gation of educational institutions 
to support their most vulnerable 
students, paying close attention 
to the intersections of racism and 
inequality. Just as front-line health 
workers and residents of nursing 
homes have been prioritized for 
vaccine distribution, higher edu-
cation institutions should direct 
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Everything Won’t Be Different (cont.)

financial aid efforts to the students 
whose economic conditions leave 
them most at risk of dropping out of 
college altogether.

Connection. While educators are 
understandably rather suspicious of 
technology, its power to make con-
nections to students and other col-
leagues is clear. Notwithstanding all 
the complaints about Zoom fatigue, 
attendance at faculty meetings and 
committee workshops at my insti-
tution has been significantly better 
than it was when everyone was on 
campus. And from crisis communi-
cations to routine governance mat-
ters, engagement with colleagues 
in virtual meetings seemed to allow 
for new voices to be heard. People 
reluctant to speak up in a crowded 
room were more comfortable using 
the “raise your hand” function.

As for teaching, many instructors 
who were skeptical about being 
able to really connect to students 
online discovered that virtual cours-
es allowed them and many of their 
students to bring their whole selves 
to class in new ways. The pandemic 
experience has shown us the pow-
er of virtual connections to enhance 
learning, governance and commu-
nity building.

Compassion. The final lesson that 
I hope we take away from our pan-

demic experience in 2020 is that 
compassion can be greater than 
outrage. Now, we certainly had 
plenty of occasions to feel offend-
ed and to express fury over the past 
year, and it is clear that, for many 
people, feeling outrage is a pleasure 
and a bonding experience. Outrage, 
to borrow a phrase from Jonathan 
Haidt, blinds and binds.

But we have also witnessed the 
work that compassion does as we 
celebrated doctors, nurses, super-
market employees and countless 
friends and neighbors who went 
beyond the call of self-interest and 
duty to help their communities be-

come more resilient – or just stay 
alive. We can shake our heads re-
proachfully at those who congregat-
ed at bars or who attacked others 
for wearing masks in public places. 
But we should also allow ourselves 
to be inspired by those who sewed 
masks for hundreds of other peo-
ple or who found safe ways to bring 
food, affection and community to 
the hungry and lonely.

Everything won’t be different, but by 
learning a few key lessons from the 
pandemic, combined with compas-
sionate solidarity, we can make a 
difference by building a better future 
at our educational institutions.	        ■

We want to believe that what’s 
been happening to us and around us is 
so powerful that its reverberations will 

continue long after the events themselves 
are over. That’s understandable, since it 
gives more seriousness to what we feel 

is a life-changing event.

“
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By David R. Harris // February 2, 2021

David R. Harris shares three lessons his campus has already learned 
as students have returned for the new term amid some of the worst 
days of the pandemic.

What Awaits Colleges?

My young daughter knows what 
it means when I get the “Do you 
have a minute?” text from Dean 
Fran’Cee. When I return from the 
phone call I make in response, she 
asks, “Another positive?”

So I knew it was bad news on a 
recent Saturday morning when 
Fran’Cee Brown-McClure, Union 
College’s vice president for student 
affairs, skipped the text and just 
called me, the institution’s presi-
dent. On the last day of testing, at 
the end of our first week of winter 
term, 12 students on our campus 
had tested positive for COVID-19. 
That brought our total number of 
student positives for the term to 
51, about twice the number we ex-
perienced during all of fall term.

Union is on a trimester sched-
ule. This was a huge advantage 
in the fall, as we started two to 
four weeks after most semester- 
oriented institutions. We learned 
from our peers that some students 
would arrive COVID-19-positive 
and largely asymptomatic, but 
that with aggressive testing, iso-
lation and quarantining, we should 
be able to minimize the number 
of subsequent cases. Like almost 
every small college that tested its 
students regularly, we had far few-
er COVID-19 cases last semester 
than anticipated.

The situation is very different this 

term. Most colleges operating with 
semester schedules do not return 
until late January or early mid- 
February. Our first day of classes 
was Jan. 11, so this time we are 
the trailblazers. I’m pining for what 
now appear to have been the “easy” 
days of fall.

On the first day of our winter term, 
the United States reported almost 
223,000 cases, compared to about 
33,300 cases on the first day of the 
fall term. A year of politicization of 
the virus – combined with fatigue 
over masks, social distancing and 
other public health measures – has 
taken its toll on compliance. Nearly 
450,000 Americans have died from 
COVID-19, but most young people 
have experienced few if any symp-
toms, which has only bolstered their 
tendencies to minimize personal 
risks.

So what can peers learn from us?

First, do not expect that the actions 
you took in the fall will have the 
same effects this winter. In prepa-
ration for the students’ return to 
our campus this term, we decided 
to increase testing from once to 
twice per week. We secured more 
rooms for students who test pos-
itive and for those who are their 
close contacts. We implemented 
stricter and clearer penalties for 
violating policies. We installed fire 
pits across campus, waived co-

pays for employee mental health 
appointments, shared links to free 
online fitness classes and an-
nounced myriad virtual events 
and activities. I hate to think what 
we would be facing if we had ap-
proached this term with fall 2020 
policies and practices.

Second, do not bring students back 
to campus unless you are prepared 
to have more positive cases – 
perhaps significantly more. That 
means more students who have to 
be quarantined, more stress across 
campus and among parents, more 
policy violations, and a higher risk 
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What Awaits Colleges? (cont.)

that you will have to send all stu-
dents home before the term ends. 
Even with enhanced preventative 
measures, this term has been in-
tense. At the end of week one, we 
had more than doubled the number 
of student cases we had during the 
entire 10 weeks of fall term. More 
than 100 students had already 
been quarantined, spending two 
weeks at home or in a hotel room, 
unable to fully participate in face-
to-face classes.

Following the example of higher 
education institutions that experi-
enced spikes last term, we imple-
mented a two-week campus quar-
antine on Jan. 17. Our expectation 
was that limiting interactions on 
campus and with external com-
munities would allow us to slow 
the spread. At the end of last week, 
I announced that our number of 
positives had declined significantly, 
and the campus quarantine would 
end two days early. We’ve returned 
to our new normal of masks and 
distancing, keenly aware that an-
other spike could be around the 
corner.

Third, as monumental and difficult 
as it is to confront the daily chal-
lenges of COVID-19, you must find 
a way to pursue the core mission. 
Our mission is to develop every 
student to lead, with wisdom, em-
pathy and courage, in ways large 
and small, now and across mul-
tiple tomorrows. Our community 
expects that Union will protect the 

health of its students, administra-
tors and faculty members and will 
avoid the existential threats that 
too many colleges have experi-
enced in recent years, but it also 
expects more. My senior leader-
ship team and our whole commu-
nity must find the time, energy and 
creativity to ensure that Union not 
only survives but also thrives.

It is a struggle to see beyond all of 
the immediate challenges and re-
quests, but somehow, we are get-
ting it done. Formal and informal 
daily check-in conversations with 
students, staff and faculty mem-
bers help us make more informed 
decisions and pivot when needed 
– such as when we opened more 
study spaces for students whose 
mental health and academic prog-
ress were suffering from the iso-
lation of a campus quarantine. 
Talking with our community mem-
bers also brings me something 
that is much needed this year: joy.

In addition to these experienc-
es, here’s what I would share with 
another college president who is 
wondering whether to bring stu-
dents back to campus or have a 
fully online term. A long time ago, 
I learned that in difficult situations 
– and COVID-19 is the most diffi-
cult one I have faced – you’ll rare-
ly find a path that makes everyone 
happy. That recognition drives me 
to select the path that I believe will 
benefit the most people and harm 
the fewest. When people complain 

and argue that they should be ex-
ceptions, it is much easier to re-
spond when you know you have 
made policy for the right reasons, 
not because it will face the least re-
sistance.

The question of what colleges and 
universities should do this term 
has no single right answer – just 
as there is no easy answer for stu-
dents and parents debating wheth-
er to return to campus. We brought 
students back with our eyes 
wide-open. We knew that the fall 
was the opening act for the win-
ter. We couldn’t have known just 
how much more difficult this term 
would be, or how much less energy 
we would have to confront the new 
challenges. It will be many weeks, 
and even months, before the vac-
cine is widely available.

What keeps us as senior admin-
istrators going – and knowing we 
made the right call for Union – are 
those daily conversations with stu-
dents, faculty and staff that reveal 
just how committed they are to do-
ing what it takes for all of us to suc-
ceed. It’s also knowing how much 
more students are learning and 
growing by being on this campus, 
even with limited face-to-face in-
teractions, in and out of the class-
room.

With the right mix of wisdom, em-
pathy and courage, I am confident 
that we will not only survive but 
also thrive.			          ■
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By Steven Mintz // February 23, 2021
It’s time to create a new normal.

Let’s Not Return to the Old Normal

If your institution expects life to re-
turn to normal post-pandemic, dis-
appointment lies ahead.

Even with vaccines and a presiden-
tial administration strongly com-
mitted to traditional higher educa-
tion, there are no guarantees that 
higher education as we knew it will 
bounce back – and that’s OK.

It’s OK because our pre-pandemic 
reality was beset by challenges and 
inequalities, which the pandemic 
exposed and intensified. It’s OK be-
cause many of our students need 
something different than what we 
offered, and the pandemic made 
that clear.

It’s also OK because our exist-
ing business model was tottering, 
and the pandemic laid bare the 
inadequacy of many of our legacy  
approaches and incumbent prac-
tices and pointed toward possible 
solutions.

Even before the pandemic, Amer-
ican higher education could be 
viewed from two contrasting per-
spectives.

There was the rhetoric of crisis: of 
crushing student debt, eroding state 
funding, the shift toward a contin-
gent faculty and the competitive 
threat posed by online providers 
and purveyors of shorter, cheaper 
nondegree credentials and certifica-
tions, all worsened by controversies 
surrounding equity, academic free-

dom, sexual misconduct and the 
exploitation of student athletes.

Then there was the opposing, far 
more positive view: that American 
universities remain the envy of the 
world; that despite modest recent 
declines, undergraduate enrollment  
stood at an unprecedented level; 
that graduate enrollments, even in 
the midst of the pandemic, contin-
ue to soar; and, in absolute terms, 
public investments persist at near 
record high levels.

Any fair assessment must balance 
the system’s great accomplish-
ments in terms of expanded access, 
inclusion and research productivity 
against its unquestionable weak-
nesses: extreme stratification in  
resources, reputation and comple-

tion rates; increasing reliance on 
nontenured faculty; and pervasive 
inequities, which include the un-
derrepresentation of women and 
scholars of color on the faculty and 
the relegation of a disproportionate 
share of low-income students to 
the least resourced institutions.

Perhaps our salvation lies in in-
creased federal generosity, and 
while the signs are more hopeful 
than they were a couple of months 
ago, I wouldn’t count on govern-
ment largesse, especially if I work 
at a private institution.

Nor does it make sense to try to 
cut your way to success, which will 
only diminish your institution’s rep-
utation, demoralize stakeholders 
and discourage future enrollments. 
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Let’s Not Return to the Old Normal (cont.)

No one leaps aboard a sinking ship.

The real key to institutional sus-
tainability lies in entrepreneurship, 
experimentation and an enlarged 
mission. Here are some practical, 
pragmatic ways to do those things.

1. Embrace data.

Deploy data to evaluate and opti-
mize your program offerings, iden-
tify curricular bottlenecks, target 
advising and support services, and 
assess the effectiveness of stu-
dent success initiatives for various 
subpopulations.

Data can be used descriptively, 
predictively and proscriptively. Re-
spond proactively to indicators of 
students at risk of failure or drop-
ping out, including low levels of 
LMS activity, low grades or credit 
accumulation during the first se-
mester, inability to enter a first-
choice major or delayed choice of 
major, and a drop-off in credits ac-
cumulated. Also use data to inform 
programmatic investments and 
identify untapped student markets.

2. Boost students’ ROI.

Because college is one of the larg-
est investments that any family will 
make, students and parents need 
to know about the return on invest-
ment they can expect. ROI is, of 
course, partly financial, and differs 
widely by major, institution type 
and time to degree. But ROI also 
takes other forms, including the 
quality of instruction, the level of 
student-faculty interaction, access 
to high-impact educational prac-
tices, support for career develop-
ment and engagement in campus 
activities. Your institution needs 

to do whatever it can to maximize 
these aspects of campus life.

3. Increase retention rates,  
academic momentum and  
students’ academic success.

If you’ve paid any attention to the 
scholarship on student success, 
you know that most students drop 
out not because they’re academi-
cally unprepared or unmotivated or 
in poor academic standing, but for 
other reasons.

They received poor first-semester 
grades. They’re closed out of their 
first-choice major. They can’t get 
into the courses they need. They 
failed to receive adequate advising. 
They feel isolated and disconnect-
ed. Or life got into the way and the 
institution didn’t do enough to keep 
them on board.

In all too many cases, the stu-
dents dropped out as a result of 
institutional policies (for example, 
because credits didn’t transfer or 
didn’t apply to gen ed or major re-

quirements) or poor course sched-
uling or adjustment issues or the 
misfortune of encountering a fac-
ulty member who teaches poorly or 
grades punitively or unfairly.

We possess the power to address 
these problems: to intervene rap-
idly, to “process analyze” students’ 
academic journeys, to optimize 
course schedules, to remove hur-
dles to graduation, to redesign 
gateway classes and to enhance 
students’ sense of belonging – and 
create first- and second-year cata-
pults to sustain or even boost stu-
dents’ momentum.

4. Create greater  
curricular coherence.

Why not align mathematics and 
statistics courses with broad areas 
of student interest, whether busi-
ness, health care, the social scienc-
es or the arts and humanities? Dit-
to for freshman composition and 
lower-division humanities courses. 
Offer lower-division courses in the 

ROI is, of course, 
partly financial, and differs widely by major, 

institution type and time to degree. 
But ROI also takes other forms, including 

the quality of instruction, the level of student-
faculty interaction, access to high-impact 
educational practices, support for career 

development and engagement 
in campus activities.

“
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Let’s Not Return to the Old Normal (cont.)
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digital humanities, the medical hu-
manities, the history of science and 
technology, or courses that offer 
humanistic perspectives on busi-
ness, engineering and new media.

5. Pursue new markets.

Even though the high school-age 
population is declining, opportu-
nities abound. Think transfer stu-
dents, stop-outs, postbaccs and 
working adults seeking short-term, 
nondegree credentials. Also consid-
er partnerships with businesses to 
offer targeted training.

6. Forge alliances.

Consider course sharing and 2+2 
programs in high-demand, but 
costly, difficult-to-staff areas of 
study. Or how about supplementing 
study abroad with the opportunity 
to spend a semester or academic 
year at another campus? (Certainly, 
among the high points of my under-
graduate education was the time I 
spent at Fisk University, where I had 
the opportunity to work with the 
writer Arna Bontemps and the artist 
Aaron Douglas.)

7. Make the academic experience 
more attractive and distinctive.

Good ideas lie all around us. Co-
horts offer a way to place relation-
ships at the center of the student 
experience. You might place many, 
indeed most, students into a cohort, 
whether in a meta major, a learning 

community or a research or oppor-
tunity program. Not only does par-
ticipation in an interest group en-
hance a sense of belonging, it helps 
students identify the major that they 
wish to pursue.

Expand research and internship op-
portunities. Integrate certification 
and skills badges into the curric-
ulum. Offer more studio, field and 
clinical experiences and workshop 
classes.

All of us hope that vaccination will 
allow for a post-crisis return to 
some semblance of normality. But 
normal should not mean the resto-
ration of the old ways of doing busi-
ness.

Going back to the old normal would 
make sense if pre-pandemic higher 
education had been challenge-free. 
It wasn’t. We are now in a position 
to create a new normal that will ac-
commodate greater flexibility and 
that will open our doors to new stu-
dent populations.

There are three areas where I think 
we have no option but to change.

1.	 We must better serve popu-
lations previously underserved. 
These range from high school stu-
dents who need to be college ready 
to community college students who 
want a bachelor’s degree to dis-
placed workers who need to reskill 
or upskill.

2.	 We must do much more to ad-
vance equity. That means more ag-
gressive recruitment, greater equity 
in admissions and financial aid, and 
greater equity in outcomes – not 
just higher retention and graduation 
rates but more diverse students 
graduating with degrees in high-de-
mand fields.

3.	 We must design for greater 
flexibility. Now that nontraditional 
students represent the new student 
majority, we need to offer an educa-
tional experience that better meets 
their needs. That will certainly mean 
making more courses available on-
line and offering courses at times 
that will make it easier for students 
to combine their studies with work 
and caregiving responsibilities. It 
will require us to double down on 
the kinds of student services that 
pay off: intensive, targeted advising; 
degree mapping and career plan-
ning; bridge programs, supplemen-
tal instruction, tutoring and grants 
targeting retention and comple-
tion. It also means offering more 
on-campus jobs.

Rather than viewing the pandem-
ic wholly negatively, we’d do better 
to consider it a hard-earned learn-
ing experience that has opened our 
eyes, challenged us and driven us to 
make long-overdue reforms.

We’d be remiss if we failed to learn 
the pandemic’s lessons.	        ■
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