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Introduction

Enrollment concerns are always important, but the coronavirus has made 
them more so. Will students (freshmen and other students) enroll at their 
normal rates? Will more students opt to take a semester off, or to stay closer 
to home and take classes at a local community college? What would the im-
pact be of continuing online-only instruction? Will students expect tuition to 
be lower than it has been?

The articles in this compilation explore what the experts think, and how col-
leges are planning.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover these issues, and we welcome your 
reactions to this compilation and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

http://editor@insidehighered.com
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Leveraging Learning Technology 

to Reach More Students 

If you asked faculty and staff to name the biggest 

challenges facing higher education institutions like 

theirs, enrollment would be one of the top items on the 

list. That's what Inside Higher Ed found when they 

surveyed admissions leaders in 2019. Of those who 

responded, the overwhelming majority were worried 

about being able to meet their enrollment goals.1 

Working closely with colleges and universities 

throughout North America and around the world, 

I'm not a stranger to these frustrations. Yet I've 

also been fortunate to see firsthand how technology 

can help institutions overcome these hurdles in 

a variety of ways. 

It's about making learning something people want 

to do. I think about the interactive audiovisual exercises 

that equip learners with practical knowledge and 

give them the confidence to put it to use. There's 

personalized learning that helps students 

align what they're doing with their unique interests 

and goals, plus collaboration and feedback tools 

that foster a sense of community and encourage 

learners to seek advice and feedback from peers, 

educators, and experts. 

It's about ensuring that learning is something people 

can do-allowing students to learn on their terms. For 

learners with disabilities, that means making education 

accessible with experiences that facilitate closed 

captioning, are compatible with assistive devices, and 

are intuitive to use. Enabling all students to take full 

advantage of education can play such a powerful and 

important role in helping them reach their full potential. 

'https•//www.1nsideh1ghered.com/news/survey/2019-survey-adm1ss1ons-leaders-pressure-grows 

It also means making learning flexible so people can 

study how, where, and when they need. I've seen how 

valuable this can be for "new traditional" or mature 

learners, for example, who have already been in the 

workforce for several years and are returning to either 

upgrade their skills or make a career change. Being 

able to access learning online can remove barriers that 

would otherwise prevent them from taking part in 

academic initiatives, such as a difficult commute to and 

from campus or having to balance learning with their 

busy work and family lives. 

And finally, it's about making learning easier for faculty, 

staff, and administrators to deliver. I picture solutions 

that help instructors organize and set up courses, 

customize experiences to suit individual learner needs, 

and track how students are progressing. Ultimately, it 

comes down to giving educators the time and space to 

focus on what matters most-providing students with 

the education and support they need to thrive in 

and outside the classroom. 

Improved experiences for students, faculty, and staff 

can play a key role in driving better results and growth 

for colleges and universities. That's how you can 

transform learning, and it's how you can set your 

higher-education institution on the road to success. 

April Oman 

Senior Vice President, 

Customer Experience 

D2L 



Four-year colleges may face a 
loss of up to 20 percent in fall en-
rollment, SimpsonScarborough, 
a higher education research and 
marketing company, has predict-
ed on the basis of multiple student 
surveys it has conducted.

The findings are based on sur-
veys of more than 2,000 col-
lege-bound high school seniors and 
current college students in March, 
just after the coronavirus began 
spreading in the United States, and 
in April, after three weeks of record 
unemployment claims.

The findings are based on several 
surveys, one of which was released 
previously.
■	 In April, 10 percent of col-

lege-bound seniors who had 
planned to enroll at a four-year 

college before the COVID-19 
outbreak said they have already 
made alternative plans.

■	 Fourteen percent of college stu-
dents in March said they were 
unlikely to return to their current 
college or university in the fall, or 
it was "too soon to tell." Exactly 
three weeks later, in mid-April, 
that figure had gone up to 26  
percent.

■	 Gap years may be gaining in 
popularity. While hard to track, 
there are estimates that 3 per-
cent of freshmen take a gap year 
in normal circumstances. Since 
the pandemic, internet searches 
for gap years have skyrocketed.

■	 College students do not like the 
online education they have been 
receiving. To finish their degrees, 

85 percent want to go back to 
campus, but 15 percent want to 
finish online.
The numbers are particularly 

bleak for minority students.
Forty-one percent of minority 

high school seniors say it's likely 
they won't go to college at all in the 
fall or "it's too soon to say." That 
compares to 24 percent of white 
high school seniors. With deadlines 
looming (some colleges expected 
answers to admissions offer by 
May 1, although many have de-
layed the date), 24 percent of mi-
nority students say they haven't de-
cided which college to attend. The 
number for white students is 14 
percent. Because of COVID-19, the 
top choice of college has changed 
for a third of undecided minority 

By Scott Jaschik // May 4, 2020 

Survey figures are for four-year public colleges and don't consider 
international students. Minority students are at greater risk. Plus,  
details on numerous other studies.

20% Enrollment Drop Seen

NEWS

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/RYAN HERRON
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20% Enrollment Drop Seen

students but only 15 percent of un-
decided white students.

Minority students who are in 
college are also feeling the impact 
of COVID-19 and related matters 
more than white students are. Thir-
ty-two percent of minority students 
and 22 percent of white college stu-
dents said it was unlikely they will 
return to their college this fall or "it's 
too soon to say." Nearly two-thirds 
of minority students (64 percent) 
said their plans were being affect-
ed by COVID-19, compared to 44 
percent of white students.

Some colleges will fare better, 
the SimpsonScarborough report 
says, based on prestige or location 
or particularly sensitive administra-
tors. But as a whole, "the effect on 
higher education enrollment could 
be catastrophic."

Elizabeth Johnson, chairman of 
SimpsonScarborough, said, "We 
felt after our first survey that we 
couldn't make predictions," be-
cause COVID-19 had just spread 
in the U.S. and most students and 
more colleges weren't prepared for 
it. But having surveyed again, after 
a full month with COVID-19, the 
results were mostly the same or 
(from colleges' perspective) worse.

By combining the various fac-
tors, she said she came up with 
the 20 percent figure for decreased 
enrollment. Obviously, there is a gi-
ant what-if to consider. But most of 
the what-ifs that colleges hope for 
-- what if a vaccine were developed, 
for instance -- aren't going to hap-
pen by the fall, she said.

She strongly advised colleges 
to start talking with their students 
about the various scenarios they 
face. She noted the blog post "15 
Fall Scenarios," which Inside High-
er Ed recently published, by blog-
gers Joshua Kim of Dartmouth 
College and Edward J. Maloney of 
Georgetown University. Colleges 

and employment research nonprof-
it, asks respondents about their 
job security, income and general 
feelings of anxiety about the virus. 
It also includes questions on edu-
cational attainment and future edu-
cation plans.

Tyton Partners recently surveyed 
parents and found many of them 
are dubious of paying full tuition 
rates for a continuation of online 
education in the fall.

Lipman Hearne last week re-
leased a new survey of parents of 
high school seniors, conducted in 
March and in April, which found 
that the parents surveyed in April 
were more likely to want their chil-
dren to go to college close to home 
(52 percent versus 45 percent). 
And it found that 56 percent of par-
ents were interested in a delayed 
January start, and 46 percent said 
they wanted their child to start at a 
less expensive institution and then 
transfer. And 61 percent believe on-
line instruction of the sort started 
by colleges this spring will reduce 
the quality of higher education.

Art & Science Group polled 1,171 
high school seniors from April 21-
24 and found that one in six stu-
dents who'd planned to attend four-
year colleges full-time no longer 

should try to figure out which of 
those scenarios they are embrac-
ing and talk to students, she said. 
SimpsonScarborough's is not the 
only recent survey. And the other 
surveys, while some take different 
approaches, have the same overall 
tone.

An estimated 28 million Amer-
icans have canceled their educa-
tion plans due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, according to an ongoing 
Strada Education Network survey. 
And nearly one in five Americans 
have changed their education 
plans.

"We expect this is a wide range 
of formal and informal education 
activities," Dave Clayton, senior vice 
president for consumer insights 
at Strada, said in an email. "As we 
prepare for economic downturn, 
everyone's wondering about the im-
plications for education -- we don’t 
fully know the impact yet, but we're 
tracking this closely. What we do 
know so far, based on this survey 
and our historic surveys, is that 
Americans want to see direct ca-
reer benefits from their education."

The longitudinal survey has 
wrapped up its fifth week and has 
garnered more than 5,000 respons-
es. Each week Strada, an education 

As we prepare for economic downturn, 
everyone's wondering about the implications 

for education -- we don’t fully know the impact 
yet, but we're tracking this closely. What we 

do know so far, based on this survey and our 
historic surveys, is that Americans want to see 

direct career benefits from their education.

“

“

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/blogs/learning-innovation/15-fall-scenarios
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/blogs/learning-innovation/15-fall-scenarios
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/04/27/some-parents-wont-pay-or-are-unsure-about-children-enrolling-online
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/04/27/some-parents-wont-pay-or-are-unsure-about-children-enrolling-online
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/04/28/private-polling-offers-another-warning-sign-about-college-admissions
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/04/28/private-polling-offers-another-warning-sign-about-college-admissions
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/30/millions-cancel-and-change-education-plans-response-pandemic
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/30/millions-cancel-and-change-education-plans-response-pandemic
https://www.stradaeducation.org/publicviewpoint/
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plan to do so.
Richard Hesel, a principal with 

the group, said further numbers 
showed that 60 percent of stu-
dents have no interest in online 
education. And two-thirds of stu-
dents think they should pay "much 
less" for tuition if the programs 
they have been shifted to in recent 
weeks should continue in the next 
academic year.

David Hawkins, executive direc-
tor for educational content and 
policy at the National Association 
for College Admission Counseling, 
said such surveys serve a valuable 
purpose.

"At a time when information is at 

might put college out of reach for a 
large number of students."

What is he looking for? "Over all, 
the primary effect we’re consider-
ing, both for students and institu-
tions, is financial. The COVID-19 
outbreak seems likely to result in 
an economic downturn that rivals 
or outpaces the 2008 recession, ab-
sent a significant infusion of public 
assistance from state and federal 
governments. That will affect stu-
dents’ ability to enroll and colleges’ 
ability to maintain services for stu-
dents." 				          ■

-- Emma Whitford contributed to 
this article.

a premium, surveys like this can be 
useful in helping colleges plan for 
an uncertain future," he said. "Of 
course, survey research has lim-
itations, in that it tends to rely on 
a snapshot in time, so responses 
today might change substantial-
ly based on new information or 
events in the future. Colleges will 
have to conduct outreach to their 
own population of students to as-
sess the pandemic’s impact on fall 
enrollment, as changes are bound 
to vary by institution. But as a gen-
eral indicator that times will be diffi-
cult moving forward, these surveys 
are sending a message to colleges 
and to policy makers that this crisis 

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/05/04/surveys-reveal-bleak-picture- 
colleges-fall

20% Enrollment Drop Seen
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In normal years, most undergrad-
uate admissions offices deal with 
relatively few requests from incom-
ing students to defer admission. 
This is not a normal year.

It’s too early to know if formal 
requests to defer admission will 
increase, but college admission 
officers and college counselors 
alike report many more inquiries 
about deferrals from students and 
parents who are unsure whether 
their chosen colleges will resume 
in-person classes and normal (or 
seminormal) campus operations 
this fall.

High school seniors are “thrown 
off” by the idea of possibly having 
to start college online, said Ibrahim 
Firat, an independent college con-
sultant.

“What I have heard from these 
seniors is, ‘I’ve been sold on the col-

es in close proximity to tens or hun-
dreds of students causes concern. 
For others, the idea of paying full 
tuition for remote learning instead 
of the expected in-person, on-cam-
pus experience does not make 
practical or financial sense, partic-
ularly for those who have lost their 
jobs or taken significant pay cuts. 
As such, parents are increasingly 
asking about viable options for next 
fall.”

Colleges vary in their deferral poli-
cies: some have a policy of granting 
a yearlong deferral of admission 
upon request almost automatically, 
while others review requests indi-
vidually and approve them based 
on a consideration of their merit. 
Some institutions are more or less 
agnostic about the reasons stu-
dents defer as long as they don’t 
enroll as a degree-seeking student 

lege experience before I chose to 
attend this particular college. If I’m 
not going to have that experience 
for the first semester or even prob-
ably the whole year, then what’s the 
point of paying full tuition to sit at 
home and watch videos all day?’ ” 
he said.

“In prior years, I had very few stu-
dents elect to defer matriculation 
and pursue a gap year,” said Lau-
ra George, an independent college 
consultant.

“In the past six weeks, I have 
observed a significant increase in 
these types of questions, as par-
ents and students contemplate the 
potential reality of starting their col-
lege careers online,” George said. 
“For current seniors and their par-
ents, the many uncertainties about 
the safety of living on campus in 
tight quarters and attending class-

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/SSHEPARD

By Elizabeth Redden // May 4, 2020 

As more students ask about deferring admission, admissions officers try 
to determine what it might mean for their institutions -- and for students.

A College Dream Deferred?

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/elizabeth-redden
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plans. Nearly half of these students 
plan to attend a community college, 
and about a third plan to enroll in an 
online college.

The survey also found increased 
interest in gap years, which a report 
on the survey results notes, would 
“create myriad challenges for high-
er ed,” including “the impact on tu-
ition revenue for this fiscal year in 
addition to the housing, advising, 
and scheduling complications that 
will be created by a surge in the 
freshman class for Fall 2021. Many 
colleges will not be able to approve 
all the deferral requests, piling bad 
will for the institution on top of the 
hit to enrollment.”

Other evidence suggests that 
interest in gap years -- typically 
a structured year between high 
school and college when a student 
pursues travel, volunteer service, 
paid work or an internship oppor-
tunity -- is spiking. Ethan Knight, 
executive director of the Gap Year 
Association, said the association 
has seen a 65 percent increase in 
page views of its website.

“I think many families are turning 
almost to desperation, ‘OK, we’ll 

take a gap year,’ ” said Jason Sarou-
han, a gap year consultant. He said 
in a typical year, most students who 
wanted to potentially pursue a gap 
year would have already given the 
option serious thought by this point 
in the spring, but this year, “we are 
being flooded with inquiries from 
students who never considered a 
gap year in their life.”

But if in-person learning options 
are constrained this fall, options for 
how to spend the gap year could be 
limited as well. International travel 
might not be a guaranteed or ide-
al option, much less a safe one 
given the uncertainty about when 
the global pandemic might be con-
tained. That's assuming such travel 
is within financial reach; for many 
students or parents, it is not afford-
able.

The consulting firm Sarouhan 
co-founded, J2Guides, has been 
organizing workshops for students 
on what to do if their ideal gap year 
program or ideal college is not 
available. Sarouhan said gap year 
programs that might be compar-
atively more likely to operate this 
fall would be those that are based 

elsewhere, while more selective col-
leges say they'll only grant deferrals 
if students can demonstrate a plan 
for a meaningful alternative work, 
travel or volunteer experience, or if 
they have reasons related to a mili-
tary service commitment or illness. 
More than half a dozen colleges 
contacted by Inside Higher Ed say 
they aren’t changing their deferral 
policies at this point. But they will 
be managing competing goals in 
the months ahead.

“Everyone in an admissions of-
fice right now is trying to bring in 
a class and meet their institutional 
goals,” said Jayne Caflin Fonash, 
the president of the National As-
sociation for College Admission 
Counseling and an independent 
college consultant. “If there are 
decisions made to increase the 
number of defers that they offer or 
change any of the policies about 
the criteria those students need to 
meet, I think that will all be consid-
ered on a case-by-case basis, trying 
to strike a balance between keep-
ing the best interests of students in 
mind and the institutional goals of 
bringing in a new class.”

“If there is a significantly higher 
number of those requests, schools 
are going to have to decide what 
they’re able to do and if they’re go-
ing to put any limit on those spots. 
That will be a varied school-by-
school decision,” Fonash said.

Gap Years or a Community 
College Option
Admission professionals are try-

ing to build their classes in unprec-
edented circumstances. A survey 
of more than 2,000 college-bound  
seniors released last week by a 
higher education research and 
marketing company, SimpsonScar-
borough, found that one out of 10 
students who planned to go to a 
residential four-year college before 
the pandemic have changed their 

A College Dream Deferred?

If there are decisions made 
to increase the number of defers that 

they offer or change any of the policies about 
the criteria those students need to meet, 
I think that will all be considered on a case-
by-case basis, trying to strike a balance 

between keeping the best interests of students 
in mind and the institutional goals of

bringing in a new class.

“

“

https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/04/29/colleges-could-lose-20-percent-students-analysis-says?_ga=2.28609272.592761586.1587996053-416197224.1581540028
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in the U.S. with a built-in isolation 
component, something like a wil-
derness expedition program. He 
said there's also a lot of interest 
in virtual internships, as more and 
more companies have converted 
them to online or remote opportu-
nities to ensure social distancing.

A more accessible option for par-
ents who can't afford to subsidize a 
year of travel and don't want to pay 
full tuition costs for a college that 
may start the fall semester online 
is to think locally.

“Postpone your freshman (or 
sophomore) year at the university 
and enroll at your local community 
college, taking 30 credits of general 
education classes over the course 
of a year,” Matt Reed, vice president 
for learning at Brookdale Commu-
nity College in New Jersey, and a 
blogger for Inside Higher Ed, wrote 
in a recent post. “Then, in a year, 
when the whole virus situation has 
settled, return to the university and 
transfer those 30 credits there.”

Reed described this alternative 
option as a "visiting year."

“‘But wait!’ you say. ‘What about 
the college experience?’” he wrote 
in his blog, “Confessions of a Com-
munity College Dean.” “If you’re sent 
home or have to stay home any-
way, then the experience of taking 
classes online from home won’t be 
notably different. Except, of course, 
for the tens of thousands of dollars 
you stand to save.”

But enrolling full-time for a year 
at a community college is not com-
patible with deferral policies at 
many colleges that bar students 
from enrolling as degree-seeking 
students at other colleges during 
their deferral year, or that cap the 
number of credits they can earn 
elsewhere. For example, some col-
leges cap that number at six, others 
at eight or 12. Taking more credits 
than allowed could mean having to 

A College Dream Deferred?

If you’re sent home or have to  
stay home anyway, then the experience  

of taking classes online from home  
won’t be notably different. Except, of course,  

for the tens of thousands of dollars  
you stand to save.

“

“
options once he accepted their ad-
mission offer and that there needed 
to be a good rationale for deferring.

"I think the subtext was a good 
rationale is not that you don’t want 
online instruction," Gusterson said.

The View From 
the Admission Office
Just how flexible colleges will 

be in addressing deferral requests 
may depend somewhat on how 
many requests they get.

Jerome F. Dueweke, interim  
director of admission at Butler Uni-
versity, a private university in Indi-
ana, said Butler received slightly 
fewer deferral requests compared 
to this time last year. But the uni-
versity, like more than 400 others 
across the U.S., pushed back the 
deadline for confirming enrollment 
from May 1 to June 1, giving stu-
dents more time to make decisions 
about enrolling or deferring.

“I think we’re all holding our 
breath to see what happens over 
the coming three, four, five weeks 
coming up to June 1,” he said.

Corry Unis, vice president for 
strategic enrollment at Fairfield Uni-
versity, a Jesuit university in Con-
necticut, said families are thinking 

reapply as a transfer student, which 
can have implications for eligibility 
for institutional aid. Analyses by 
Mark Kantrowitz, an expert on stu-
dent aid, have found that students 
who transfer tend to get thousands 
of dollars less in institutional grant 
aid.

Still, faced with the possibility of 
another online semester or year, 
Reed thinks that students who 
planned to attend relatively unse-
lective four-year colleges won’t be 
deterred if they have to turn down 
(rather than defer) an admission of-
fer and reapply as a transfer if that 
means they can save money on the 
first year of college.

“I think a lot of schools are going 
to have to loosen up their policies 
on transferring credits because this 
is going to become very common,” 
Reed said.

Hugh Gusterson, an anthropolo-
gy professor at George Washington 
University and the parent of a high 
school senior, said his son wrote to 
all the colleges where he was ad-
mitted and inquired about deferral 
policies. With the exception of one 
college, the institutions all respond-
ed that they would discuss deferral 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/28/job-and-internship-market-discourages-students
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/28/job-and-internship-market-discourages-students
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/%E2%80%98visiting-year%E2%80%99
https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-community-college-dean/%E2%80%98visiting-year%E2%80%99
https://insidehighered.com/news/2020/05/01/amid-pandemic-may-1-national-college-decision-day-means-less-ever-year
https://insidehighered.com/news/2020/05/01/amid-pandemic-may-1-national-college-decision-day-means-less-ever-year
https://insidehighered.com/news/2020/05/01/amid-pandemic-may-1-national-college-decision-day-means-less-ever-year
https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/transfer-students-get-less-grants-from-colleges
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https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/transfer-students-get-less-grants-from-colleges
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Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/05/04/colleges-field-more-questions-
seniors-about-deferring-admission

A College Dream Deferred?

through all the possible scenarios.
"I don’t know if we’re going to see 

a big increase in students asking 
formally for these options," he said. 
"I don’t anticipate a significant num-
ber, but we’ll work with every family, 
like we always have."

Raul Fonts, an associate vice pres-
ident and dean of admission and fi-
nancial aid at Providence College, a 
Roman Catholic institution in Rhode 
Island, said the college usually gets 
between five and eight deferral re-
quests every year. “The question is, 
is it going to go from five to eight to 
25 to 50? I don’t think it’s going to be 
that drastic, but I think it’ll be more 
than what we’ve traditionally seen,” 
he said.

“If you told me it would only be 16 
instead of eight, I’d say we’ll proba-
bly be pretty flexible and allow it, but 
if it’s 50, then we might have to have 
another conversation about letting 
every single one do that. That has 
implications on our fall enrollment.”

Some highly selective colleges 
that have the luxury of drawing stu-
dents off wait lists have indicated 
they’ll be generous with their de-
ferral policies. Cornell University 
announced that it wait-listed more 
students than usual this year and 
would be “very, very generous with 
our deferral options."

Williams College, in Massachu-
setts, has communicated to admit-
ted students that it “has a flexible 
gap year policy and you should 
have every expectation that your 
request will be approved.” Williams 

deadlines to have as much time as 
you need for those uncertainties to 
be clarified.”

Orwig noted another downside of 
deferring that some students may 
not be considering. “We want to 
minimize the number of students 
who wind up not pursuing or com-
pleting college, and then there’s the 
opportunity cost,” he said. “A student 
who defers a year is trading one year 
of postcollege earning potential for 
whatever income or experience they 
would be able to have in the year 
ahead. And that should be a trade-
off considered with great care.”

Roger J. Thompson, vice presi-
dent for student services and enroll-
ment management at the University 
of Oregon, is hopeful that most stu-
dents will ultimately choose to start 
on time.

“I think students and families are 
ready to close the chapter on high 
school and begin college,” he said 
noting the proms, graduation cere-
monies and other milestone events 
of the senior year of high school 
that were canceled across the 
country to reduce the spread of the 
coronavirus.

“My sense is students and fam-
ilies are going to shift quickly to 
college,” he said. “We think people 
might be considering other options 
and considering things they hadn’t 
before, but taking a year off -- I’m 
not sure what you’re going to do 
with that year. If the virus is forcing 
universities to go remote, you’re not 
going on a plane to Barcelona.”       ■

said that if it has not made a deci-
sion about fall operations by June 
15 -- the normal date for request-
ing deferrals -- it will push back the 
deadline for requesting deferrals 
until one week after the decision is 
announced.

“We don’t expect a dramatic shift, 
but we know that there are some 
populations of students for whom 
enrolling on campus in the fall would 
be a challenge even if we were to 
open,” said Sulgi Lim, Williams’ di-
rector of admission. She noted, for 
example, that international students 
might not easily get visas, as the 
U.S. Department of State has sus-
pended routine visa processing at 
embassies and consulates around 
the world.

Greg Orwig, the vice president 
for admissions and financial aid at 
Whitworth University, a Christian in-
stitution in Washington State, said 
the deferral requests the university 
is getting are "entirely based on un-
certainty and anxieties around the 
coronavirus."

He said admissions officers are 
telling families, "It’s simply too early 
to know for sure what the fall semes-
ter might look like either in terms of 
health risks or in terms of alternative 
educational platforms or pedago-
gies. So if the reason you’re thinking 
about deferring now is because you 
don’t want your son or daughter to 
start a college education with on-
line courses, we just don’t know yet 
whether that’s going to be the case, 
and we’ll work with you to extend 

https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2020/05/04/colleges-field-more-questions-seniors-about-deferring-admission
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The coronavirus outbreak has tor-
pedoed the budgets of public and 
private colleges alike.

Revenue shortfalls, student fee 
refunds, possible declines in fall 
enrollment and unexpected cost in-
creases have set the stage for a dif-
ficult financial future. Public college 
systems are facing all of that and 
another threat: impending cuts to 
state higher education funding.

It all means renewed debate over 
the controversial idea of closing 
public college campuses.

The Vermont State Colleges Sys-
tem, projecting a near-term operat-
ing deficit of up to $10 million this 
fiscal year, announced plans last 
week for a “substantial transforma-
tion” of its colleges that included 

support. California hopes to make 
good on a $217.7 million increase 
proposed by Governor Gavin New-
som, but he recently called the Jan-
uary budget “no longer operable.”

Despite the hardship, public col-
lege systems are rejecting closure 
proposals and remain focused on 
collaboration, experts say.

The Pennsylvania state system 
struggled financially for years and 
has yet to reverse declining enroll-
ments across the system. Dennis 
Jones, president emeritus of the 
National Center for Higher Educa-
tion Management Systems, remem-
bered proposals by the state Legis-
lature years ago to close “a campus 
or two or three.”

“There are lawmakers in Penn-

closing several campuses. Days lat-
er, the board deferred a vote on the 
plan amid public backlash.

The Pennsylvania State System 
of Higher Education forecasts a $52 
million loss, even after federal stim-
ulus money is applied. The Universi-
ty of Alaska system projects a $35 
to $40 million loss. The University 
of Maine system is looking at a $20 
million short-term loss. Many states 
have announced, or will announce, 
budget cuts as a result of the coro-
navirus, and higher education fund-
ing is expected to take a big hit.

New Jersey has frozen higher ed-
ucation dollars. New York is expect-
ed to cut higher ed funding despite 
a proposal earlier this year by Gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo to boost state 

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/ XIXINXING

By Emma Whitford // April 22, 2020 

Some public colleges are already on the chopping block. But as college  
and university systems brace for incoming state budget cuts, they can 
streamline services and work cohesively to save money, experts say.

Can Public College Systems Stave Off Closures?
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other universities in the system,” he 
said.

That said, Greenstein emphasized 
that just because a college remains 
open doesn’t mean it will continue 
with business as usual.

“When you say you’re not going 
to close an institution, that doesn’t 
mean it’s just going to continue 
as is,” Greenstein said. “It can’t. It’s 
bleeding cash.”

He suggested keeping success-
ful programs where they are and 
moving less popular programs on-
line, to be taught virtually by anoth-
er system campus that executes 
them well. Systems can also con-
solidate services that are required 
across the board, like payroll, to 
save money.

The initiatives Greenstein men-
tioned relate to the idea of “sys-
temness,” a term that Jason Lane 
and Rebecca Martin use often to 
describe public college systems 
working as one unit rather than as 
a conglomerate of independent col-
leges. Lane is the director of the Sys-
tems Center and dean of the School 
of Education at the State University 
of New York at Albany. Martin leads 
the National Association of System 
Heads.

“We’re seeing presidents of cam-
puses, in many cases, talking week-
ly if not daily with system adminis-
tration. Provosts are meeting with 
each other to talk about coordinated 
academic policies and programs,” 
Lane said. “There is no doubt there’s 
been an unprecedented level of co-
ordination and systemness that has 
come out of this.”

But not all campuses are follow-

ing such a model.
“Vermont treated this as a cam-

pus-by-campus problem,” Jones 
said, “instead of saying, ‘We need 
to provide access to education … 
how are we as a system going to 
do that?’”

The Vermont State College Sys-
tem's plan to overhaul its colleges 
includes closing Vermont Technical 
College's Randolph Center campus 
and Northern Vermont University 
and laying off 500 employees. After 
community pushback, the system 
Board of Trustees chair, J. Churchill 
Hindes, announced Sunday that a 
vote on the plan would be deferred 
by at least a week.

“I have listened to my colleagues 
on the board and want to give them 
time to consider the very significant 
decisions we have to make,” Hindes 
said in a press release. “But … de-
layed action increases the profound 
financial risks facing all four VSCS 
colleges and universities. Those 
risks grow daily. We simply do not 
have the funds to afford a protract-
ed discussion and debate.”

The Vermont State Colleges Sys-
tem did not respond to a request for 
comment.

As to whether there will be more 
closure proposals like Vermont’s, 
Jones, of NCHEMS, said yes.

“The systems that have their act 
together won’t close them. They 
may repurpose them,” Jones said. 
“Those systems that are less able 
to behave as a system may in fact 
close some, because I think that 
we’re going to be in for at least a 
year or two of pretty tough econom-
ic times for higher education.”          ■

sylvania that would love to close a 
campus or two just because they 
think that’s a way to save money,” 
he said.

Daniel Greenstein, system chan-
cellor, is adamant about keeping all 
system campuses open.

“Politically it doesn’t make sense, 
and from a public policy standpoint 
it doesn’t make sense,” he said about 
closures.

Small campuses with fast-de-
clining enrollments and that serve 
low-income students are most often 
threatened with closure, Greenstein 
said. In Pennsylvania, it’s the col-
leges in the rural parts of the state.

But closing those campuses does 
damage twofold, Greenstein contin-
ued. Any region with a closing cam-
pus would lose its largest employer 
and access to education for local 
students who need it.

“It is difficult for rural communi-
ties to source the rural and business 
leaders they need,” Greenstein said. 
“So they use universities as a way 
of training their teachers and their 
nurses and their Main Street busi-
nesspeople.”

But for a public college system 
hemorrhaging money, the quickest 
way to stop the bleeding is to lop off 
a campus, right?

“No,” Jones said. “Not in the short 
run, anyway.”

Many colleges have bond debt, 
meaning they still owe money to 
investors for buildings, residence 
halls and other projects.

Closing a campus means losing 
the opportunity to generate revenue 
to pay off that debt, Greenstein said.

“That just gets absorbed by the 

Can Public College Systems Stave Off Closures?
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The coronavirus outbreak placed 
sudden downward pressure on 
the price of attending college this 
spring, as students being sent 
home from on-campus programs 
demanded room and board refunds 
and in some cases filed lawsuits 
seeking partial tuition rebates.

At first glance, it may look like a 
short-term disruption that will re-
solve itself once the public health 
threat is over and students can go 
back to campus. Some of the im-
mediate pricing pressure stems 
from questions about whether stu-
dents are willing to pay as much 
for temporary online substitutes as 
they will for an in-person education.

But as the crisis stretches on and 
prospects for in-person education 
this fall remain shrouded in uncer-
tainty, it’s becoming increasingly 
clear that the pandemic is exacer-

or bringing students back on cam-
pus. Speculation runs rampant that 
student behavior will change, with 
some sitting out the year and oth-
ers enrolling in low-cost options or 
colleges close to home.

The disruption comes shortly af-
ter a federal investigation prompt-
ed changes to admissions counsel-
ors’ code of ethics -- changes that 
on their own were expected to sig-
nificantly increase recruiting com-
petition. That leaves many colleges 
scrambling to provide financial aid 
packages large enough to keep ex-
isting students enrolled or to con-
vince new students to enroll for the 
first time in the fall, whether or not 
campuses open.

“We’re just being inundated with 
conversations coming at us in 
waves,” said Bill Hall, founder and 
president of Applied Policy Re-

bating a larger squeeze on college 
prices.

Even before the coronavirus hit, 
many colleges and universities 
were finding it difficult to collect 
enough money from students to 
meet rising costs. The tradition-
al bread and butter for four-year 
campuses, wealthy white high 
school graduates, were expected 
to decline in number in parts of the 
country in coming years. And many 
families struggled to pay full price 
for big-ticket items like higher ed-
ucation after the uneven recovery 
from the Great Recession failed to 
lift all incomes equally.

Now, families face a second 
massive economic disruption in a 
dozen years, even as colleges don’t 
know when they’ll be able to say 
for sure whether they will be con-
tinuing remote education in the fall 
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By Rick Seltzer // April 27, 2020 

The second economic crisis in a dozen years could take a bite  
out of colleges' ability to set prices, but pressures were mounting  
long before the coronavirus arrived.

Pricing Pressures Escalate

https://insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/24/colleges-lay-groundwork-fall-or-without-pandemic
https://insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/24/colleges-lay-groundwork-fall-or-without-pandemic
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/09/30/college-admissions-officers-grapple-new-era-unfolding
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/09/30/college-admissions-officers-grapple-new-era-unfolding
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/12/06/high-school-graduates-drop-number-and-be-increasingly-diverse
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/rick-seltzer
http://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/08/15/accessibility-concerns-large-and-small-dominate-conference
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/05/02/technology-can-help-address-accessibility-challenges-many-say
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/02/07/universal-design-learning-arrives-campus-concerted-grassroots
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/15/universities-mull-creation-it-accessibility-group-review-vendor-products


Enrollment Concerns   |  16

search Inc., a consulting firm based 
in Minnesota. “‘What do we do about 
the rest of the spring term? How do 
we prepare ourselves for any wave 
of money which we’re adding into 
packaging? Then what are the crite-
ria we use for taking an appeal?’ And 
then, finally, we’re at the point where 
people are asking, ‘What if this goes 
into the fall?’”

Last week, the pricing pressures 
burst into full view as several col-
leges and universities across the 
country announced actions ranging 
from tuition freezes to steep cuts to 
options allowing students to defer 
tuition payments until well after the 
fall semester.

The College of William & Mary an-
nounced it would roll back a planned 
3 percent increase for new in-state 
undergraduates arriving in fall 2020. 
Instead, the prestigious college in 
Virginia expects to hold tuition and 
mandatory fees unchanged for all 
students next year. Halfway across 
the country, Kansas City Universi-
ty took a similar step, announcing 
a tuition freeze and killing its own 
planned 3 percent tuition increase.

Christopher Newport University 
in Virginia announced it will not in-
crease tuition, fees and room and 
board for 2020-21. Delaware Valley 
University in Pennsylvania froze un-
dergraduate tuition and fees.

The University System of Maine 
launched a program targeted at 
students affected by the coronavi-
rus outbreak. Under the program, 
called the Maine Welcome, the sys-
tem promised resident tuition sta-
tus to “any successful U.S. college 
student or law student displaced 
by a COVID-19-related permanent 
closure of a U.S. institution of high-
er education.” In Ohio, Franciscan 
University of Steubenville rolled out 
a plan covering 100 percent of fall 
2020 tuition for new on-campus 

Pricing Pressures Escalate

We really de-risk 
for those first year students. 

We think this turns out to be exactly 
the right strategy at exactly

the right time.

“

“
undergraduates, after scholarships 
and grants.

Davidson College in North Car-
olina unveiled an option allowing 
students and families to defer pay-
ment for the fall semester for up to a 
year. The prominent college in North 
Carolina will issue bills for the fall 
semester in July, but all students ex-
cept for seniors will be able to defer 
payment until August 2021. Seniors 
who are graduating next spring will 
be able to defer until April 1.

Perhaps more significant than any 
other move was one announced by 
Southern New Hampshire Universi-
ty, a private nonprofit with massive 
online enrollment and scale.

It announced plans to cut tuition 
for campus-based learning mod-
els by 61 percent by 2021, down 
to $10,000 per year. Southern New 
Hampshire is also offering scholar-
ships for all incoming freshmen en-
rolling on campus that will cover the 
full cost of their first-year tuition.

Those incoming freshmen are ex-
pected to live on campus but take 
courses online, allowing them to 
participate in the experiential side of 
the institution. Then they can con-
tinue with the $10,000 on-campus 
rate in their sophomore years, when 

new models based on online, hybrid 
or project-based modalities are ex-
pected to be ready.

‘We’re Looking at Everything’
Southern New Hampshire Univer-

sity looks like few others because 
of its size, scale and online capa-
bilities. In normal times, the private 
nonprofit reported 3,000 on-cam-
pus students and 135,000 students 
studying online.

That massive enrollment helps 
make possible pricing experiments 
that might be difficult for small-
er colleges and universities. Still, 
Southern New Hampshire’s tuition 
changes are connected to the larger 
environment.

The university is acknowledging 
that freshmen are enrolling in an un-
certain time by providing full-tuition 
scholarships for those enrolling in 
on-campus programs this fall.

“We really de-risk for those first-
year students,” said Paul LeBlanc, 
Southern New Hampshire’s presi-
dent. “We think this turns out to be 
exactly the right strategy at exactly 
the right time.”

Southern New Hampshire had 
been working toward rolling out the 
new model in 2023, LeBlanc said. 
Then the pandemic hit. Current 
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high school seniors don’t have the 
luxury of waiting a few years, so the 
university accelerated its plans.

“It’s not our timing of choice, but 
it’s what we need to do,” LeBlanc 
said. “This is not a response to the 
challenges of September 2020. It’s 
actually much more a response to 
the recession and this astonishing 
level of unemployment.”

LeBlanc cautions against seeing 
Southern New Hampshire’s an-
nouncement solely as a single-year 
pricing move. It’s paired with signif-
icant efforts to improve pedagogy 
and rethink assumptions about 
the way on-campus education 
works. Even though it’s being put in 
place on an accelerated schedule, 
the university has been laying the 
groundwork for quite some time.

“We’re looking at everything,” 
LeBlanc said. “We’re looking at the 
whole student life cycle. How do 
we leverage the kind of technolo-
gy and platforms that we’ve built? 
How do we think differently about 
the structure and term of the aca-
demic year? Could we move to a 
12-month academic year? Could 
we contemplate the student going 
around the calendar and graduat-
ing in two years, which removes 
two years of opportunity costs?”

That parallels something experts 
often say about pricing conver-
sations: a college’s price is best 
considered in concert with market 
position, long-term strategy and 
developments in the broader higher 
education environment.

“There is downward pressure in 
pricing, but what we’re seeing is 
that what each institution should 
do is idiosyncratically different 
from what every other institution 
should do,” said David Strauss, a 
principal at Art & Science Group, 
a Baltimore-based consulting firm. 
“If you can’t afford to study and 
get the right answer, it’s usually the 

email. “And cost has become a sig-
nificant factor as these high school 
students are now watching their 
parents go through a second eco-
nomic crisis.”

Even well-off students seem like-
ly to try to minimize risks in this 
environment, said Allen Koh, CEO 
of Cardinal Education, an educa-
tion consulting firm that caters to 
wealthy families seeking admis-
sion to elite institutions.

“You’re going to start seeing an 
unprecedented number of kids 
who are going to college in the 
fall who will do summer school at 
a community college to try to get 
some general education require-
ments cheaply,” he said. “You’re go-
ing to see a lot more students take 
three years to graduate, and you 
may even see this impact medical 
schools and law schools.”

Different admissions officers and 
experts have theorized that well-
off families could hedge their bets 
by putting down deposits at multi-
ple colleges. Doing so would allow 
them to select the best option of 
price, prestige and location once the 
extent of pandemic-related shut-
downs becomes clear for the fall, 
all while dodging traditional spring 
commitment deadlines.

It would also throw enrollment, 
yield and summer melt models into 
disarray over the summer, leaving 
some colleges without their most 
lucrative students on short notice.

Some experts also believe gap 
years could become more popular 
if students don’t want to take the 
risk of enrolling at all in an uncertain 
environment. Other students may 
scrap all plans to attend college, par-
ticularly if mounting financial trou-
bles make higher education seem 
unattainable for first-generation 
students or those with little sav-
ings. Data show declining comple-
tion rates for the Free Application 

wrong answer over the long term.”
‘You Have to Be a Very Good 
Listener to the Market’
Signs of pricing pressure existed 

long before the coronavirus crisis 
exposed them.

The National Association of Col-
lege and University Business Of-
ficers conducts an annual Tuition 
Discounting Study that looks at the 
sticker prices four-year private non-
profit colleges and universities post, 
the amount of financial aid they 
provide and the tuition discount 
rates that reveal what percentage 
of sticker prices institutions never 
actually collect from students. That 
study has also examined net tuition 
revenue -- the amount of money in-
stitutions do collect from students.

Net tuition revenue was largely 
flat in recent years, according to 
the 2018 discounting study, the 
most recent available. Across all 
types of private institutions in the 
study, net revenue per first-time, 
full-time freshman rose by just 0.4 
percent without adjusting for infla-
tion in 2018-19. It fell by 0.8 percent 
in 2017-18.

“I think there’s been downward 
pressure on price now for some 
years,” LeBlanc said. “It’s been a 
little bit masked for many privates 
because of the way it’s manifest-
ed in the discount rate. They have 
been effectively lowering their price 
without saying it publicly across 
many institutions.”

Even so, the current crisis is ac-
celerating that pressure. Research 
is showing that students and fam-
ilies are thinking about staying 
closer to home than they normal-
ly would, according to Stephanie 
Dupaul, vice president for enroll-
ment management at the University 
of Richmond.

“This is already the safety-fo-
cused generation; this will just in-
crease that focus,” she said in an 

Pricing Pressures Escalate
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for Federal Student Aid, indicating 
that at least some students may be 
rethinking college attendance next 
year.

At the same time, students who 
would have been likely to attend 
prestigious second-tier institutions 
are now focused on entering the 
Ivy League, Koh said. Families that 
continue to have a large amount of 
wealth -- those that pay the full cost 
of tuition -- are always sought after. 
But they’re even more valuable to 
colleges today, when less wealthy 
students have larger financial 
needs and rising coronavirus-re-
lated costs are stretching budgets 
across the board.

In other words, wealthy families 
suddenly enjoy even more leverage 
than they had before. The most 
prestigious institutions in the coun-
try are most able to choose their 
students, so they are most able 
to shield themselves from pricing 
pressures.

“Very prestigious schools and 
schools with strong endowments, 
they won’t do anything on pricing 
for at least this admissions cycle, 
maybe two,” Koh said. “It’s hard to 
raise prices after a massive deduc-
tion. Plus, universities just have too 
many fixed costs.”

Still, universities of all types could 
feel at least a net revenue pinch be-
cause of uncertainty in internation-
al student enrollment. As wealth 
levels and the number of traditional 
high school graduates have lev-
eled off in the United States, many 
colleges and universities leaned 
heavily on international enrollment, 
which produces a large number of 
students paying high prices.

Now, Koh asks if international stu-
dents will be able to fly to the United 
States to attend college in the fall. 
Will the federal government grant 
them visas? Will they want to come?

All those pressures translate to 

Depending on how it’s structured, 
such a deferral program could car-
ry risks for students, families and 
colleges. It could mean families 
facing not one but two tuition bills 
next year, experts pointed out. If 
families can’t pay, any college offer-
ing a deferral plan will be left with a 
financial hit.

Even so, it’s one way to shift bill-
ing and address short-term market 
shocks.

Other colleges and universities 
that rely on the on-campus ex-
perience to attract students may 
not have the financial resources 
to spot families the cost of tuition 
for a significant period of time. Tui-
tion-dependent small private liberal 
arts colleges that tout small class 
sizes and intimate campuses are 
scattered across the country. What 
happens if they’re unable to lever-
age that close community to at-
tract new students in the fall?

What happens if the pandemic 
prevents students from returning 
to campus in the fall, prompting 
rising sophomores or juniors not 
to re-enroll? What if those students 
reason that paying a liberal arts tui-
tion for an online experience makes 
no sense when they can just as 

difficulty for institutions that would 
normally be considered safe from 
enrollment and pricing shocks. 
That makes moves such as David-
son’s tuition deferral worth watch-
ing closely.

The deferral option at Davidson 
applies to tuition and fees as well 
as room and board for the fall. All 
or part of family contributions can 
be postponed. Davidson left open 
the possibility of expanding the de-
ferred tuition option to the spring 
2021 semester.

A Davidson spokesman declined 
to provide any estimates of finan-
cial costs associated with the defer-
ral option being offered to students 
because of uncertainty. In emailed 
responses to questions, he empha-
sized the college’s community.

“The option to defer fall tuition 
springs from the sense of communi-
ty that makes Davidson distinctive,” 
the spokesman wrote. “We share in 
each other’s celebrations and sup-
port each other in our struggles. This 
is an expression of who we are. The 
option to defer payments is an act 
to help our students and their fami-
lies, to make it easier for students to 
return to -- or start -- their education-
al experience at Davidson.”

Pricing Pressures Escalate

We share in each other’s celebrations 
 and support each other in our struggles.  

This is an expression of who we are.  
The option to defer payments is an act to help 

our students and their families, to make it  
 easier for students to return to -- or start -- their 

educational experience at Davidson.
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easily pay a lower price point at a 
fully online college?

Melody Rose was the president 
of Marylhurst University outside 
of Portland, Ore., when it closed in 
2018. She is now working on a book 
tentatively titled Achieving Graceful 
Transitions in Higher Education and 
is a senior consultant for the Associ-
ation of Governing Boards of Univer-
sities and Colleges.

“I think if you’re a small private or 
public regional institution without a 
lot of investment capacity in an on-
line pivot, and the very reason peo-
ple select you -- the community, the 
intimacy of small in-person classes 
-- is gone, then you may be facing 
an existential crisis by fall of 2020,” 
Rose said.

Should the coronavirus force 

ment of uncertainty that continues 
as spring admissions season enters 
its critical phase. Hundreds of uni-
versities have postponed decision 
day, when deposits are due, from 
May 1 to June 1. Coming days and 
weeks will still be crunch time, when 
many high school seniors will de-
cide where to attend college after 
summer’s end.

“It’s difficult to feel very confident 
about how some of these key val-
ue points might play out, and that’s 
especially true in that competition 
for students,” said Peter Stokes, 
managing director at the consult-
ing firm Huron’s education strategy 
and operations group. “You have to 
be a very good listener to the mar-
ket in order to compete effectively 
in a highly dynamic situation.”         ■

campuses to remain closed in the 
fall, long-term questions about pric-
ing pressure may fade into the back-
ground in lieu of the newly burning 
question of for what, exactly, stu-
dents at traditional campuses were 
really paying. Was it credit hours or 
the full in-person experience, rich 
with living among fellow students, 
taking part in activities and receiving 
a full slate of support services?

As much as some administrators 
may want to argue that students 
will be willing to pay full cost for a 
short-term remote learning substi-
tute, the spate of class action law-
suits filed after students were sent 
home this spring suggests other 
scenarios.

For now, however, that question 
remains part of a larger environ-
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The novel coronavirus pandemic 
converted many college and uni-
versity leaders into fans of scenario 
planning.

It’s easy to see why. The fast-shift-
ing landscape and massive chang-
es to core campus operations beg 
for a mechanism that allows board 
members, presidents, top admin-
istrators and deans to prepare for 
vastly different futures. Many have 
attested to scenario planning’s use-
fulness, whether they outline three 
or 15 different scenarios for the  
future.

But at some point, leaders need 
to switch from planning to making 
decisions about which scenarios to 
follow.

Making choices tied to one deci-
sion point doesn’t preclude future 

they’re watching. Those points are 
explained below, grouped loosely 
by whether they’re tied to a specific 
date on the calendar or other con-
dition. Many lend themselves to 
decisions about whether to reopen 
for the fall or not. But they may still 
be pertinent even for colleges that 
have made that decision and must 
still plot other scenarios, such as 
whether to shuffle the academic 
calendar or make major operation-
al restructuring decisions.

Points in Time
Pre-May 1 Admissions Mile-

stones: Early indicators showed 
the COVID-19 pandemic generating 
cause for concern as competitive 
colleges built their classes for next 
year.

Recent private polling indicat-

choices changing as more infor-
mation comes available. In such an 
unsettled time, the scenarios are 
always changing, experts stressed. 
The decision points are, too.

“Our scenarios must be robust, 
must be clear as daylight, and we 
must be willing to make adjust-
ments to decisions that we make 
in real time,” said Benjamin Ola 
Akande, assistant vice chancellor 
for international affairs, Africa, and 
associate director of the Global 
Health Center at Washington Uni-
versity in St. Louis, who this month 
was named president of Champlain 
College in Vermont.

In conversations over the last 
week, leaders and the consultants 
they work with outlined some of 
the most important decision points 

SOURCE: ISTOCK.COM/MANANYA KAEWTHAWEE
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Scenario planning is getting attention as a tool  
for navigating an uncertain time. But when will leaders  
need to make big decisions?

Decision Points Loom for College Leaders
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And at least one community 
college in Northern California con-
nected student decisions to an an-
nouncement that it will stick with 
distance learning in the fall.

“We want students to know what 
they’re signing up for,” Sierra Col-
lege spokesperson Josh Morgan 
said, according to CBS Sacramen-
to.

May 1 and June 1 Decision Days: 
Many colleges pushed their deci-
sion days -- the dates by which high 
school seniors committing to at-
tend must submit deposits -- back 
from the traditional May 1 to June 
1. Experts anticipate both dates will 
be important for colleges and uni-
versities that need to count their 
freshman classes and decide on 
next steps.

“If we wanted to timeline it, I do 
think May 1 is still going to be an 
important milestone,” said Peter 
Stokes, managing director at the 
consulting firm Huron’s education 
strategy and operations group. 
“The information we get there will 
be very telling.”

Mid-June: Once the new, later 
June 1 decision day has passed, 
some admissions experts suggest-

ed colleges and universities will 
turn their full attention to retaining 
rising sophomores, juniors and se-
niors, as well as avoiding summer 
melt among incoming freshmen. 
Feedback they receive could filter 
into decisions about additional re-
tention actions or even cost-cut-
ting.

Annual board meetings: Most 
colleges and universities close 
their fiscal years at the end of June. 
It would seem to be a natural time 
for major decisions to be made as 
boards hold regular meetings at 
the end of the year.

That may happen in some cases. 
But in the current crisis, engaged 
boards aren’t always waiting for 
end-of-the-year meetings to make 
decisions that are critical.

“Boards are meeting more fre-
quently in order to consider in-
formation,” said Merrill Schwartz, 
senior vice president for content 
strategy and development at the 
Association of Governing Boards 
of Universities and Colleges. “Deci-
sion points are very much on every-
one’s mind.”

Cutoff dates: Major undertak-
ings like reopening campuses for 

ed that one in six students who’d 
planned to attend four-year col-
leges no longer plan to do so. Oth-
er surveys led a firm to conclude 
that four-year colleges may lose as 
many as a fifth of students. Many 
families reported losing income 
amid the coronavirus, and existing 
college students pushed back on 
the idea of paying full price to tra-
ditional in-person colleges for re-
mote instruction should campuses 
be unable to reopen in the fall.

So it’s no surprise that college 
leaders report making various de-
cisions based on how their spring 
admissions seasons were taking 
shape. Those decisions include pric-
ing actions like freezes or even cuts 
to tuition. Some changed the way 
they communicate with prospec-
tive students, emphasizing how col-
leges have supported students who 
were being sent home for the spring 
semester or accommodated stu-
dents with flexible grading policies.

Some may find it too cynical to  
suggest admissions consider-
ations factored into colleges begin-
ning to announce plans to reopen 
for the fall semester this week, 
during the run-up to deposit day on 
May 1. But in the last week or so, 
some colleges have grown much 
more aggressive about communi-
cating their intention to reopen, and 
leaders made clear that many cam-
puses need to reopen in the fall to 
secure their own futures.

“The basic business model for 
most colleges and universities is 
simple -- tuition comes due twice 
a year at the beginning of each se-
mester,” wrote Brown University’s 
president, Christina Paxson, in a 
Sunday opinion piece for The New 
York Times. “Most colleges and 
universities are tuition dependent. 
Remaining closed in the fall means 
losing as much as half of our rev-
enue.”

Legal Battle Over Captioning Continues 
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all students come with deadlines 
driven by logistics. It simply takes 
time to bring back staff members 
and prepare campuses for a fall of 
in-person instruction. For exam-
ple, Radford University in Virginia 
said plans to reopen in the fall will 
require select employees to return 
before the state is scheduled to lift 
a shelter-in-place order June 10.

How much time varies from cam-
pus to campus. But leaders have 
likely reverse-engineered a cutoff 
date by which they’ll have to make 
certain major decisions.

“There’s going to come a point 
where we’re going to have to make 
a decision about when we are go-
ing to physically be on campus, 
because we have to gear up,” said 
Thomas Galligan, interim president 
at Louisiana State University. “But 
other than that, our decision points 
are substantive, and safety is our 
guidepost.”

This type of deadline is more 
about closing off scenarios. Lead-
ers could move to keep open their 
options long before it’s clear wheth-
er in-person classes can actually 
resume.

“The question becomes, ‘What 
do you think is likely to happen, 
and given what you think is likely 
to happen, how achievable is it in 
the space of May, June, July, Au-
gust, to be ready?’” Stokes said. “If 
you want to be there by fall, you’ve 
got to be running right now. That’s 
not something you can put off for a 
couple of weeks.”

Government and 
Regulatory Decisions
Elected officials: One of the big-

gest decision points comes when 
elected officials make their own de-
cisions. But the landscape here is 
highly complex.

When do governors lift stay-at-
home orders? Do mayors or local 
officials ban large gatherings, pre-

action for higher education than 
would an orderly return to business 
as usual.

Texas governor Greg Abbott has 
detailed plans to reopen restau-
rants and other businesses starting 
Friday. The state’s higher ed lead-
ers will be watching -- likely along 
with leaders in other states.

“In the timeline that Governor 
Abbott laid out, we’re all going to 
be monitoring the next couple of 
weeks very closely as they start 
to open up certain kinds of busi-
nesses,” said Harrison Keller, com-
missioner of higher education for 
Texas. “There is going to be a lot of 
attention around May 18 for updat-
ed guidance coming out. It could 
come out sooner if it’s necessary 
and appropriate. But that will be an 
important date for us in Texas as 
we see what happens over the next 
couple of weeks.”

Some higher ed leaders may balk 
at the idea that decisions about 
students should be informed in 
any way by the experiences of, say, 
reopening restaurants. But econ-
omists see some parallels. Some 
predict more long-term pain if 
restaurants or colleges reopen too 
soon, only to have infection rates 
spike and consumer confidence 
plunge further.

“Think about it from the stand-
point of the student or prospective 
student,” said Roland Rust, a pro-
fessor at the University of Mary-
land’s school of business, during 
a Thursday conference call. “Eco-
nomic problems combined with 
behavioral problems of students 
not wanting to be here, those com-
bine to be a very tough problem to 
solve.”

While the experience of one state 
or region may inform decisions in 
others, experts caution that wise 
courses of action will still vary be-
tween different areas.

venting large lecture classes in the 
process? Do any health officials 
place restrictions on dormitory liv-
ing? What about travel restrictions?

“Think about if you do have res-
idential students,” said Nicholas 
Santilli, senior director for learning 
strategy at the Society for College 
and University Planning, who has 
been developing a scenario plan-
ning guide intended to help colleges 
recover after the pandemic. “You de-
cide to open up on a particular date. 
But what happens if there is still a 
quarantine order in place for individ-
uals traveling across state lines?”

Most college leaders appear to 
be focused more on conditions 
than dates, Santilli said.

Health-care officials: Guidance 
from health-care officials and the 
Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention will play a big part in helping 
colleges decide whether they can re-
open for in-person instruction at any 
point and how to do so.

Any information about how facili-
ties need to be cleaned will be taken 
into account. So too will guidelines 
for distancing and detailed plans 
for phased reopening within states.

“We’re still on a stay-at-home or-
der,” said Galligan, of LSU. “Once 
our governor lifts that stay-at-home 
order, in part we’ll be coming back 
in phases, and getting to the next 
phase is going to depend in part 
on not only what the governor does 
and CDC recommends, but on stay-
ing safe for two weeks under the 
previous phase.”

Changing Data and Conditions
Watching states open for busi-

ness: Experts suggested colleges 
and universities will closely watch 
the experiences of states that are 
slowly reopening their economies, 
like Georgia, Florida and Texas.

Spiking infection rates, or con-
sumers who refuse to go out, would 
suggest very different courses of 
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Health care and medical factors: 
How widespread does testing be-
come? What’s the likelihood that 
a vaccine is developed in a year? 
What is happening to infection and 
death rates nationwide? What is 
happening to infection and death 
rates within a certain region?

Changing answers to all those 
questions will trigger different de-
cisions.

“We’ll know a lot more in 30 days,” 
said Galligan, of LSU. “We’re just 
going to try and keep up with the 
knowledge and public health data.”

State finances: The state funding 
picture will be critical to public in-
stitutions and many private institu-
tions across the country.

It’s no secret that the economic 
collapse prompted by the pandem-
ic has slashed state tax revenue 
while ramping up costs such as 
unemployment insurance. And as 
experts at the State Higher Educa-
tion Executive Officers association 
have taken to saying, higher edu-
cation tends to be the wheel upon 
which state budgets are balanced.

How and when states change 
their spending plans could have 
ramifications for the types of spend-
ing and tuition decisions public col-
leges and universities need to make. 
It will also affect many private insti-
tutions in states with financial aid 
programs for students. Think of 
private colleges and universities in 
Illinois, which suffered several years 
ago when a state budget impasse 
prevented regular disbursement of 
grants under the state’s Monetary 
Award Program.

Institutional factors: Scenarios 
available to colleges will change 
as various institutional factors and 
capacities evolve. Such factors in-
clude the capacity to quarantine 
students on campus should an 
outbreak occur, institutions’ abil-
ity to maintain a strong online or 

Institutions generally follow peers 
or more prestigious institutions, ex-
perts said. They don’t usually follow 
the lead of an institution considered 
to be less prestigious.

One new working paper looks 
at about 1,400 colleges and uni-
versities that decided to transition 
to online instruction between ear-
ly March and early April. Six in 10 
colleges in the data set closed be-
tween March 10 and 13, said one 
of its authors, Christopher R. Marsi-
cano, a visiting assistant professor 
in the department of educational 
studies at Davidson College.

“That doesn’t just happen,” he 
said in email. “Either there was 
some serious coordination, or they 
are all looking to each other for 
guidance.”

One decision point is always 
“when others act,” said Marsicano, 
who stressed that the paper’s find-
ings are preliminary.

Order of Importance
The above list isn’t meant to be 

comprehensive.
It doesn’t take into account many 

factors colleges and universities 
are weighing, nor does it touch on 
the wide range of scenarios dif-
ferent types of institution will be 

remote education over time, labor 
levels and how much of a financial 
cushion exists, experts said.

For example, if a large number of 
faculty members who have health 
concerns balk at the idea of teach-
ing in person in the fall, it becomes 
much harder to bring students back 
to campus without making major 
changes. But if faculty members 
take the lead in developing strong 
online or remote options, an insti-
tution’s decision making may be-
come easier.

When others act: Generally 
speaking, higher education leaders 
like to know what everyone else is 
doing before they make a decision 
themselves.

“One of the things our members 
have been asking us for informa-
tion about is how other institutions 
are handling the situation,” said 
Schwartz, of AGB. “It isn’t the same 
for a big public university system 
as it is for a small college in a rural 
area. They want to know how other 
institutions ‘like us’ are handling a 
situation. When are they making the 
decision? What are they doing about 
tuition? What are their expectations 
about fall enrollment? How are they 
handling clinical courses of study?”

That doesn’t just happen. 
Either there was some serious 

coordination, or they are all looking 
to each other for guidance.

“
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planning. State and local funding 
levels may be more important for 
community colleges than for elite 
research institutions, for instance.

The same developments might 
stress institutions in different ways, 
as well. It’s possible students will 
see uncertainty and eschew high-
priced private colleges in lieu of a 
year of taking general education re-
quirements at community colleges. 
And only some community colleges 
in well-populated or wealthy areas 
may see a surge in student interest. 

When thinking about decision 
points, many experts observed that 
leaders sometimes fall into wishful 
thinking. Only time will tell whether 
they break that pattern during this 
crisis.

“The knee-jerk or hopeful plan-
ning versus the empirically based 
planning is fascinating,” Strauss 
said. 

“And it mirrors what institutions 
do on the larger strategic ques-
tions when we’re not in the midst of 
COVID-19.”		   	         ■

Others in hard-hit parts of the coun-
try may see declines in interest.

Still, experts suggest many insti-
tutions follow a rough framework 
as they move from scenario plan-
ning to decision point. First, ask 
what to do in each scenario. Then 
ask about cutoff dates for mak-
ing operational decisions. Final-
ly, ask when the market needs to 
know about a decision, said David 
Strauss, a principal at Art & Science 
Group, a Baltimore-based consult-
ing firm.
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talented staff from University IT, 
our existing online programs, mar-
keting and admissions. We’ve also 
reached out individually to students 
and set up far more individual and 
small meetings with students, fac-
ulty, deans and alumni in the NYU 
community. I’ve even surprised my-
self by creating an Instagram ac-
count -- a work in progress! -- for my 
team so that we can connect in new 
ways that keep us energized. This 
moment has, indeed, separated us 
physically but also given us many 
ways to personally connect -- and 
that is making us a more collabora-
tive, more connected team.

Provide structure, consistency 
and compassion. This is a time of 
great uncertainty. Every day, some-
times more than once a day, we’ve 
had to adjust to change. During 

I’m fairly certain that many of us 
never imagined this would be the 
headline at this point in our cycle. I 
know I never did, and yet here we are 
in the midst of a global pandemic 
and economic uncertainty that has 
upturned every aspect of our work 
and lives. During the last few weeks, 
while working with my team at New 
York University to adapt, pivot and 
roll up their sleeves, I’ve learned 
mountains of lessons, including 
that with the right ingredients adver-
sity can lead to innovation, and that 
social distancing can bring us closer 
together.

We all face yearly challenges -- 
from difficult enrollment decisions 
to meeting yield targets. However, 
this one, COVID-19, is immensely 
different. It’s not simply a logistical 
challenge for admissions. There’s a 
great factor of the unknown that im-
pacts all of us on many levels -- both 
professional and personal: how long 
the coronavirus disrupts our normal 
ways of life, how it strains the econ-
omy, what it may do to our health 
and how we continue to achieve 
enrollment goals and continuity 
of studies in colleges across the 
country and world. Newly admitted 
students, families and our very own 
admissions teams require agile, in-
novative and nurturing support this 
season, unlike anything we’ve ever 
seen before.

Operating in a Global Context
Drawing from our experiences 

across the globe, starting with our 
campus in Shanghai that was a 

harbinger of change to come at the 
beginning of our spring semester, I 
want to share with you our approach 
to the changes that we’ve made to 
the 2020 admissions process.

Identifying forward-thinking solu-
tions is top of mind for NYU, where 
our student body represents all 50 
U.S. states and almost 170 coun-
tries. With our flagship campus in 
the heart of New York City and our 
other two degree-granting campus-
es across the globe in Abu Dhabi 
and Shanghai, we are diligently 
preparing for and addressing the 
challenge in front of us. What gives 
me hope is the spirit, tenacity and 
sheer inventiveness of our teams in 
such unprecedented times.

Three Ideas for Enrollment 
Managers in a Time of Crisis
Make the virtual personal. In an 

era when technology has been a 
part of our lives for years, this is an 
opportune time to think about how 
to make our online experience more 
human.

At NYU we got a head start on 
creating virtual spaces as our 
Shanghai campus began by craft-
ing a virtual experience for appli-
cants that includes on-demand vid-
eos but also live events that allow 
students and families to connect 
with our staff and each other. We’ve 
been especially careful to ensure 
our content is accessible to stu-
dents across the globe -- sensitive 
to firewall limitations, variations in 
internet bandwidth, time zones and 
cultural differences -- working with 
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bring our campus to each student 
we admit. We know that in the era 
of Netflix, students expect services 
and content to be personalized and 
delivered on demand. Customized 
videos and interactive tours are a 
logical place to start. If resources al-
low, go beyond sending out links to 
admitted students. Host live video 
discussions from your admissions 
team, university leadership and cur-
rent students based on specific top-
ics, for example, the academic mis-
sion of your school, what the dorms 
are like, the centerpieces of your 
community and what the resource 
centers and libraries look like.

I encourage you to think about 
and share with the enrollment 
management community what 
students may need from us. After 
all, we’re in this together, because 
if we’ve learned anything from the 
COVID-19 outbreak, it’s that the one 
way to get through this is to realize 
our connectedness.		          ■

ing to see the our community -- en-
rollment management employees, 
alumni, friends and parents -- come 
together quickly to establish a new 
COVID-19 Relief Grant to help alle-
viate hardships that students are 
facing. In one short week we were 
able to offer funds to over 1,200 
students through the availability of 
this fund that helped connect us to 
students in need.

Be boldly creative. Times of ad-
versity can also bring great inno-
vation as creative problem solvers 
adapt to new environments. This 
has been one of the most amaz-
ing outcomes of the challenges as 
we face the COVID-19 pandemic. 
We were all disappointed to have 
to cancel our in-person admitted 
student events, as welcoming our 
admitted students each April is one 
of our great honors in enrollment 
management.

However, these obstacles have 
forced us to find creative ways to 

these times, it is important that 
we provide predictable anchors for 
people’s sense of normalcy, but it is 
equally important that we provide 
flexibility and compassion.

At NYU, this means we are hold-
ing to standard schedules for de-
cision release, our May 1 deposit 
deadline for first-year students, 
and our course registration sched-
ule. These structures are important 
and demonstrate that our existing 
systems have not stopped even 
while we may be experiencing life 
differently. For more vulnerable 
populations, in particular, the key 
is to be sensitive and open to the 
challenges that students and their 
families may be facing and be flexi-
ble when they cannot adhere to our 
new structures. Not only does this 
give us a chance to connect and 
support each other, it gives us the 
opportunity to know who may need 
a little extra attention during this 
time. At NYU it's been heartwarm-
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It’s difficult to imagine higher ed-
ucation facing a more intense set 
of challenges than what we are 
seeing because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. These challenges will 
likely be felt for years to come, but 
fall 2020 will test many of the stan-
dards and structures that we have 
come to associate with higher ed-
ucation.

While no one can foresee what 
will happen in the fall, most col-
leges and universities are thinking 
through a range of options. These 
options tend to fall along a contin-
uum, with everything being back to 
normal on one end and fully remote 
learning on the other. The former is 
mostly outside the control of most 
institutions and the latter an option 
that many would rather not choose, 
at least not yet. In between is where 

November, whenever the social dis-
tancing restrictions can accommo-
date students gathering together in 
classes on campus. Schools may 
choose to start online and then pick 
up face-to-face slightly later in the 
semester, or they may postpone 
the start of the semester until there 
is a vaccine, better testing or a clear 
turning point in our fight against the 
ongoing spread of COVID-19.

3. Moving Fall to Spring
While under the previous scenario 

the fall semester would start late, it 
still assumes a fall semester would 
take place within the boundaries 
of the normal fall semester. In this 
scenario, the fall semester would 
be postponed until January 2021. 
From there, schools might choose 
to push back the spring semester 
to the summer, or push through a 

it gets complicated.
Here are 15 scenarios for the fall 

that we think schools will be con-
sidering.

1. Back to Normal
In this scenario, the fall semester 

looks like any other fall semester. 
Residential students return to cam-
pus; commuting students partici-
pate in classes on campus as usu-
al. All co-curricular and curricular 
activities pick up as usual. Life is 
back to normal, perhaps (hopeful-
ly) with some lessons learned from 
the upheaval of the spring about 
the importance of investments in 
teaching and learning support.

2. A Late Start
One possibility for the fall is that 

colleges and universities begin the 
semester later than usual, perhaps 
sometime in October or even early 
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approach to gap year experienc-
es. Students could propose proj-
ect-based experiences that could  
be implemented and managed 
while social distancing rules are 
still in place. This model would de-
pend heavily on whether options 
for students to make the gap year 
a meaningful experience are avail-
able given social distancing restric-
tions.

7. Targeted Curriculum
One approach option for fall is 

to reduce the number of courses 
being offered to limit on campus 
density and to prioritize support 
resources. Schools are consider-
ing a variety of ways of doing this, 
including focusing on core courses 
or signature experience courses, 
eliminating low-enrollment cours-
es, and prioritizing courses that can 
be more easily adapted to multiple 
modalities. Courses that are not 
part of the targeted pool are taught 
online.

8. Split Curriculum
In a split curriculum scenario, 

courses are designed as either res-
idential or online. Students who are 
able to come back to campus (up to 
the population in which social dis-
tancing rules can be enforced) can 
choose to enroll in either format. 
Requiring a defined proportion of 
enrollments to be in online cours-
es for residential students may in-
crease the number of students that 
can return to campus. This scenario 
has the advantage of simplifying the 
course-development process for 
faculty and the course-selection pro-
cess for students, while also running 
the maximum number of residential 
courses possible while adhering to 
social distancing guidelines.

9. A Block Plan
This scenario mimics what 

some colleges already do. Stu-
dents would take one course at a 
time during much shorter (three 

or four weeks) sessions or blocks, 
run consecutively for the entire se-
mester. The advantage, besides an 
interesting and intensive pedagogy, 
is flexibility. If something were to 
change in the situation related to 
the pandemic, such as a new sec-
ond wave of infections, schools 
could more easily pivot to remote 
or face-to-face learning at breaks 
between blocks.

10. Modularity
The block plan is a dramatic de-

parture from the normal curricular 
structure at most schools. It would 
likely require a full rethinking of the 
curriculum, teaching practice and 
administrative processes. Moving 
to a more modular course model 
might be more attractive and more 
easily implementable within exist-
ing structures. Courses could be 
structured in a variety of ways that 
would be consistent with the mis-
sion and signature strengths of the 
institution. At one institution, stu-
dents might take five course mod-
ules over seven and a half weeks 
and then switch to a different five 
courses. Or students might take a 
semester-long seminar in their ma-
jor with shorter modules for elec-
tives and labs.

11. Students in Residence, 
Learning Virtually
Much like the model of Miner-

va Schools at KGI, this approach 
would bring students back to cam-
pus, perhaps at a slightly less dense 
rate, while still teaching courses in 
a virtual environment. Students 
would be able to take advantage 
of many co-curricular activities 
that were set up for effective social 
distancing, but classes, where the 
correct density of students sitting 
for long periods of time in a room 
is still a relative unknown, would be 
taught online.

12. A Low-Residency Model
In this model, similar to how many 

modified calendar to make spring 
and a much shorter summer ses-
sion possible. This is a drastic step, 
but it is one that some colleges are 
actively considering as part of their 
fall planning.

4. First-Year Intensive
How a student begins their col-

lege experience may be the best 
predictor of how their college expe-
rience will end. The ability of a stu-
dent to persist through the rigors 
of college life is in part dependent 
on the quality of the support they 
receive in orienting to the indepen-
dence and intensity of college-level 
work. Recognizing the importance 
of the first year and the first few 
weeks and months of the transition 
to college, this plan brings only first-
year students to campus in the fall. 
First-year students learn in residen-
tial classes, while also participating 
in a full range of campus-based ori-
entation and social-connecting ex-
ercises. Sophomores, juniors and 
seniors continue to learn remotely 
for the fall semester.

5. Graduate Students Only
Like the first-year intensive mod-

el, this approach would identify se-
lect student populations for return 
to campus. In this model, a smaller 
population of graduate students 
might return to campus to continue 
studies and to help with research 
continuity. There are other ways of 
identifying student populations -- 
by school, by major, by class -- that 
could also be combined with cur-
ricular and administrative consider-
ations such as class size and need 
for face-to-face interaction.

6. Structured Gap Year
Many colleges and universities 

have extensive study abroad and 
gap year options. While study abroad 
will still likely be a challenge in the 
fall, one approach to creating a low-
er-density model for the fall would 
be to implement a broader-scale 
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online and executive programs 
work now, students would come to 
campus for intensive face-to-face 
experiences and then return home 
to complete the semester online. 
Students would be brought to cam-
pus in iterative waves. This would 
allow for greater density control. 
Rich face-to-face pedagogical ex-
periences with peers and facul-
ty could be developed while still 
maintaining social distancing. The 
online part of the semester would 
be enhanced by student familiarity 
with each other.

13. A HyFlex model
The HyFlex model is perhaps the 

most flexible and for many will be 
the most attractive. It is also pos-
sibly one of the more difficult ap-
proaches for faculty. In this model, 
courses would be taught both face-
to-face and online by the same in-
structor at the same time. Students 
could choose to return to campus 
or stay home. Those on campus 
could be assigned certain class 
slots when face-to-face is an op-
tion, allowing the schools greater 
control of social distancing in the 
classroom. This model tends to 
privilege synchronous learning, and 
to do it well often requires real-time 
in-class help (a TA or course as-
sistant to manage the online stu-
dents), an intentionally designed 
classroom and a great deal of pa-

unique to a specific campus. Many 
will require highly adaptable faculty 
committed to marrying synchro-
nous and asynchronous learning in 
flexible, dynamic ways.

Additionally, all of these options 
may not be completely feasible at 
any one institution, but all may turn 
out to be necessary thought ex-
periments as schools plan for the 
unknowns of the coming academic 
year.

What is clear with any of these 
models, though, is that support for 
teaching and learning, advising, 
student (not to mention faculty and 
staff) health and well-being, and co-
ordination and logistics will need to 
be reinforced in all of these 15 sce-
narios. Adopting any (or any com-
bination) of these scenarios for the 
fall will also require us to reimagine 
how we build a supportive learning 
community. None of this will be 
easy.

Over the next couple of weeks, we 
will be working to delve more deep-
ly into as many of these scenarios 
as possible. Our goal is to synthe-
size these ideas and to make some 
recommendations in a concise dig-
ital-only book, tentatively titled The 
Low-Density University. We’d love to  
hear your feedback on scenarios 
we’ve missed or how your school 
is thinking about the scenarios 
above. 				          ■

tience from both the students and 
faculty.

14. A Modified Tutorial Model
Another approach that gives stu-

dents and the university a great 
deal of flexibility is a modified tuto-
rial model. In this model, students 
would take a common online lec-
ture session. Faculty and or TAs 
would then meet with small groups 
of students in tutorials that would 
allow for social distancing to be 
employed. Unlike the HyFlex model, 
a modified tutorial model does not 
require additional in-class support 
to manage the technology. The dis-
advantage is that it asks more of a 
faculty member’s time to be dedi-
cated to meeting with students.

15. Fully Remote
Perhaps the most obvious op-

tion for the fall is to continue doing 
what we’ve been doing this spring. 
Students would be taught in a virtu-
al environment from wherever they 
happen to be. Successes from this 
spring could be carried over to the 
fall, and lessons learned could be 
employed. Co-curricular activities 
would be a challenge, but student 
groups and many activities could 
be carried forward online, if only 
temporarily.

These models are not all distinct, 
and many overlap. Each brings with 
it nuances and opportunities for 
modification and creative solutions 
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Just to be clear: I’m not a silver-lin-
ing guy. I’ve been known to bring 
down whole birthday parties with a 
single dour observation. I can find 
the lone cloud in a clear blue sky. My 
friends once gave me T-shirt bearing 
a picture of Eeyore. This was not, I 
soon learned, because I am a fan of 
House at Pooh Corner.

I’m also -- again to be very clear 
-- not about to pretend we’re not go-
ing through something awful. We 
are. As I write this, COVID-19 deaths 
in the United States have topped 
50,000. Our students’ lives are be-
ing disrupted in terrible ways. As are 
ours.

Nonetheless -- and I recognize 
that two short paragraphs might be 
too few to justify a shift to “nonethe-
less,” but I’m going to, anyway, if for 
no other reason than I need to cling 
to something. So: nonetheless. We 
are teachers. What drives us is the 
desire to see our students grow, to 

at any given moment: 9:15 means 
PSYC and its discipline-approved 
methodologies; 10:45 is when we 
do CHEM; ENGL occurs Monday, 
Wednesday, Friday at 1:00. POLI 
is a three-hour lecture on Tuesday 
nights. Occasionally disciplines 
and fields bump into each other 
in that messy world called gen ed. 
But otherwise? Each to its own lit-
tle box. And every box is reinforced 
by almost every dimension of insti-
tutional rhetoric, from the opening 
question we ask students when 
they first walk on campus -- “What’s 
your major?” -- to the closing design 
of the college transcript, with its 
clear disciplinary designations.

In contrast, the world is a messy 
place. I’ve written elsewhere of the 
contrast between the static univer-
sity and a dynamic world filled with 
“wicked” problems. Arising from city 
planning before being adopted in en-
gineering, the concept of the wicked 

rise into their best selves, to achieve 
a sense of their capacity to enter the 
world as agents of thoughtful, ethi-
cal, meaningful change. And that in 
mind? Yes. Perhaps there’s some-
thing of a silver lining here.

Consider: for too long, our educa-
tional system has been structured 
in a manner that fails to parallel 
the flux and flow of life after grad-
uation. There is something artificial 
about how universities approach 
disciplines and their work: students 
choose majors formed around 10 
to 15 carefully constructed courses, 
each of which covers a list of com-
mittee-approved topics frequently 
contained in lowest-common-de-
nominator textbooks -- many of 
which include at least some of the 
answers to life’s rich problems at the 
end of each chapter.

Further, in the academy, students 
generally have a clear sense of 
where they are and what rules apply 
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shape our ability to give meaning to 
data.

If we’re smart, we’ll find ways to 
ensure that, when things return to 
“normal,” we rethink our curricula, 
our project assignments, our day-
to-day lectures and conversations 
in the classroom to ensure that our 
students understand that the major 
is a historical construct. And that, 
further, majors have minimal bear-
ing on where they will go with their 
lives, the sorts of problems they’ll be 
asked to solve, the sorts of skills and 
ways of thinking they’ll need to bring 
to the conversation to address prob-
lems in ways that are constructive, 
ethical and equitable.

Yes, fields matter. Yes, content 
matters. But only to a point. Final-
ly, our college graduates need to 
be intellectually nimble, capable of 
pivoting quickly to different method-
ologies, different ways of thinking, 
different concepts and modes of 
problem solving.

Second, this awful moment in 
time may provide an opportunity for 
us to help students move beyond a 
mentality of simple answers. Cer-
tainly, at this particular moment 
in time there are answers that are 
more right than others -- wash your 
hands, for God’s sake! -- but the 
idea of certainty itself, of an answer 
at the back of the book that simply 
needs to be memorized, has been 
shattered. We’re on a long, curving 
road. Our understanding of what’s 
ahead of us is changing daily, 
sometimes hourly. Before all of this 
happened, a colleague in biochem 
explained that what he wanted stu-
dents to most understand was that 
failure was part of the process. “My 
experiments fail 95 percent of the 
time,” he told me. “And that’s excit-
ing. Because every time they fail, I 
learn something that moves me 
closer to an answer.”

While the current pandemic, of 

course, prohibits the almost lei-
surely joy of unfolding implicit in his 
words, it certainly does illustrate the 
necessity of failure in our lives and 
work: we hypothesize; we attempt; 
we get it wrong; we reconsider; we 
try again. Captured in the current 
crisis is so much that we want to 
teach our students about process, 
about the answer versus an answer, 
even about those sometimes cloy-
ing buzzwords “grit” and “growth 
mind-set.”

Third, present here is a possibility 
of agency that often eludes many 
students. When answers are al-
ways perceived as something that 
only the professor holds, students 
are essentially in the sidecar to 
their own education. When, though, 
we allow that answers can some-
times be fluid and elusive, students 
become partners in the search for 
solutions, assuming agency in a 
shared exploration.

What are the proper policy solu-
tions for flattening the curve? How 
can those best be communicated 
to an age group that may see itself 
as invulnerable? What role does art 
play in that communication? Social 
theory? Game theory? Translation?

At a moment that requires out-of-
the-box thinking, it helps to engage 
populations who bring more var-
ied perspectives to the conversa-
tion, who are less beholden to the 
various dogma -- read fields -- that 
shapes and limits our own thinking. 
What are the questions that need 
to be asked? What are the possibili-
ties we haven’t even considered? As 
productive as it may often be, some-
times scholarly thinking benefits 
from a dose of irreverence.

Reconsidering Our Identity 
as Instructors
As is perhaps obvious by now, this 

whole mess is as much a learning 
moment for us -- that is, faculty and 
administrators in higher education 

problem refers to challenges that 
are dynamic and changing, resistant 
to simple solutions -- even solutions 
that may have been effective in the 
past. Think poverty. Think addiction. 
Think the 2016 election, where fake 
news, social media, automation and 
a changing economy created a swirl 
of misinformation and toxic political 
dysfunction.

Think COVID-19.
So, first silver lining: if nothing 

else, the global pandemic is break-
ing the boundary between static 
university learning and the wicked 
fluidity of the world. Students in 
the sciences now understand that 
science is helpless without sound 
public policy. Students studying 
religion now see the interaction be-
tween theology, politics, sociology, 
economics and health playing out 
in real time. Ethicists are already 
exploring the decision-making pro-
cesses at the national and local 
levels; poets, painters, photogra-
phers and novelists are seeing their 
words, images and ideas shared as 
an anxious public seeks both com-
fort and the capacity to understand 
the unfolding complexities of daily 
life. Indeed, were we to design a 
course proposing solutions to prob-
lems related to COVID 19, it would 
involve every field in the academy, 
from biology to economics to film 
to physical education.

If we’re wise, we’ll use this mo-
ment to help our students better un-
derstand the complexity of the world 
beyond the walls of academe, the 
ways in which our various fields and 
disciplines not only overlap but also 
influence and shape and reshape 
each other in substantive ways. If 
we’re smart, we’ll use this moment 
to foreground those messy inter-
actions, asking students to explore 
such interrelations, to parse cause 
and effect, to unfold how data influ-
ences poetry and how poetry can 
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-- as it is for our students. As one 
colleague put it in a workshop last 
week, “Now we’re finally learning all 
the things we should have learned 
years ago.” The range of “things” 
is expansive. It includes tech: Yuja, 
WebEx, Zoom, Canvas, VoiceThread 
and on and on and on. It also in-
cludes more deliberate ways of ap-
proaching our classes on a structur-
al level: more expansive deadlines, 
more ungraded practice, less worry 
about covering every chapter in the 
book and more consideration of 
our fields’ driving concepts, of how 
those concepts operate in a shifting 
landscape

Perhaps most important, this mo-
ment of turmoil in higher education 
has caused us to think more care-
fully about ourselves and our identi-
ty as instructors. After all, the image 
of the all-knowing sage is harder 
to maintain when we have to con-
dense our 90-minute lectures into 
15-minute videos. Or when we can’t 
get the audio to work for our Zoom 
session. Or when the dog is bark-
ing or our children are crying or our 
son keeps walking up and down the 
stairs behind us in his boxer shorts 
as we attempt that once-a-week 
synchronous class.

Not to be flip, but it’s good for us 

how we build our courses week to 
week; they are whole when they un-
derstand that they’re learning this 
stuff not to get a grade but to pivot 
beyond the college walls and partic-
ipate in finding solutions to pressing 
problems -- ensuring, perhaps, that 
situations like this never happen 
again.

Of course, under normal circum-
stances, this pivot happens eventu-
ally: after graduation, students drift 
into work and service and citizen-
ship, sifting through all those hours 
of lectures and labs and readings to 
determine what does and doesn’t 
matter in realities far more complex 
than anything we constructed in the 
classroom.

But these aren’t normal circum-
stances. The walls between ac-
ademic life and life beyond the 
academy have crumbled. Which, 
perhaps, is OK. Because it allows us 
to be part of the journey students 
take into a wicked world, to be there 
as they move beyond memorization 
and simple answers toward some-
thing infinitely more fulfilling: a com-
plexity that engages their curiosity 
and places profound demands upon 
their intellect. We can help them on 
their journey. And they can help us 
on ours.			          ■

to struggle with our teaching. Stu-
dents struggle all the time. They 
feel vulnerable, at the mercy of fate 
and institutional structure and so-
cioeconomics and grading policies 
that seem to be written in an an-
cient language no one understands 
anymore. Our own, lesser struggles 
force us to understand that some 
of the things we hold dear -- our bell 
curves, our attendance policies, 
those research papers we assign 
but hate to grade, our own wisdom 
-- are not actually what makes real 
education happen.

Put another way, this moment -- 
this horrible, excruciating, eminently 
shitty moment -- asks us to recog-
nize that education doesn’t happen 
because we have a Ph.D. and can 
deliver an hourlong lecture without 
glancing at our notes. Rather, educa-
tion -- deep, lasting, meaningful edu-
cation -- takes place when we have 
the courage to allow our students to 
be partners in their own learning. I’ve 
never been a fan of the term “whole 
student,” but maybe that’s what this 
phrase means: a student is whole 
when they have agency in their own 
learning; they are whole when they 
are helping us figure out what they 
need to learn, and why; they are 
whole when their feedback impacts 
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It comes as no surprise that trans-
fer is a core mission for communi-
ty colleges, with nearly four-fifths 
of their over eight million students 
intending to attain a bachelor’s de-
gree. Yet only a quarter of those 
transfer-intending students actually 
transfer within six years, signaling a 
huge gap between students’ goals 
and what transpires. This issue 
permeates all areas of study but is 
particularly pronounced in science, 
technology, engineering and math-
ematics fields, with only 12 per-
cent of these students transferring 
within six years. In a similar fash-
ion, the structural and institutional 
barriers inequitably experienced by 
transfer-aspiring students manifest 
across all fields but are noticeably 
magnified in STEM.

On both ends of the transfer equa-
tion, two-year and four-year institu-
tions need to wrestle harder with the 
question: Why is there such a huge 
gap?

I offer some answers in my new 
book, On My Own: The Challenge 
and Promise of Building Equitable 
STEM Transfer Pathways. Based 
on a longitudinal, mixed methods 
research project following nearly 
1,670 two-year college students as 
they navigated STEM courses, pro-
grams and the prospect of transfer, 
I revealed disparities and inequities 
that permeated the students’ paths 
toward or away from transfer -- with 
students of color, women, students 
with mental health issues or learn-
ing disabilities, first-generation stu-
dents, and those from lower-income 
backgrounds often facing the larg-
est hurdles.

transfer. Four-year institutions and 
faculty are a crucial part of making 
articulation and transfer work. But 
the issue is often complicated by 
a general lack of initiative, under-
standing and respect for the quality 
of community college courses. We 
must break down such dynamics 
and recognize both sides’ common 
interest in and commitment to stu-
dents and their success.

To fully realize a shared respon-
sibility, four-year institutions need 
to step up and carry more of the 
weight that community colleges 
have historically shouldered. That 
starts with elevating community 
colleges as equal partners and con-
tributors and compelling four-year 
institutions to re-examine their per-
ceptions. Guided by a genuine spirit 
of equal partnership, both ends can 
productively co-create learning ob-
jectives, streamline courses across 

Yet these students held fiercely 
to their high aspirations and strong 
perseverance and agency, pushing 
through structural barriers in hopes 
of realizing their immense talent. 
Those hurdles revolved around fi-
nances, advising, teaching and 
learning, institutional services, com-
peting life and job obligations, and 
more. The types of challenges and 
barriers are by no means an indi-
vidual student’s problem to resolve. 
Instead, they reflect the inequitable 
transfer mechanisms systemically 
in place and in need of disruption.

How do we combat the structural 
barriers instead of defaulting to stu-
dents’ own initiatives -- leaving them 
to navigate the imperfect system on 
their own? In my book and a recent 
Inside Higher Ed article, I outlined a 
number of intertwined structural, 
systemic, interpersonal and cultur-
al issues to be addressed. In this 
piece, I place a more explicit focus 
on institutional responsibilities: 
How can we, as institutions send-
ing and receiving transfers, provide 
high-quality, equitable support for 
transfer-aspiring students?

Transfer-receiving and transfer- 
sending institutions are equally re-
sponsible. The politics around two-
year to four-year articulation can 
be contentious. Much of that has 
to do with a lack of trust between 
some four-year and two-year faculty 
members, including unjust stigma 
associated with community col-
leges and their students, as well as 
power issues around who controls 
the curriculum, student learning out-
comes and, ultimately, which cours-
es are deemed “rigorous” enough to 
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more diverse learning styles and 
cultivate culturally responsive ap-
proaches to better support students 
of color, women, older students and 
other underserved students. Uni-
versal design for learning is a great 
starting framework. Further, instill-
ing a community environment -- a 
significant cultural component for 
students of color, according to Glo-
ria Ladson-Billings -- will go a long 
way toward developing more inclu-
sive learning spaces.

Advising approaches must sup-
port the whole person. There are 
two issues related to advising for 
transfer. The first involves inade-
quate, or a complete absence of, 
advising. The second entails a lack 
of a humanistic, culturally receptive 
and responsive advising relation-
ship. Many community colleges are 
severely underresourced, with a stu-
dent-to-adviser ratio in the hundreds 
or even thousands. This makes 
an advising redesign critical, and it 
must be systemwide.

Some institutions have explored 
more innovative options to try and fill 
advising gaps. Nudging has gained 

momentum recently with great 
promise, yet large-scale efforts re-
main questionable. That approach 
can help communicate timely in-
formation to more students, but in 
the end, nothing can replace direct 
and personal human interaction be-
tween advisers and students. Other 
student-centered approaches can 
help students overcome challenges; 
leverage their existing knowledge, 
skills and motivation; and place 
them in a more active or central 
role. These strategies and careful-
ly nurtured relationships can make 
students feel that their college sees 
them, hears them and cares about 
them as individuals within their dis-
tinct lives and contexts.

In this rapidly changing environ-
ment that we are all experiencing 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, rela-
tionship building is and will continue 
to be even more essential. Institu-
tional leaders, instructors, advisers 
and students should all be lauded 
for their agility and innovative use 
of technology in the face of the 
challenges imposed by social dis-
tancing orders and rapidly changing 

institutions and align course re-
quirements. Plus, four-year faculty 
and advising roles should explicitly 
involve efforts that facilitate trans-
fer. Only then can these institutions 
create a smoother and more col-
laborative transfer process, moving 
toward what Dimpal Jain and col-
leagues referred to as a transfer re-
ceptive culture.

Cultivating inclusive classroom 
environments and experiences is 
crucial. As part of their shared re-
sponsibility, institutions and faculty 
must constantly reflect on and re-
visit their current practices within 
campuses and classrooms in order 
to create truly inclusive and empow-
ering environments that support all 
students -- especially those histori-
cally underserved student popula-
tions in general and in STEM. Specif-
ically, instructors cannot and should 
not focus solely on who the majority 
is in the classroom or the overall 
satisfaction level when it comes to 
student feedback and course eval-
uations. Challenging ourselves as 
instructors and pinpointing problem 
spots can transform the classroom 
experience, especially for students 
who feel marginalized and over-
looked.

That means that addressing im-
plicit bias, stereotype threats, rac-
ism, sexism and other types of bias 
and discrimination is essential. Only 
then can instructors remove pre-
viously unchecked friction in this 
space, resulting in classrooms as 
safe havens for minoritized stu-
dents to explore and cultivate their 
interests in STEM fields and trans-
fer. Otherwise, persistent inequita-
ble and less-than-supportive experi-
ences will only reinforce disparities 
in the paths these students take 
toward or away from transfer and 
STEM.

Along the same lines, instruc-
tors need to honor and encompass 
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directives. However, in order to not 
leave the most vulnerable behind, 
we need to be especially sensitive of 
the challenges confronted by those 
for whom these changes make 
progress toward educational goals 
nearly impossible, and do our best 
to help meet those students’ needs.

An equity-oriented policy environ-
ment allows the true value and mis-
sion of transfer to be fully realized. 
While I highlight the importance of 
putting the responsibility back on 
institutions, we can’t deny that in-
stitutions are constrained within the 
larger policy landscape, an issue 
accented by a long history of under-
valuing and underfunding of com-
munity colleges by state and federal 
governing bodies. To complicate 
things further, when performance- 
or outcomes-based funding is ap-
plied, funding inequity is amplified 
when transfer is not part of the for-
mula applied to both two-year and 
four-year institutions.

The jury is also still out on the 
effectiveness of state articulation 
policies. These policies inherent-
ly trickle down to institutions and 
practitioners to operationalize. So 
as long as these problems persist, 
students will continue to encounter 
a lack of clear and flexible course-, 
program- and institution-specific 

formative concept developed by 
Center for Urban Education director 
Estela Mara Bensimon. To become 
equity-minded, instructors and prac-
titioners hold themselves and their 
institutions responsible for enacting 
practices, policies and structures 
that address persistent inequities. 
The Office of Community College 
Research and Leadership, directed 
by Eboni Zamani-Gallaher, offers eq-
uity-guided resources that can help 
create inclusive teaching and learn-
ing environments.

If we are to truly achieve equitable 
transfer, in STEM and otherwise, it is 
up to us to take a holistic, thoughtful 
and critical approach to break down 
these systemic barriers, in higher 
education and society writ large. 
The fact that we, as educators, 
have been able to turn on a dime to 
at least try to adjust swiftly and re-
sponsibly in the wake of COVID-19 
gives me hope that it’s possible to 
make drastic and timely changes 
that remedy inequitable access 
and outcomes for minoritized stu-
dents that had been sorely needed 
well before this pandemic. While we 
are in the process of weathering an 
unprecedented storm, we must re-
double our efforts to ensure that the 
most vulnerable students are not 
lost in this sea change.		        ■

sequences and articulation agree-
ments.

While state policies provide over-
arching and crucial support in facili-
tating transfer, we also cannot over-
look the vital role institutions play 
in this process. Both two-year and 
four-year colleges must step in and 
flesh out institution- and major-spe-
cific articulation agreements, as 
they are best positioned to account 
for changes in programs, require-
ments and other regulations. In par-
ticular, such articulation agreements 
need to prioritize student diversity 
and issues of persistent inequities, 
rather than continuing the cycle of 
marginalization and implicit bias 
toward equitable transfer access 
and outcomes. Eventually, federal, 
state and institutional policies that 
prioritize explicit and concrete eq-
uity-oriented transfer goals, targets 
and measures would act toward 
fully realizing transfer and advance 
social mobility.

An equity-minded culture that in-
tentionally practices deep, honest 
reflection is required. Ultimately, 
none of the other changes I’ve rec-
ommended are possible without 
an equity-centered mind shift and 
purposeful reflection. This includes 
a full understanding of and action 
toward equity-mindedness, a trans-
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