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Editor’s Note
Christopher Tremblay

Editor-in-Chief

A Century of sharing  
Knowledge and Best Practices

Happy 100th Anniversary to us! Nearly 100 years ago 
in July 1925, the American Association of Collegiate 
Registrars (aacr) [prior to the addition of admis-
sions] had the foresight and vision to launch a journal 
for its members and beyond. During these past 100 
years, we have lifted voices, shared knowledge, pub-
lished research, informed you with studies, brought 
you uplifting commentaries and interviews, as well as 
reviewed literature in our field.

Since 1925, our mission has remained the same: 
deliver high quality content for the field of higher edu-
cation with a particular focus on admissions, records/
registration, financial aid, and much more. Every 
quarter, we bring new knowledge to the field as part of 
broadening our understanding of our important work. 
Thank you for reading and absorbing this new infor-
mation we share in each issue.

Volume 100 is jam packed with retrospectives, 
new research, new voices, and much more! We are 
excited to bring you some exciting pieces in 2025, and 
that starts with this very first issue of our 100th year. 
Fifteen authors are included in Issue 1 of 2025 among 
12 different pieces. Let’s dive in!

Features

This issue kicks off with Peters’ research on hBcu first 
generation college students and their college search 
process. These in-depth interviews revealed that these 
students often feel overwhelmed by the information 
they find online and the process of contacting institu-
tions, but those who receive institutional support feel 
more supported and are more likely to choose those 
schools.

This piece is followed by a quantitative research 
study that identified doctoral students’ level of integra-
tion with faculty, curriculum, and peers. This research 
offers implications for considering the enhancement 
and expansion of integration at the doctoral level to 
support students’ persistence toward graduation.

Next, we have two interviews with two pillars in the 
field of education. First Sara Sullivan interviews Under 
Secretary of Education James Kvaal. The interview dis-
cusses Kvaal’s educational journey, the role of his fam-
ily and financial aid in his achievements, and his goals 
in educational policies aimed 
at expanding opportunities. 
Kvaal also comments on the 
state of higher education to-
day, legislative impacts, the 
importance of diverse edu-
cational pathways, and the 
critical roles that higher education institutions play in 
student success and social advancement.

I had the honor of interviewing Eric Hoover, senior 
writer for The Chronicle of Higher Education who has 
written extensively about college access, admissions, 
and student diversity for two decades. In this interview, 
Hoover reflects on his career, from his early interest in 
journalism as a student to his extensive coverage of 
higher education issues, including the recent fafsa 
crisis. He also discusses the challenges of reporting, 
the essential role of storytelling in journalism, and 
broader shifts in public perception and the purpose of 
higher education. You’re in for a real treat with these 
two interviews. I am eternally grateful to former C&U 
editor-in-chief Louise Lonabocker for introducing in-
terviews to the journal.
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C&u 100

Starting with this issue and continuing through Is-
sue 4 of Volume 100, we are bringing you content that 
looks back and looks forward. In Issue 1, we offer four 
retrospective pieces:

 W Our managing editor, Heather Zimar, reflects on 
what it means to serve aacrao as a sort of “pub-
lications czar,” reflecting on collectively what has 
made this publication a dynamic and influential 
resource in the field of higher education.

 W AACRAO’s executive director, Melanie Gottlieb, 
reflects on the journal’s pivotal role in shaping 
higher education professions through the cultiva-
tion and dissemination of specialized knowledge, 
fostering innovation, best practices, and profes-
sional growth among practitioners amid an evolv-
ing educational landscape.

 W Kimberley Buster-Williams’ reflections on 1925 
thoroughly explores the career and legacy of Alida 
Priscilla Banks, an African-American trailblazer in 
higher education, while examining the historical 
context, challenges, and milestones of 1925, and 
highlighting the progress and ongoing evolution 
of higher education.

 W James Paterson reflects on the similarities and dif-
ferences between the educational challenges of 
1925 and today, examining the pivotal events and 
discussions recorded in the inaugural Bulletin of 
the American Association of Collegiate Registrars, 
which mirror modern debates on data use, college 
value, preparedness, and admissions criteria.

Forum

In this issue, you will read three campus viewpoints 
and one commentary. Levin and Minichini describe 
the University of Toronto’s online absence declaration 
(ad) tool. In response to a surge in student absences 
due to the pandemic, the University of Toronto re-
viewed and adjusted its online Absence Declaration 
(ad) tool to streamline the process for students while 
addressing concerns about rising absences and main-
taining academic integrity, resulting in usage limits 

New Authors

Home Page

and enhanced notification features. Next, Johnson 
explores the organizational structure of Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (hBcus), emphasiz-
ing the importance of integrating the registrar’s office 
with both enrollment management and academic 
affairs to enhance student success and address the 
ongoing challenges of administrative and academic 
coordination. Hoskinson’s third in the series (see 99–3 
and 99–4, respectively, for parts 1 and 2) on registrar’s 
office best practices explores proven practices and 
how they are shaped and reviewed. Finally, Windholz’s 
commentary, in a “then and now” approach, reflects 
on 23 years in enrollment management, highlighting 
the profound changes in the profession, from evolv-
ing student priorities and diversified recruitment 
strategies to the critical focus on institutional survival 
amidst shifting demographics and increasing opera-
tional complexities.

As usual, this is a jam-packed issue with great re-
search and reflections on the current state of higher 
education.

I also want to share a new bold initiative: Become 
one of our new 100 authors! We are challenging our-
selves in our 100th year to recruit 100 new authors! 
If you have never been published in C&U, please con-
sider stepping up and being a part of this effort. It’s as 
easy as doing a book review.

Celebrating a 100th anniversary is a monumen-
tal milestone that signifies a century of dedication, 
growth, and achievement. It offers an invaluable op-
portunity to reflect on College and University’s endur-
ing legacy, acknowledge the contributions of those 
who have shaped its journey and set a visionary path 
for the future. This centennial celebration not only 
honors past accomplishments but also reinvigorates 
the commitment to continue making a lasting impact 
in the years to come. Here’s to 100 years of sharing 
knowledge and best practices!
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Pamela Peters

F E A T U R E

Feeling Overwhelmed
First-Generation College 
Students’ Experiences with 
Social Capital and Community 
Cultural Wealth During the 
College Search Process
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Since 2020, the coVid-19 pandemic has challenged 
students, instructors, and institutions to learn new 
ways of thinking about higher education (Harper 
2020; Nguyen, et al. 2021; Sessoms, et al. 2021). Many 
first-generation college students (fgcs) have found 
themselves struggling to keep up with the financial 
demands of college (Garces-Jimenez 2020) or con-
templating whether college is even attainable (Dwyer 
and Yoo 2020). According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics (2023), college enrollment for 
eighteen-to-24-year-olds dropped from 41 percent in 
2010 to 38 percent in 2021, and this is expected to drop 
more for fgcs (Dwyer and Yoo 2020), who often lack 
knowledge about higher education. Admissions staff 
at institutions of higher education are in a unique po-
sition to support potential fgcs but may be unaware 
of all the challenges facing these students.

FGCS often come from minoritized, lower-income 
communities and lower-education backgrounds (Col-
lins and Bilge 2020), but fgcs are not monolithic. 
They often lack knowledge about what to expect in 
college or how to navigate the search and entry pro-
cess (Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and 
Locks 2020). Specifically, Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (hBcus) serve students from any 
background, 25 percent of student enrollment at 
hBcus is made up of non-Black students, but they 
were established to support Black students after the 
American Civil War (Sierra, et al. 2023). Also, accord-
ing to the Thurgood Marshall College Fund (2019), 52 
percent of students who attend hBcus are first-gen-
eration college students, compared to 19 percent at 
predominantly white institutions (PnPi 2024). HB-
CUs have historically supported underrepresented 

First-generation college students, who are often low-income or from 

minoritized backgrounds, face many challenges when they enter college. 

As they begin the college search process, they may seek support from 

spaces outside of their families to understand and find information. This 

study used in-depth interviews with first- and second-year first-generation 

college students at Historically Black Colleges and universities (HBCus) 

to understand their experiences searching online, seeking help, and how 

that impacts their college choice. This research found that first-generation 

college students struggle with the amount of information they find and that 

they become overwhelmed when they begin contacting institutions. Those 

students who receive help from institutions tend to feel supported and 

choose those schools.
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groups when they enter college, however, when fgcs 
begin to search for college information, they can ad-
vance their chances of entering and matriculating 
through college when they receive support early and 
regularly (Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018). While technol-
ogy can offer an opportunity to help successfully nav-
igate the college search process (Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 
2018), fgcs may still struggle with the information 
they are receiving (Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020). 
Lacking the social capital to understand information 
can become overwhelming, especially for fgcs, who 
may go through the process alone (Gist-Mackey, et al. 
2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020).

Social capital is defined as the knowledge we re-
ceive through the networks we create over time (Lin 
2001; Putnam 1995). Social capital research has tended 
to ignore individuals from marginalized communities 
(Lin 2001), such as fgcs. Community cultural wealth 
(ccW) as a concept recognizes the capital that people 
from minoritized communities have and seeks to uti-
lize this to better support students from those commu-
nities (Yosso 2005). This study seeks to determine the 
challenges first- and second-year fgcs at hBcus face 
when searching for college online and how they are 
impacted by experiences with social capital and com-
munity cultural wealth.

Literature Review
FGCS parents never attended college; they tend to be 
low-income and often come from racially/ethnically 
minoritized communities; however, fgcs are not 
monolithic (Collins and Bilge 2020; Gist-Mackey, et 
al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020). Many also 
tend to experience issues related to systemic inequal-
ities and deficit thinking built out of stereotypes tar-
geting low-income and underrepresented populations 
(Collins and Bilge 2020; Gist-Mackey, et al. 2018). FGCS 
enroll into higher education at lower rates because 
they may feel they do not belong or are concerned 
about the cost of college (Gist-Mackey, et al. 2018; Win-
kle-Wagner and Locks 2020). Many must work full-
time to pay for tuition and living expenses (Collins and 
Bilge 2020; Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018) or rely on loans 
because they are less likely to receive financial aid 

(Gist-Mackey, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 
2020). Since fgcs come from families and commu-
nities that lack college knowledge (Collins and Bilge 
2020), they may go through the process alone (Gist-
Mackey, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020).

social Capital and  
Marginalized Communities

Social capital is the relationships developed that allow 
people to gather information to move up economically, 
socially, or politically (Putnam 2000). Researchers tra-
ditionally recognize those with higher status as having 
social capital, thus controlling who receives informa-
tion (Lin 2001; Putnam 2000), which often requires 
people from minoritized communities to go outside 
of their communities to gain information (Lin 2001). 
This causes minoritized communities to be framed as 
lacking social capital, but ccW recognizes the capital 
marginalized populations have.

Community Cultural Wealth as Capital

Community cultural wealth is a concept that chal-
lenges the traditional ideas of deficit thinking — bi-
ases or stereotypes brought to the forefront to blame 
victims or minoritized populations for the inequali-
ties that exist instead of asking why they exist (Collins 
and Bilge 2020; Yosso 2005). Social capital research 
traditionally claims that those from higher socio-eco-
nomic positions or who are white males tend to have 
more social capital, which utilizes deficit thinking (Lin 
2001). CCW challenges deficit thinking by recognizing 
other forms of capital (Yosso 2005). CCW challenges 
researchers to learn from the experiences of marginal-
ized communities to develop an understanding of how 
systemic inequalities impact their lives.

CCW recognizes six forms of capital that minori-
tized communities often have: aspirational, linguis-
tic, familial, social, navigational, and resistant (Yosso 
2005). Aspirational capital recognizes an ability to hope 
for something better and to persistently pursue goals. 
This is developed through personal experiences or 
learning from others (Holland 2017). Linguistic capital 
is the ability to interpret information that is not easily 
understandable or known within a community. FGCS 
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may lack knowledge about college, but they can learn 
through peers or older students to navigate their way 
through college (Holland 2017; Yosso 2005). Familial 
capital is support or passing down of generational 
knowledge to understand a community or culture. 
While families of fgcs lack knowledge about higher 
education, they often provide emotional support (Hol-
land 2017). Social capital is similar to traditional social 
capital but recognizes the importance of networks 
within marginalized communities and focuses on the 
betterment of the community (Yosso 2005). FGCS will 
often seek help from family, friends, or peers (Holland 
2017), but when they cannot get answers, they will go 
outside their communities to find support (Jayakumar, 
et al. 2013). Navigational capital is the ability to traverse 
unfamiliar or uncomfortable spaces or systems. Resis-
tant capital is the ability to remove oneself from op-
pressive or negative situations. Minoritized students 
may choose to attend a different school when they feel 
unsupported or to escape oppressive situations, such 
as experiencing microaggressions (Holland 2017). 
While fgcs learn these skills, institutions can better 
support them by becoming knowledgeable translators.

Being Knowledgeable Translators

While fgcs families and communities are often sup-
portive, they usually cannot provide some of the es-
sential information needed during the college search. 
When students cannot find answers within their own 
networks, they will seek out knowledgeable transla-
tors, which provides an opportunity for high schools, 
higher education institutions and community centers 
(Jayakumar, et al. 2013). Knowledgeable translators 
provide instrumental capital in a particular area and 
share information without expectations (Rowan-Ken-
yon, et al. 2018). Potential fgcs may seek information 
and support through multiple outlets online, such as 
group chats, social media, or websites, which might 
not be legitimate (Gist-Mackey, et al. 2018; Rowan-Ken-
yon, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020), but 
for fgcs, who are often impacted by the digital di-
vide — lacking access to or technological literacy 
skills—online spaces can present a challenge (Lund 

and Wang 2020). While technology offers many bene-
fits, it is not a sufficient space for primary support.

Institutional online spaces tend to focus on selling 
their school first, instead of connecting with and pro-
viding information that could be vital for a potential 
students’ success (Lund and Wang 2020; Rowan-Ken-
yon, et al. 2018). Students frequently begin the search 
process online, which makes online institutional 
spaces a good place to connect with and provide vital 
information to potential students (Rowan-Kenyon, et 
al. 2018). Institutions must identify potential fgcs, 
develop strategies of support, connect with them early, 
and stay connected throughout college to make fgcs 
feel comfortable and important to the campus com-
munity (Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner 
and Locks 2020). Previous research has focused on 
where potential students find support (Gist-Mackey, 
et al. 2018; Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wag-
ner and Locks 2020), how community programs can 
support fgcs (Jayakumar, et al. 2013), how online 
spaces can support recruitment (Lund and Wang 
2020), how schools market themselves online (Lund 
and Wang 2020; Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018), what in-
formation institutions provide online (Rowan-Kenyon, 
et al. 2018), and how to develop supportive strategies 
(Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 
2020), but research has been limited on learning from 
fgcs their experiences during the college search 
process online. By understanding fgcs experiences, 
institutions can become trusted knowledgeable trans-
lators. Therefore, this study seeks to understand the 
experiences of first- and second-year fgcs at Histor-
ically Black Colleges and Universities (hBcus) during 
the online college search process by asking:

 W RQ1: What are the experiences of first- and 
second-year first-generation college students 
during the college search process online?

 W RQ2: What are the experiences of first- 
and second-year first-generation college 
students when they contact colleges and 
universities during the search process?

 W RQ3: How do college search experiences and 
interactions with institutional staff impact 
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the decisions of first-generation college 
students when they choose an institution?

Methodology
This study uses critical qualitative inquiry (cqi) as a 
guide for conducting in-depth interviews with first- 
and second-year fgcs at hBcus. CQI requires re-
searchers to 1) be critical about the issues, 2) be critical 
of their methods and 3) address the issues through 
reflexivity (Flick 2017; Winkle-Wagner, et al. 2019). 
For this study, cqi was used to support counter-story-
telling — a method of interviewing where minoritized 
communities can share their experiences without the 
fear of being stereotyped (Winkle-Wagner, et al. 2019). 
Because all the participants identified as low-income, 
Black, and attended an hBcu, it was especially im-
portant for them to feel comfortable with a researcher 
who identifies as a white female. The researcher’s po-
sitionality required constant reflexivity.

To ensure counter-storytelling worked, it was es-
sential to establish trust. Emails with a short biogra-
phy about the researcher were sent to departments at 
the higher education institutions along with informa-
tion related to the study. When a potential participant 
reached out, the researcher responded with a more in-
depth email describing the study and the researcher’s 
background. Before interviews began, the space was 
opened for participants to ask questions about the 
study or researcher. Once they felt comfortable, in-
terviews were conducted with the understanding that 
they could stop or ask questions at any point.

sample Population and Consent

This study involved 26 in-depth interviews with fgcs 
who were in their first or second year of college at a 
four-year institution. For this study, fgcs were stu-
dents whose parents did not attend a four-year col-
lege or university. All the participants attended small 
Historically Black Colleges or Universities, while two 
attended a predominantly white institution their first 
year in school.

Admissions and student services departments at 
62 institutions were sent emails over a period of eight 
weeks; several were contacted multiple times. Recruit-

ment information was shared with students at seven 
colleges and universities who responded. Other par-
ticipants learned about the study from participants 
who already took part in the study.

Interviews were conducted over Zoom using a 
separate link for each to ensure privacy. Prior to each 
interview, participants were read a verbal consent 
form. After concluding the interviews, each partici-
pant received a $20 Amazon e-gift card that was paid 
for using a $1,000 grant from the University of Kansas 
School of Journalism and Mass Communication.

social Capital and  
Community Cultural Wealth

Questions for this study came out of research related 
to social capital, community cultural wealth in higher 
education, digital divide, and fgcs studies. Ques-
tions emerged from literature by Chen and Li (2017), 
van Deursen and Helsper (2018) and van Deursen, et 
al. (2014) whose research focused on how minoritized 
communities find support on and offline, the chal-
lenges they face, how interactions impact outcomes, 
and whether they find instrumental social capital. By 
asking participants to describe their experiences the 
researcher could delve deeper into inequalities that 
exist (Flick 2017). Questions related to social capital 
and ccW included: “Can you describe how a faculty 
or staff member has helped provide you support and 
college information you were unable to find or under-
stand?” and “What information do you know now that 
you wish your high school or college would have pro-
vided to you when you were preparing for college?”

Data Analysis

This research used a four-step process that is a method 
of cqi (Reavis 2019). First, interview transcripts were 
read while the researcher took notes to adjust ques-
tions, so participants better understood what they 
were being asked. Second, low-level codes emerged 
based directly on the words of the participants. Third, 
the codes were grouped from the low-level codes into 
high-level codes and a master codebook was created. 
Last, high-level codes were grouped into themes re-
lated to challenges, interactions, and experiences.



100 Issue #1 : Winter 2025 9 and

Results and Discussion

Feeling Overwhelmed With Information

All 26 participants expressed frustration over the 
search process during their interviews. Finding in-
stitutions online was easy, but they often felt that ei-
ther finding information on websites or getting too 
much information online was overwhelming. Layla 
expressed frustration when she said: “We have more 
anxiety with applying to college because we don’t re-
ally know how to apply. What to apply for. What to 
look for.” Donna said, “[I] didn’t really know where to 
start. I didn’t really have one place that I needed to go 
or wanted to go.” Julian found searching for colleges 

“frustrating and a learning process,” adding that “[y]
ou don’t really have a lot of people who can help you 
before you go through it.” Most of the participants felt 
they lacked knowledge about the college search pro-
cess, and this caused them to struggle. Often those 
from minoritized communities may struggle or must 
go outside of their immediate communities to find in-
formation because they lack educational social capital 
(Lin 2001). The challenge participants found was fig-
uring out what institutions were the best fit for them.

Many of the participants became overwhelmed 
by the amount of material they found and had to sort 
through all the information. Naya found the process 
to be “terrible,” and stated: “My brain was constantly 
clouded with different types of information. And 
then being that I met different criteria, it almost felt 
like I was choosing the wrong thing.” Elijah felt con-
fused: “[I was] filling out the application and I didn’t 
know something. I would have to go back to Google 
to read it, just figure out what it was and then have 
to go back. I had to do that a lot of times.” While the 
participants could find the information, they lacked 
the knowledge to easily sort through and understand 
what was presented to them. Lacking social capital 
within their families or communities added to their 
frustration because they often had to navigate the pro-
cess themselves. However, they had the navigational 
and aspirational capital (Yosso 2005) to work through 
the process and not give up. FGCS often lack knowl-
edge but will figure out how to get the information 

they need, or they will be persistent until they reach 
their goals (Holland 2017). Although the participants 
expressed frustrations, they figured it out by conduct-
ing searches or working through the process.

The coVid-19 pandemic did play a role for some 
of the participants during the process. McKenna said:

I was applying through COVID by myself, and I 
wasn’t aware of how to do so. I had a little bit of 
help from an organization, but it was COVID, so 
she was going through a lot as well. I had no idea 
what I was doing, especially since the counselors 
were unable to help me.

As previously stated, fgcs will find outlets to get 
the information they need or to work through the 
process on their own (Collins and Bilge 2020; Holland 
2017). McKenna found an organization that provided 
limited help online, but other participants still relied 
on their high schools for information. Naya could not 
attend in-person classes at her high school after it re-
opened. She said: “It was kind of difficult to almost al-
ways be placed on a waitlist or the backburner. With 
college priority deadlines, it’s like everybody has a 
deadline to meet but I wasn’t being prioritized be-
cause I’m not at school.” Like previous research that 
found fgcs often feel left out (Gist-Mackey, et al. 2018; 
Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020), the participants felt 
they were ignored by schools because they weren’t 
there in-person. Although they had limited access to 

Layla

We have more anxiety 
with applying to college 
because we don’t really 

know how to apply. What 
to apply for. What to look 

for. …[I] didn’t really 
know where to start.
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their high schools and an organization, they could not 
always get information in a timely manner, which was 
overwhelming. Colleges can become trusted knowl-
edgeable translators (Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018) by 
connecting with potential fgcs early and developing 
close relationships with high schools, especially those 
most likely to serve fgcs.

Going to Third Party sites for Applying

Several participants turned to third party websites to 
apply for college because it was less overwhelming. 
Common College Application (cca) and Common 
Black College Application (cBca) were popular spaces 
for participants to learn about and apply to schools. 
cBca’s (2024) website is designed for students inter-
ested in more than 60 Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities, and the cca (2024) website provides in-
formation to more than 1,000 schools. Both websites 
allow potential students to apply to multiple colleges 
for one price, which cuts the cost and provides infor-
mation in one space.

Dominique found Common Black College App to 
be “a really good platform, because they have all the in-
formation about the school on there. You can message 
directly with a school. It has everything like the size 
of the programs, tuition costs, type of scholarships.” 
McKenna added to this stating that she “applied on the 

Black Common App, where you can apply to a bunch 
of hBcus for $20.” The ease of access lessened their 
frustrations, and it helped ease financial concerns re-
lated to application fees, which researchers have found 
can often cause students to question whether to apply 
(Gist-Mackey, et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 
2020). While some financial concerns were lifted, they 
found the ease of access to information convenient.

Participants often found themselves struggling 
to understand or find information on colleges, like 
previous research (Lin 2001; Holland 2017). However, 
they used their navigational and aspirational capital 
(Yosso 2005) to find spaces where they could more eas-
ily reach their goals. Using these websites also showed 
their ability to gain ccW social capital (Yosso 2005), 
because they found these websites through word of 
mouth and experience. FGCS will regularly learn by 
watching others or asking questions, which not only 
shows navigational and social capital, but it is also lin-
guistic capital (Holland 2017; Yosso 2005). The partic-
ipants used these websites to understand terminology 
and more easily access college. The websites allowed 
them to learn about schools and more affordably navi-
gate the process while finding reliable information.

struggling to Contact Institutions

Another outlet participants utilized was to contact 
institutions they were interested in to ask for infor-
mation. They reported mixed experiences in estab-
lishing connections. When participants attempted 
to connect with institutions and often felt they were 
being ignored. They became frustrated and felt more 
overwhelmed. Aiyana lived over five hours away from 
her institution and felt that going to the campus for 
help was not possible and she struggled with getting 
answers over the phone:

I’m trying to call. Nobody’s answering the phone. 
And when you ask the question, they transfer you 
to another department. It was just like you’re go-
ing through a whole chain, and you do it again the 
next day, and it’s the same thing.

Danielle recognized schools “can be understaffed 
sometimes,” adding that she is “always patient with 

elijah

[I was] filling out the 
application and I didn’t 

know something. I would 
have to go back to Google 
to read it, just figure out 

what it was and then 
have to go back. I had to 

do that a lot of times.
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the staff. It was kind of complicated.” Maya found that 
she had “to be persistent because if you don’t, then 
they won’t answer. You have to keep emailing and 
keep calling the school.” While the time and process 
to get answers on the phone was overwhelming, oth-
ers could not contact staff. When Melanie contacted 
admissions, it was “not a person who works there. It 
is actually a student [who] tells you your information, 
which I don’t think they should be doing that. I think 
it should be a person who actually works in the office.” 
Melanie struggled to trust the institution because of 
concerns over accuracy and sharing personal informa-
tion with students.

Trust is created or destroyed depending on how 
information is shared among parties and whether an 
entity is perceived as supportive (Lin 2001; Putnam 
2000). Participants questioned whether they could 
trust institutions when they contacted them and 
could not connect with admissions or financial aid 
staff, which caused them to question if they wanted to 
attend. Institutions can be knowledgeable translators, 
however, if the potential students feel it is difficult to 
get the information they need, institutions can be per-
ceived as untrustworthy. Recognizing that potential 
fgcs may lack instrumental social capital at home 

can help institutions become better knowledgeable 
translators by understanding that answers may need 
to be explained more thoroughly to students who lack 
educational social capital. This has the potential to 
show fgcs they care about their success (Rowan-Ken-
yon, et al. 2018), and working closely with potential 

fgcs through the process can help them successfully 
matriculate through school.

Becoming Frustrated Over Being 
Ignored by Institutional staff

Some participants shied away from schools because 
they felt staff there did not care about them. Gabrielle 
stated that, “I know we’re not necessarily on our own, 
but it’s kind of like that’s what they make it feel like, 
you know, and I really hate that.”

Naya said:

It was kind of one of those things that I didn’t like 
because I felt like I was just trying to get informa-
tion and the process of getting information, it kind 
of scared me because if I have issues on campus, is 
there going to be someone to help me immediately 
or will I have to wait? That was something that 
shied me away from those universities.

Before entering college, fgcs tend to question 
whether they belong (Collins and Bilge 2020; Gist-
Mackey, et al. 2018; Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018; Win-
kle-Wagner and Locks 2020), so feeling ignored can 
cause them to question their self-worth in higher edu-
cation or, like in Naya’s situation, decide not to attend 
an institution. They showed resistant and naviga-
tional capital (Yosso 2005) when they moved on from 
spaces that felt unsupportive.

When participants felt unsupported by schools, 
they would often go to spaces like YouTube to find 
answers. After unsuccessfully trying to connect with 
staff over several days, Naya “just typed it in on You-

Gabrielle

I know we’re not 
necessarily on our own, but 
it’s kind of like that’s what 

they make it feel like…

Maya

[You have] to be persistent 
because if [you’re not], then 

they won’t answer. You 
have to keep emailing and 

keep calling the school.
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Tube; there’s a surplus of videos explaining the same 
thing in less than two minutes.” Similarly, Jayla sought 
out current students on social media when she was 
unable to get answers from staff. “They more than 
likely, they’re not going to hold back on what they 
have to say,” she said. Even if an institution is not try-
ing to be unsupportive, if it is perceived as such, then 
trust is broken or strained (Lin 2001; Putnam 2000) 
and when an individual lacks instrumental social 
capital, a perceived lack of caring can further damage 
trust (Lin 2001). While the participants had less trust 
in the institutions, they had the aspirational capital 
(Yosso 2005) to find people or spaces that would sup-
port them in reaching their goals.

Connecting With Institutions

Some participants were able to connect with staff 
and had beneficial experiences. Danielle said, “What 
made me move to Lincoln was just the way that they 
engaged with me. I was very drawn to them.” Taylor 

contacted a school that walked her through the pro-
cess after being accepted:

I called; I think it was student affairs. They walked 
me through the process. They told me everything 
that was on the paper. They talked about what the 
letter was actually saying. I felt that was very help-
ful because they took the time out of their day to 
accommodate me.

Both participants felt a connection with the in-
stitutions because of the interactions they had with 
admissions staff. Because they felt the schools cared 
about them, they chose to attend the institutions.

A few participants chose their institutions because 
of support from campus staff outside of admissions. 
Gabrielle was interested in cheerleading, and she said 
she “got in contact with the cheer coach and got a cheer 
scholarship added onto my PoP scholarship.” Simi-
larly, Ashley contacted the cheer coach at her school 
and asked them “how the team works before I go to the 
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Limitations
This study involved interviewing first- and sec-
ond-year first-generation college students who were 
in high school during the coVid-19 pandemic. More 
studies should be conducted to determine if the expe-
riences are similar post-pandemic. This study focused 
on experiences searching for schools and contacting 
institutions. Future research should use social capital 
and ccW to determine if these experiences are ex-
tended into other areas of the search process, such as 
financial aid. Future research should focus on institu-
tions and students from other racial backgrounds and 
institutions to determine if their experiences are sim-
ilar. Lastly, while this research touched on how fgcs 
found information outside of institutions, future re-
search should evaluate students’ experiences in third 
party sites or other spaces not involving school staff.

Recommendations
Institutions of higher education have an opportunity 
to better support fgcs. Because first-generation stu-
dents often come from lower-income, racially/ethni-
cally minoritized populations and lower-education 
communities (Collins and Bilge 2020; Rowan-Kenyon, 
et al. 2018; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2020) they may 
lack the social capital to easily navigate the college 
search process (Lin 2001). Creating relationships with 
high schools, especially those in marginalized com-
munities, to make early connections with potential 
fgcs can make them feel important and that college 
is attainable, mirroring research by Rowan-Kenyon, 
et al. (2018). This will allow schools to promote them-
selves, but it should also be used to identify fgcs.

Institutions of higher education must be knowl-
edgeable translators (Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018) and 
should be a first access point for students seeking a 
college degree. Creating centralized spaces where 
potential students can be directed to ask trained staff 
questions could make the process less daunting. Pro-
viding information or links in spaces students fre-
quent, like social media, YouTube, or third-party sites, 
can establish early trust. Reaching potential fgcs 
early is essential in establishing their sense of be-

school. Talking to the coaches I was very excited, and 
I had a lot of options.” Again, by making connections 
with these staff members, the participants developed 
trust with the institutions.

In all the situations, care and trust were devel-
oped because staff acted as knowledgeable translators 
(Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018) by providing instrumen-
tal social capital. They also supported the aspirational, 
navigational, and linguistic capital (Yosso 2005) the 
participants needed to help make decisions. Aspira-
tional and navigational capital were provided by staff 
who guided participants through the process and 
helped financially so they could matriculate toward 
beginning college. Linguistic capital was provided 
by staff who walked participants through the process 
of understanding what they needed to do and what 
was expected of them. By providing linguistic, aspira-
tional, navigational, and social capital the institutions 
began developing trust and, in turn, they marketed 
the school to the participants as a place where they 
would be supported.

Conclusion
Like previous research (Lin 2001; Putnam 2000), this 
study found that trust is developed or broken between 
entities based on interactions, and participants were 
more likely to choose schools they trusted. Like Row-
an-Kenyon, et al. (2018), this study also found that 
when schools act as knowledgeable translators, po-
tential students are more likely to gravitate to those in-
stitutions. Therefore, when institutions are providing 
both traditional social capital and ccW, most notably 
linguistic, aspirational, and navigational capital, the 
participants felt more drawn to those schools. While 
institutions tend to focus on marketing and branding 
(Lund and Wang 2020; Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2018), 
this study found that institutions need to establish 
closer connections with fgcs to support their aspira-
tions and help them navigate into college by providing 
adequate information and support. When institutions 
took time to connect with and provide in-depth an-
swers to participants, they felt more confident and 
connected to the school.
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Identifying best practices in higher education to sup-
port lifelong learning and the value of a degree reflect 
areas of opportunity for leaders to continually con-
sider. The doctoral degree is the highest level in aca-
demia and can positively impact an individual’s career 
and income (Brill, et al. 2014). Individuals with a doc-
toral degree have high weekly median incomes and 
low unemployment rates (U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics 2019). Considering the benefits of the doctoral 
degree to professional advancement and educational 
needs for flexibility, learners are increasingly seeking 
online programs (Massyn 2021). Distance learning 
provides flexibility, which leads to the popularity of 
online course enrollment (Zimmerman 2012). With 
the increasing interest in online learning and steady 
growth, student retention is lower than the traditional 
environment and a continuous concern to the educa-
tion leaders (Muljana and Luo 2019). Higher education 
leaders continue to focus on strategies to strengthen 
student success, achievement, and retention. When 
evaluating online student retention strategies, various 
variables can contribute to student success including 
institutional support, promoting a sense of belonging, 

learning facilitation, level of program difficulty, and 
additional areas (Muljana and Luo 2019).

Although flexible and convenient, distance educa-
tion includes complex challenges in doctoral student 
persistence. The broad problem accounts for the num-
ber of doctoral students not persisting to graduation 
at 40 to 60 percent (Cochran, et al. 2014). Student attri-
tion in doctoral degree programs increases in the dis-
tance education environment. Kennedy, Terrell, and 
Lohle (2015) highlight how the attrition rate is 10 to 15 
percent higher in online, hybrid, or limited residency 
programs. Integration socially and academically are 
key factors in doctoral program completion (Massyn 
2021). With the continued growth of online doctoral 
programs coupled with the attrition challenges (Lively, 
et al. 2021), identifying factors and developing inter-
ventions to promote program integration is increas-
ingly important (Rockinson-Szapkiw, Holmes, and 
Stephens 2019). Discovering unique approaches to 
support student success and facilitate connectedness 
by increasing integration in doctoral distance educa-
tion may assist in improving issues related to the com-
plex challenges of persistence.

The purpose of the quantitative study was to identify doctoral students’ level 

of integration with curriculum, peers, and faculty. Two hundred and sixty-

five participants completed the Distance Doctoral Program Integration 

scale (DDPIs) designed to measure academic and social integration. Key 

findings indicate higher levels of integration with specialized doctoral 

faculty and research focused curriculum with structured support.
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Problem statement
The problem for doctoral students in online programs 
included fewer desirable levels of connectedness 
(Bireda 2019), resulting in challenges during differ-
ent phases of programs. To contribute to this gap, 
researchers recommend determining “integration 
differences of doctoral students in various program 
stages” (Holmes and Rockinson-Szapkiw 2020, 192). 
The purpose of the quantitative study was to identify 
doctoral students’ level of integration with curricu-
lum, peers, and faculty. The following research ques-
tions guided the study:

 W RQ1: What is the online doctoral 
students’ integration level with fac-
ulty, peers, and curriculum?

 W RQ2: What is the difference in the integration 
level of students with faculty, peers, and 
curriculum who joined the program before 
and after the revision of the program in 2020?

Literature Review
Various factors can contribute to student success. For 
instance, Kebritchi, Rominger, and McCaslin (2023) 
found indicators including grit, program details, fac-
ulty relationships, specific skills such as feedback 
implementation, while balancing social support and 
academic activities, as contributing factors for student 
success. Researchers reveal that student success ex-
tends beyond instructor presence wherein a student’s 
connectedness and sense of belonging can greatly 
impact retention (Peacock and Cowan 2019). Student 
connectedness relates to feelings of involvement, in-
tegration, and closeness in a specific group, environ-
ment, or organization (Townsend and McWhirter 
2005). To that end, cultivating connectedness and 
integration to support self-directed doctoral online 
learners is fundamental in contributing to student 
success (Blake 2018).

Given the various ways doctoral programs are 
structured, it is vital to explore integration to further 
understand the factors contributing to the gap in doc-
toral student connectedness to faculty, fellow peers, 
and curriculum. Bireda’s (2019) research revealed 
lower levels of connectedness with doctoral student 

peers along with slightly above average perceptions 
with their supervisors highlighting the need to fur-
ther support socialization. Breitenbach (2019) also 
highlighted how social connectedness, instructional 
strategy support, along with curriculum structure, 
are critical components throughout the program that 
may contribute to student success and completion of 
the doctoral program.

Considering the valuable role of college connec-
tions is imperative in higher education. Encouraging 
students to embrace the opportunity to establish rela-
tionships with faculty, peers, and the institution can 
contribute to foster a stronger sense of connection 
(Bongiorno 2022). Accordingly, understanding the 
relevant role of student, faculty, and curriculum inte-
gration offers integral insight to help facilitate crucial 
college collaboration.

Understanding the role of peer support in online 
programs is necessary to consider. For instance, Berry 
(2017) focused on exploring how online doctoral stu-
dents define community. The methodology included a 
review of online course classroom video footage, class-
room message boards, and 20 interviews with first- 
and second-year students. The data analysis results 
revealed a more peer-centered sense of community 
in the online program, versus a face-to-face program. 
The conclusions reached in the study suggested that 
peers in an online program relied on each other, and 
less on faculty, for support and community.

Faculty interaction is equally essential to student 
integration. Researchers explored personal factors and 
program factors that may influence online doctoral in-
tegration and persistence (Rockinson-Szapkiw, Holmes, 
and Stephens 2019). Through the study findings, stu-
dents in a cohort reported higher program integra-
tion while also reporting an opportunity for a greater 
amount of synchronous communication. Both factors 
can lead to higher faculty interaction. Blake (2018) also 
explored the faculty role in enhancing the connect-
edness of doctoral students in the dissertation phase. 
The Doctoral Student Connectedness Scale was admin-
istered as a pre-test prior to a dissertation resources 
workshop and as a post-test after the workshop. The 
study results demonstrated that intentional efforts to 
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establish feelings of connectedness within the student 
population must be proactively present throughout 
the doctoral program. Another consideration includes 
the intentional efforts of faculty to create connections 
with students. In one study of social work doctoral stu-
dents, researchers analyzed the effectiveness of online 
learning in comparison to face-to-face learning (Myers, 
et al. 2019). In the area of social connectedness, both 
students and faculty found difficulties in forming a 
connection in the online environment. Faculty ex-
pressed the need for more intentional efforts on their 
part to form relationships with their students. There 
was also the feeling of not being able to become famil-
iar with their students on a more personal level in the 
online environment.

When examining the factors of persistence in doc-
toral programs, it is also ideal to consider the faculty in-
fluence on student success. In an integrated literature 
review, Lehan, Hussey, and Hotz (2021) highlighted 
how consistency in the student-faculty relationship 
added a sense of community and was a positive factor 
in student persistence in their program. Breitenbach 
(2019) also evaluated the effect of instructor influence 
using a survey to examine the Ewing Model for online 
doctoral program project completion. Student social 
connectedness was evaluated as one of the predictors 
of connectedness. The findings indicated that instruc-
tor feedback helped students improve in their course 
work, and students felt a high connectedness to their 
instructor. Results also showed that students had a 
higher feeling of connectedness to their instructor 
than their peer students.

Identification of the varied needs for student sup-
port through defined phases of the doctoral program 
may help with persistence to program completion. 
Blake (2018) indicated that intentional implementa-
tion of peer, faculty, and university resources perme-
ating throughout the doctoral degree experience may 
contribute to enhancing connectedness, which can 
contribute to integration and involvement. Further-
more, highly-developed and targeted curricula within 
online coursework can have a significant influence 
on graduate students — not only their learning but 
other behavioral and health outcomes as well (Brett, et 

al. 2020), implying a strong sense of integration into 
coursework. Accordingly, by using the Distance Doc-
toral Program Integration Scale (ddPis), program in-
tegration can be measured at any stage (Holmes and 
Rockinson-Szapkiw 2020). Further exploration into 
how intentional integration support can be tailored to 
various, defined stages of the doctoral program needs 
further study.

Theoretical Framework
The study’s theoretical framework focuses on Tinto’s 
Student Integration Model (1993), which provides 
a foundation from which to consider doctoral-level 
learning despite differences in the traditional under-
graduate experience. The model aims to understand 
and identify various factors influencing persistence 
in college students. Tinto defined persistence as a 
longitudinal process that incorporates the academic 
potential of the student as well as the institutional so-
cial systems. The learning experience in the classroom 
with a focus on expectations, support, assessment, and 
involvement greatly influences student persistence 
(Tinto 2012). Tinto’s “Model of Institutional Departure” 
states that, to persist, students need integration into 
formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/
staff interactions) academic systems and formal (ex-
tracurricular activities) and informal (peer-group in-
teractions) social systems (Tinto 1993).

study significance
The study significance includes insight on specific 
curriculum content that can contribute to increas-
ing integration for doctoral learners in online practi-
tioner programs. The updates which were a primary 
part of this study consisted of curriculum changes 
with a specific sequence of courses in doctoral degree 
phases versus a prior focus on the dissertation at the 
end of the program. Key dissertation elements were 
intentionally integrated into each of the five phases 
within course curriculum offering opportunities for 
student research, development, resource guidance, 
and structured support with embedded feedback re-
views. The five phases allow students to provide a 
plan for the study while researching, revising, and 
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writing throughout the iterative as well as rigorous 
dissertation process. Student expectations consist of 
completing checkpoints in the phase process with a 
focus on meaningful milestones including an out-
line (1), drafting chapters (2–3), refining the proposal 
(4), and preparation for irB approval to collect and 
analyze data for the final report to present during an 
oral defense presentation (5). In combination with 
curriculum enhancements, dedicated faculty focused 
on specific roles, continued collaboration, consistent 
support, and student success contributed to strength-
ening the program.

Identifying initiatives to improve integration may 
impact doctoral persistence. Integration is a key factor 
associated with the decision to leave or stay in a doc-
toral degree program. Tinto (1993) suggested that doc-
toral student persistence is “shaped by the personal 
and intellectual interactions that occur within and 
between students and faculty and the various commu-
nities that make up the academic and social systems of 
the institution” (231). Holmes and Rockinson-Szapkiw 
(2020) in their instrument validation found that aca-
demic and social integration are intertwined for doc-
toral students in online programs. Tinto (1999) pointed 
out the integration of academics with social involve-
ment and engagement as critical to student retention 
up to and including graduation. Roach and Lemasters 
(2006) also emphasized the importance of integration 
by stating that online delivery of instruction does not 
refute the need for building a sense of school commu-
nity to increase student satisfaction and retention; it 
simply changes the way to interact. Thus, mentoring 
and faculty support in an online learning environment 
allow the doctoral student to persist in completion of 
the program (Erichsen, Bollinger and Halupa 2014).

Developing a sense of belonging and engaging 
in social integration in online learning tends to chal-
lenge college communities. There are five factors 
that can assist in building online learning commu-
nities. These factors are humanizing the instructor 
by allowing students to become acquainted with the 
instructor; incorporating video into course delivery, 
which can be accomplished through video discussion 
boards or synchronous video-conferencing class ses-

sions; meeting in real time with the incorporation of 
residencies or other high-impact events; encourag-
ing learners to work together and become resources 
for one another; and requiring consistent interaction 
among class members (O’Malley 2017). Combined, the 
five factors can impact integration based on the addi-
tional areas incorporated to build community while 
creating connections with instructors, class members, 
and curriculum. Considering the viral role of con-
nectedness to integration, the current study was con-
ducted to discover how integrated students feel with 
the faculty, fellow students, and curriculum in online 
doctoral degree programs.

Method
The data collection tool Distance Doctoral Program In-
tegration Scale (ddPis) used in this quantitative study 
was developed and validated by Holmes and Rockin-
son-Szapkiw (2020). The ddPis instrument in Appen-
dix A (on page 26) consists of 32 items. The survey is 
designed to measure elements of academic integration 
(satisfaction with the academic program, student-fac-
ulty interaction, and student-student academic inter-
action) and social interaction (satisfaction with the 
nature and quality of student-faculty non-academic 
interaction and student-student non-academic inter-
actions). The survey included Likert-type questions in 
which participants rated the level of satisfaction with 
response options consisting of very high (5), high (4), 
medium (3), low (2) to very low (1) with higher scores 
indicating stronger integration. The demographic in-
formation included collection of participant program, 
phase, start year, gender, age, and ethnicity. The start 
year was divided into two categories, one prior to 2020 
and a second from 2020 to the current year to align 
with the program revision in 2020.

After receiving Institutional Review Board ap-
proval, data were collected between January 10 through 
31, 2023. A convenience sample of current doctoral 
students at an online practitioner-based institution 
in the Southwestern United States consisted of the 
study population and participants who met the inclu-
sion criteria received the survey via email. Although 
participants completed courses during the coVid-19 
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pandemic, the program is designed within an online 
learning environment for non-traditional students. 
Data analysis included the 265 completed responses.

Results
A total of 265 participants completed the demograph-
ics and ddPis. Participants were asked a series of de-
mographic questions to describe the sample reflected 
in Table 1. The majority of respondents were female, 
185 (70%), and 79 (30%) were male. Most participants 
(57 percent) were in the age group of 38–52 years, while 
11 percent were in the age group of 23–37, and the re-
maining 32 percent were 53 years or older in age. In 
response to phase of the program, 26 percent were 
in phase two, 20 percent in phase one, 18 percent in 
phase three and four, while 19 percent were in phase 
five. In response to the degree program enrolled in, 58 
percent were in business, 25 percent in education, and 
17 percent in health administration. Thirty-five per-
cent of students who completed the survey were white, 
41 percent Black, 13 percent Hispanic, and the remain-
ing 11 percent were Asian, Native Hawaiian and other.

The following research questions guided the study:
 W RQ1: What is the online doctoral 

students’ integration level with fac-
ulty, peers, and curriculum?

 W RQ2: What is the difference in the integration 
level of students with faculty, peers, and 
curriculum who joined the program before 
and after the revision of the program in 2020?

 W H2o: There is no statistically significant 
difference in the integration level of doctoral 
students with faculty, peers, and curriculum 
who joined the program before and after 
the revision of the program in 2020.

 W H2a: There is a statistically significant 
difference in the integration level of doctoral 
students with faculty, peers, and curriculum 
who joined the program before and after 
the revision of the program in 2020.

To examine the hypotheses regarding the differ-
ence in the integration level of doctoral students with 
faculty, peers, and curriculum who joined the program 

before and after the revision of the program in 2020, a 
t-stat was computed using the Statistical Package for 
Social Sciences (sPss) to assess if there was a statis-
tically significant impact on the integration (faculty, 
student, and curriculum) subscale scores. The level 
of significance was set at p = 0.05, which lowers the 
chance of a Type I Error or inadvertently rejecting the 
null hypothesis when it is true (Salkind 2009). Salkind 
reported that the size of the sample must be greater 
than 30, which it was in this study. The large size of 

Table 1
Demographics

Demographic n %

Gender

Male 79 30.0

Female 186 70.0

Age (years)

23–37 28 10.6

38–52 151 57.0

53+   86 32.5

Ethnicity

White 92 34.7

Black 109 41.1

Hispanic 35 13.2

Other 29 10.9

Program

Business 154 58.1

Health Administration 46 17.4

Education 65 24.5

Program Start Year

Before 2020 94 35.5

2020 and Beyond 171 64.5

Program Phase

 1 52 19.8

2 68 25.7

3 48 18.1

4 47 17.4

5 50 18.8
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the population also helped to reduce Type II errors, 
which is “inadvertently accepting a false null hypothe-
sis” (Salkind 2009, 176).

A significant impact was shown on students’ start 
year of the program for faculty and curriculum inte-
gration subscale scores reflected in Table 2 wherein 
the null hypothesis was rejected. The maximum score 
for faculty and student integration includes 65 and 30 
for the curriculum sub scale. Participants who started 
the program in 2020 or after had significantly higher 
mean ratings in comparison to those who enrolled 
prior to 2020. Table 2 includes the research results for 
RQ1 with the overall online doctoral student integra-
tion level with faculty, peers, and curriculum.

Discussion
For the first research question, the integration level is 
relatively high based on the scores included in Table 
2. Using the ddPis higher scores indicate stronger 
integration. Research question two included a higher 
impact in faculty and curriculum integration repre-
senting significance of the mean based on start year 
differences.

Overall, the findings align with elements of Tin-
to’s Student Integration Model (1993). Specifically, the 
significance of faculty and curriculum integration is 
consistent with the influence of academic experiences 

and instructor interactions for student persistence. 
The curriculum and faculty focus emphasizes the 
impact of expectations, support, assessment, and in-
volvement in the learning experience (Tinto 2012). 
Highlighting how educators can intentionally ensure 
this framework is included in the classroom curricu-
lum and when collaborating with learners can con-
tribute to successful student integration.

Several strategies have been evaluated to assess 
the impact on student integration. This study explored 
student integration from the standpoint of three per-
spectives: faculty, fellow peers, and curriculum. The 
student and faculty connection for doctoral education 
is crucial to consider. One study found that peer-to-peer 
connectedness was valued more than a student-faculty 
relationship in an online environment (Berry 2017). In 
the current study, the student-faculty results demon-
strated a higher mean rating on the ddPis for stu-
dent-faculty integration for learners with a start year 
of 2020 and after than those with a start year prior to 
2020. Though, the student-student findings were not 
found to be significant. This indicates that the stu-
dent-faculty relationship in this study created greater 
feelings of connected integration with the same subset 
of students than the student-student relationship.

Varying results have been reported related to the 
level of student integration in an online doctoral pro-

Table 2
Distance Doctoral Program Integration Scale Scores

Faculty student Curriculum

mean sD mean sD mean sD

Total 47.91 14.06 38.06 15.31 24.01 5.09

Before 2020 45.21 14.21 36.30 15.64 23.16 5.56

After 2020 49.39 13.79 39.03 15.08 24.65 4.39

Impact t -2.33 -1.39 -2.24

p-value 0.02a 0.17 0.03a

Key

 W SD = Standard Deviation
a Level of significance set at p = 0.05
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gram. For instance, previous studies have shown the 
significance of student-faculty integration through 
various mechanisms: synchronous communication 
(Rockinson-Szapkiw, Holmes, and Stephens 2019), es-
tablishing intentional connectedness with students 
(Blake 2018), and instructor feedback (Breitenbach 
2019). While this study did not explore interventions 
contributing to connectedness, this research ex-
plored student-faculty integration based on program 
entry year.

A similar study explored the impact of demo-
graphic factors for students. In a predictive, cor-
relational and multiple regression design study, 
Rockinson-Szapkiw, Holmes, and Stephens 2019 
developed an online, doctoral program integration 
model. The impact of personal factors and program 
factors on integration of doctoral students was ex-
plored. The researchers found that their entire model 
was significant. Another of the program factors in the 
Rockinson-Szapkiw study was student stage in the 

program. While program stage was not independently 
impactful in program integration, the researchers 
stressed the importance of all factors studied within 
the model to play an important part in doctoral pro-
gram integration. In contrast, this present study found 
that students in the program phase with the start year 
of 2020 and later, demonstrated significantly greater 
faculty and curriculum integration.

Previous scholarly studies have considered curric-
ulum integration and the many factors contributing 
to connectedness with students. Involving students 
as much as possible into development of materials 
(Mackness, Mak and Williams 2010) and incorpo-
rating connectedness into the curriculum (Barnett, 
McPherson and Sandieson 2013) have been noted as 
important. In looking at the program phases approach 
of this study, curriculum integration demonstrated a 
significantly higher mean score for those students 
starting their program in 2020 or later than those 
starting their program before 2020.
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In general, the results suggest a strong connection 
to faculty and curriculum for doctoral student integra-
tion. This finding aligns with research regarding the 
relationship with faculty (Kebritchi, Rominger, and 
McCaslin 2023) and mentors as a major factor in the 
successful completion of the doctoral program in the 
dissertation process as supervisor and guide (Hill and 
Conceição 2020). Moreover, Lim, et al. (2019) shared 
strategies for doctoral students by cultivating a shared 
culture of effective communication, commitment, 
and collaboration with faculty along with other stu-
dent researchers. Accordingly, availability and effec-
tive faculty feedback along with the use of technology 
to create connections to interact were identified as 
proactive support strategies.

Implications and Recommendations
This study findings provide positive implications to 
consider increasing and improving integration at the 
doctoral level to promote persistence to graduation. 
Faculty hold a critical role in increasing integration 
by fostering continued student success with struc-
ture support and dedication to individualized feed-
back. For faculty integration with doctoral learners, 
a primary recommendation consists of creating spe-
cialized instructors with a focus on embedding disser-
tation resources and structured support throughout 
the classroom experience. An essential element of 
faculty integration includes offering opportunities to 
provide synchronous support to create connections 
and add exemplars aligned with the curriculum. To 
further support faculty and curriculum integration, 
the inclusion of guided synchronous support may 
include sessions discussing dissertation resources 
and writing tips. Creating consistency with focused 
faculty members may include a structure shift from 
adjunct instructors to a contracted staff function al-
lowing more institutional connections to the culture 
and in providing holistic student support (Boone, et 
al. 2020). Implementing a unique faculty role to spe-
cifically support doctoral students could contribute to 
higher levels of engaging experiences.

Another recommendation for further student in-
tegration includes the use of consistent synchronous 

support embedded within online asynchronous pro-
grams. With the flexibility of online courses, this may 
present a challenge in integrating curriculum require-
ments with synchronous components for students and 
faculty proactively versus strongly encouraging this 
learning approach when necessary. Connecting with 
students using virtual technology tools can support 
an elevated form of engagement, valuable interaction, 
and an increasingly important faculty presence (Allen 
and Seaman 2013; Thompson, Ballenger and Temple-
ton 2018). Maul, Berman and Ames (2018) found that 
using video technology, specifically, by dissertation 
chairs to advise their students resulted in improve-
ments in the process and in student retention. Addi-
tionally, online discussion forums have been found 
to support social connectedness (Swaggerty and Bro-
emmel 2017) and a sense of community (Trespalacios 
and Perkins 2016). Some of these technologies include 
streaming video, case simulations, use of Skype, Mi-
crosoft Teams, Google+, Zoom, and other real-time 
collaborative platforms that can have real potential 
for assisting with content retention and enhancing an 
interactive learning environment.

The final recommendation addresses the area of 
student-to-student integration. Ensuring educational 
leaders encourage students to create connections with 
peer groups is instrumental to increasing integra-
tion. Obtaining insight from students regarding their 
socialization needs is also vital to the learning expe-
rience (Blake, Jindal and Keleekai-Brapoh 2023). Gath-
ering student insight may include involvement using 
synchronous focus groups in combination with eval-
uating end-of-course surveys. The use of technology 
tools and academic social groups may help to enhance 
student integration in doctoral program goals. For 
instance, Boone, et al. (2020) highlight how student 
social networks assist with gaining support emotion-
ally and academically to complete graduation goals. 
Faculty can also add opportunities for students to col-
laborate with class colleagues during discussions and/
or synchronous sessions. Providing resources to sup-
port students in building and discovering peer college 
communities is vital to help increase integration in 
doctoral learning.
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Limitations
With a focus on current doctoral students at an online 
practitioner-based institution in the Southwestern 
United States, the resulting data may not be general-
izable beyond the study population. Further research 
is recommended to identify success strategies to ef-
fectively establish doctoral student integration with 
faculty, curriculum, and peers. In addressing the 
study limitations, a future research recommendation 
includes gathering data from the participants on ex-
periences regarding resources from faculty, courses, 
and peers who contribute to increasing feelings of in-
tegration within the program. Exploring integration 
with peers who are course colleagues and beyond the 
online classroom is especially essential to cultivate 
connectedness during the doctoral journey.

Conclusion
This study contributes to the increasingly important 
role of faculty and curriculum to higher levels of on-

line doctoral student integration. A critical compo-
nent of the findings highlights an enhanced emphasis 
on specialized doctoral faculty and research-focused 
curriculum with structured support through relevant 
resources. Providing additional opportunities for stu-
dents to connect with other peers and/or researchers 
is recommended to continue connection options. Ul-
timately, encouraging faculty to create connections 
with students using synchronous technology tools to 
strengthen integration is suggested to enhance the 
doctoral experience. Higher education leaders can 
empower faculty by sharing strategies to elevate stu-
dent integration. Faculty share the responsibility of 
program progress and completion with doctoral stu-
dents. Intentional integration of research throughout 
courses to contribute to the dissertation process is 
equally essential from the curriculum perspective.

A P P E N D I C E S

Appendix A: Distance Doctoral Program Integration scale

Item
scale

1 2 3 4 5

Faculty Integration

How the faculty care about you as a real person     

How well faculty members foster feelings that you personally belong in this program     

The quality of academic-related contact you have with faculty 
(consider all synchronous and asynchronous interactions)

    

The enthusiasm faculty demonstrate for your academic work     

The availability of the faculty to discuss academic issues     

How easily you can approach faculty members with your personal concerns.     

 scale: Level of satisfaction: 1 = Very Low; 2 = Low; 3 = Medium; 4 = High; 5 = Very High
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Item
scale

1 2 3 4 5

The amount of academic-related contact you have with faculty 
(consider all synchronous and asynchronous interactions)

    

The quality of academic feedback provided by the faculty     

The encouragement faculty members provide you     

The guidance faculty provide about the dissertation process in this program     

The quality of academic support in your program (e.g., statistics 
assistance, writing assistance, and research assistance)

    

The timeliness of academic feedback provided by the faculty     

The relationships you have developed with at least one faculty member     

Student Integration

The sense of social connectedness between you and your fellow students     

The level of social support you receive from fellow students     

The amount of social interactions you have with your fellow students     

The personal relationships you developed with your fellow students     

The quality of social interactions you have with your fellow students     

The opportunities you have to learn from your fellow students     

The amount of constructive feedback you receive from your fellow students     

How using various distance methods to communicate (e.g., telephone, 
live video, online chat, email, and/or social media sites) has helped 
you feel personally connected with other students

    

The level of cooperation with your fellow students when completing program requirements     

The quality of academic-related interactions you have with other students     

The willingness of students to provide academic -related help to other students     

The level of mutual trust among the students in this program     

The frequency of academic-related interactions you have with other students     

Curriculum Integration

The quality of the curriculum in your program     

The relevancy of the curriculum to your goals     

 scale: Level of satisfaction: 1 = Very Low; 2 = Low; 3 = Medium; 4 = High; 5 = Very High
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sullivan: Thanks for being here today. Can you tell us a 
little bit more about your personal journey through 
education, including higher education, and how 
you got to be the under secretary?

Kvaal: Sure. Thank you so much for this opportunity. 
You know, education was a very high priority for 
my family, especially my parents. They made a lot 
of sacrifices to get the best education possible for 

my brothers and for me. We were fortunate to grow 
up in a town with an excellent public school system. 
From there, I was fortunate enough to go on to two 
great research universities; I completed my under-
graduate degree at Stanford University and then I 
attended Harvard Law School. Those educational 
experiences created so many opportunities for me. 
I have always been thankful for the start in life and 

James Kvaal served as under secretary of education from september 2021 

to January 2025. Kvaal led the Department’s work on higher education, 

student financial aid, and career and adult education. He worked to build an 

inclusive higher education system that helps all students graduate and go 

on to a better life. His work led to millions of borrowers receiving student 

loan forgiveness, more affordable repayment plans for future students, and 

stronger safeguards against future unaffordable loans.

earlier in his career, Kvaal served in the White House under President 

Clinton and President Obama, including more than three years as deputy 

domestic policy adviser to President Obama. He was the policy director 

on President Obama’s 2012 campaign, a co-chair of the Biden-Harris 

campaign’s education advisory committee, and the deputy lead of President 

Biden’s Department of education transition team.

Kvaal has also served as Deputy under secretary at the Department of 

education and as a professional staff member in the u.s. senate and House 

of Representatives. Immediately prior to joining the Biden Administration, 

Kvaal was president of The Institute for College Access & success (TICAs), 

a research and advocacy nonprofit dedicated to affordability and equity in 

higher education. Kvaal taught at the university of Michigan’s Ford school 

of Public Policy, and he graduated with honors from stanford university 

and Harvard Law school.



100 Issue #1 : Winter 202532and

the options created by those schools. They would 
not have happened without my parents’ sacrifice 
along with the help of student loans and Pell grants. 
You know, now I have a three-year-old son (coinci-
dentally, it’s his first day of preschool today).

sullivan: Aw, congratulations, that is a big step!
Kvaal: Yes, and, you know, those are the same kinds 

of opportunities I hope to be able to offer him, and 
I believe every young person should have. So, that 
has motivated me ever since I left college, and still 
motivates me, the idea, “how can I help ensure ev-
eryone has the kinds of educational opportunities 
that I know will have a tremendously positive im-
pact on their lives, their families’ lives, and the com-
munities that surround them?”

sullivan: Thank you. We are in kind of an interest-
ing place in higher education right now. Can you 
comment on the state of higher education and the 
things we are facing in this moment?

Kvaal: Well, I think higher education is getting a lot 
of attention and in many ways that is recognition 
of how incredibly important it is to our country. We 
are also in a time of some anxiety, rapid economic 
change, and living standards that have been stag-
nant for a generation. Amid all this anxiety, peo-
ple are reaching out to look for the most security 
they can find and have pinned a lot of hopes on a 
college education, and rightly so. We know that 
colleges and universities create a lot of opportu-
nities for people; people from all backgrounds get 
a boost from going to college, and it can be one of 
the best investments in oneself and ones’ future 
that young people can make. At the same time, we 
do have some challenges keeping our higher edu-
cation system from living up to its potential. We 
also have some colleges and universities that do not 
consistently graduate all their students or do not 
adequately prepare them for their careers, which 
impedes their pursuit to live a better life. And so, 
I think there is a challenge; how do we make sure 
that we are consistently living up to the potential 
that higher education offers our country and rising 
to the challenge people have set for us.

sullivan: Absolutely. You mentioned the importance 
of higher education, and I would love for you to ex-
pand on that. What is the importance of a college 
degree in today’s landscape, in the context of the 
intersection of society and education?

Kvaal: Yeah, college degrees are an incredible pass-
port to a career and to a better life. We know that 
college not only changes the trajectory of the life of 
a student, but it also can change the trajectory of an 
entire family’s history. It also has widespread bene-
fits for our communities. College graduates often go 
into public service or contribute as entrepreneurs in 
myriad ways. We all have a stake in producing more 
college graduates and creating more opportunities 
for people to go as far as they want to or can go. And 
I’m talking about all kinds of degrees here. When 
we look at the industries of the future from micro-
chips to clean energy to health care, we’re going to 
need people with advanced degrees and bachelor’s 
degrees and associate degrees and certificates and 
many other kinds of credentials working side by 
side, building the kind of country we want.

sullivan: I appreciate you including all sorts of degrees, 
and I know my colleagues in higher education in 
the diverse array of institutions in our country will, 
too. It is personal for me, too. My son is pursuing an 
associate’s degree right now, and some of his high 
school classmates saw that as an easier or lesser 
route. It is not; it is a different way to pursue his goal 
and the reach for a better life as you discuss, so I am 
I’m so glad to hear that you find importance in that 
as well. The diversity of American higher education 
is part of what makes it so great.

Kvaal: Absolutely. I mean, community colleges in a 
way are such a quintessentially American institu-
tion. They meet people where they are and support 
whatever they’re looking for: language skills or a 
ged or a job or the start of a long academic career. 
And they’re affordable; they’re practical; and they’re 
deeply rooted in their community. So, I think we’re 
very fortunate in our country to have the network of 
community colleges we do.

sullivan: I agree. As we all know, higher education 
and legislation are inextricably intertwined. Cur-
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rently, higher education is responding to and trying 
to comply with many pieces including a few heavy 
hitters like the new Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (fafsa) roll out and Financial Value 
Transparency & Gainful Employment (fVt/ge) act. 
Higher education professionals see the impacts lo-
cally on their campuses, but can you comment more 
broadly about the political and legislative impacts 
on higher education?

Kvaal: Sure. While there’s a lot going on right now, I 
think there always is. But it has seemed unusually 
busy lately. We live in a time when there’s a lot of 
controversy, and people seem to have divided views 
on a lot of topics. Unfortunately, higher education 
isn’t immune to that. We’ve seen a lot of debates 
over topics ranging from the war in Gaza to D-I ini-
tiatives to the role of student debt, and we know 
there are very strong opinions on all those things. 
That said, I do think there is consensus about the 
kind of higher education system we want. When I 
travel to blue states or red states, people may use 
different terminology, but we all want colleges and 
universities that are open to everyone in the local 
community, that help them graduate and go on to a 
career and a better life, and that help contribute to 
the local economy. The steps we will take, or want 
our colleges and universities to take, to achieve 
those goals, whether we frame them as equity or 
reframe them as workforce development or some-
thing else, are very similar across the country. And 
that gives me a lot of hope.

sullivan: Absolutely. I serve aacrao as the Chair of 
our Public Policy Advisory Group and have served 
as a Hill Day Advocate. I am fortunate to get to see 
firsthand the impacts advocacy and higher educa-
tion using its voice has on that legislation. So, I truly 
appreciate that avenue to be a representative of 
higher education and to speak with several congres-
sional offices. It’s interesting and intriguing to hear 
how most of them are on board with the outcomes, 
but it’s how to get there that introduces difference; 
but the ideas themselves are quite bipartisan. So 
that gives me hope.

Kvaal: Well, thank you for doing that! I think people 
underestimate how important their voices truly are. 
I always encourage people to participate in those 
processes and share their experiences. It’s important, 
and it’s very helpful to me and my understanding.

sullivan: You are here today, listening and answering 
our questions, and that is a testament to how willing 
you are to engage in these important conversations, 
so thank you again! Looking to the future, what are 
your predictions for higher education? Similarly, 
what’s your vision and what would you love to see?

Kvaal: Well, I think we live in an exciting time in 
higher education. The national graduation rate 
is now about 62 percent, which is not as high as it 
should be, but it’s much higher than it was ten years 
ago. And we have seen more initiatives or programs 
or colleges that have found ways to graduate stu-
dents from all backgrounds. We have seen, I think, a 
culture shift in higher education from a generation 
ago when we thought many students were perhaps 
not college material and we had gateway courses 
designed to weed students out. But now, I think we 
recognize many more students can succeed if we 
provide the right kind of support. I think that cul-
ture change is very transformative and something 
worth celebrating. So, I hope that we will continue 
to see efforts to not just offer seats to students, but 
to also take responsibility for their ability to navi-
gate across the finish line and go on to a better life. 
This is the reason we are doing all these things. 
There are a lot of different strategies; there are just 
as many ways to accomplish these goals as there are 
colleges and universities. Overall, I think we are in a 
very exciting movement right now.

sullivan: We talked a bit about our paths to our cur-
rent positions. I was that public school teacher who 
dreamed of working for the Department of Educa-
tion, though I am not sure I knew what the under 
secretary of education really did! Can you talk to me 
about how your post as under secretary influences 
the American system of higher education?

Kvaal: Well, come back, we could use you! We need all 
the help we can get! Our role in higher education is 
probably best known for financial aid programs. We 
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spend more than $100 billion a year in grants and 
loans to help students pay for college and postsec-
ondary opportunities of all kinds. And under this 
secretary, we have worked hard to try to make sure 
those benefits are reaching students to the greatest 
extent possible. For example, we took the number 
of people utilizing public service loan forgiveness 
from 7,000 people in a program that really did not 
work well to almost a million people in a better 
program. We understand we have a responsibility 
around consumer protection and taxpayer protec-
tion to ensure when students take out a loan, they 
are getting what they pay for, and our taxpayer’s dol-
lars are well used. Unfortunately, that’s not always 
the case. We have seen some problematic for-profit 
institutions and others that have taken advantage, 
so we take that responsibility very seriously. We 
also have some resources around promoting equity 
and innovation; we invest particularly in under-re-
sourced institutions, Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities or other Minority-Serving Institu-
tions. Further, we try to put resources behind new 
and innovative things colleges and universities can 
do, such as finding ways to raise graduation rates. 
I’m really proud of the work we have done recently 
to call attention to those colleges and universities 
that really excel at that mission because our system 
is so oriented to a handful of institutions with large 
endowments that have been around for a long time. 
And we’re very lucky to have those places in this 
country, but there is more than one vision of what 
it means to be an excellent college or university. We 
also need to appreciate the places creating opportu-
nities for people who otherwise wouldn’t have them 
and who are driving local economies.

sullivan: Wonderful, so, on the opposite side of that, 
what role do organizations like aacrao play in 
working with the Department of Education, and 
what are some things that we can do better?

Kvaal: I really appreciate the partnership of aacrao 
and its members and reaching toward those goals. 
When we think about college completion and the 
places I have visited that are really moving the nee-
dle, it’s a responsibility across the institution to take 

ownership over those challenges. And, you know, 
there may have been a time when we were looking 
for single bullets or standalone new initiatives; but 
the places I have seen really work, come together 
around data, sit around the table, and try to find ways 
to knock down barriers one at a time. Some may be 
small, but I’ve met students who struggle with course 
registration when they don’t have their financial aid 
done yet; students who were in an academic program 
that was going to take them eight semesters to com-
plete, but they only had six semesters of Pell Grants, 
and no one told them until they ran out of Pell Grants. 
So, I think a challenge that college administrators 
of all stripes have is how do we better work together 
as a community to support our students?

sullivan: Absolutely. One of my previous responsi-
bilities was working with the Veteran and Mili-
tary-Connected community, and many times the 
benefits from the military are in a similar boat, 
taking courses that aren’t always covered or other 
compliance difficulties. Funding is definitely a real 
consideration in access, persistence, and success; 
it’s so specialized and it’s so difficult to understand 
all the different avenues. I appreciate you mention-
ing the intricate complexity of funding.

Kvaal: You mentioned the fafsa earlier, and I didn’t 
get to it, but I do know this has been a really chal-
lenging year because of all the delays and errors in 
the fafsa. It’s been frustrating for students and 
parents. And it’s meant a lot of extra effort for col-
leges and universities and for administrative offi-
cers. We lean on our university partners a lot every 
year to deliver the benefits of the federal programs, 
but that’s been especially true this year. So, I wanted 
to say thank you to all the aacrao members who 
are putting in long hours and are trying to find new 
and different ways of reaching students over the 
spring and summer. I know it’s been a hard year, 
and I appreciate all those efforts.

sullivan: Yes, thank you for acknowledging that. I 
think anytime there’s a new systematic rollout, it’s 
difficult; even understanding the terminology be-
hind those systems and programs holds a large 
learning curve. It can be difficult and there’s a lot. 
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So, I appreciate you recognizing the extra hours be-
cause that impacts other areas like the Department 
of Labor overtime rules and other areas as well. It 
is nice to be seen and to know you know it has been 
a large lift for us and a frustration for the students 
as well; sometimes just acknowledging that it’s 
been hard is enough, so thank you for mentioning 
that. Moving on, you mentioned dei earlier, and I 
wanted to hit on that as part of the greater scrutiny 
of higher education. Can you please talk about the 
potential impacts of the scrutiny of and focus on 
dei to higher education?

Kvaal: Sure, I talked about visiting some of the places 
excelling as forces for upward mobility, forces for 
economic development. In addition to data and 
culture change, one thing they have in common is 
an effort to give all students a sense of belonging 
and a belief that they can succeed or have already 
succeeded; they have a community there. I think it 
is absolutely essential for higher education to con-
tinue to serve as a catalyst for social progress and to 
continue to address some of the most critical prob-
lems or challenges our country faces. Part of the 
success of higher education is exposing people to 
diverse viewpoints, to introducing people to others 
with different backgrounds and continuing a jour-
ney of growth, empathy, and understanding across 
the divides we have in our society. I have been to 
campuses where people have felt they need to scale 
back their vocal support for certain communities on 
campus. I’ve talked to faculty members about how 
demoralizing that can be and their fears about the 
very real impacts that will have on their students. I 
just think we need to acknowledge that our coun-
try is more diverse than it ever has been before, and 
our colleges and universities need to be committed 
to helping students from all backgrounds succeed.

sullivan: Thank you. We have talked a lot about higher 
education obviously, but how do you see K–12 ini-
tiatives and focus impacting higher education?

Kvaal: I appreciate the question because we are all 
part of one education system and a lot of the chal-
lenges we have are not within a particular school or 
institution, but at the seams of our system when we 

hand students off from one to the next. We are very 
fortunate to have a system as diverse as the Ameri-
can system of postsecondary education, but it can 
also be a bit overwhelming and a bit challenging for 
people to navigate. So, obviously academic prepara-
tion is an important topic. I think it is important for 
colleges and universities to engage with what’s be-
ing taught in K–12 schools and make sure students 
show up ready. You know, we’ve seen large learning 
gaps emerge because of the pandemic, especially in 
math, and that’s going to be a challenge for colleges 
and universities in the coming years. At the same 
time, I don’t think we can accept that as an excuse. 
We do know there are things we can do to help stu-
dents catch up to make sure that they have the math 
that they need for their academic program and it’s 
not an unnecessary obstacle. Another important as-
pect of the relationship, I think, is dual enrollment. 
We’ve seen that as an opportunity for students to 
get a jump on college and save a little bit of money 
and possibly time. But it’s also important to expose 
people to experiences on college campuses; it can 
really change expectations about what’s possible.

sullivan: Indeed, there are a lot of things that we are 
improving, but we can certainly keep improving 
and evolving toward better outcomes. I talked to you 
a little bit in our introductions about aacrao sup-
porting sending advocates to Capitol Hill to educate 
about issues influencing higher education and urg-
ing representatives to consider how they impact stu-
dents and professionals. So, I have a list of the issues 
we spoke about. I would welcome thoughts on those 
particularly salient to you. They include: the College 
Cost Reduction Act, Department of Labor Overtime 
Rule, Double Pell, the fafsa (which we have al-
ready addressed), Financial Value Transparency and 
Gainful Employment, Reverse Transfer, and Short-
Term Pell. Are any of these topics of particular inter-
est to you that you would like to comment on?

Kvaal: Yes, we have done a lot of work on initiatives 
in addition to the fafsa, though that was big. The 
first is doubling the Pell Grant. That’s something 
that has been a high priority for President Biden. 
Pell Grants, of course, have gone up by $900 under 
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his leadership this term. He included in his bud-
get a proposal to double Pell Grants in the coming 
years. I just want to underscore that, because dou-
bling Pell Grants sounds like a very ambitious or 
even pie-in-the-sky proposal. In fact, it is possible 
within the confines of a budget that also reduces 
the overall deficit if we make the right choices and 
have the right sets of priorities. Pell Grants were a 
huge help for me, and I think we know from the re-
search they’re one of the best investments we can 
make in our young people. So, you know, I hope 
Congress will see the wisdom of those investments 
in Pell grants, Gainful Employment, and Financial 
Value Transparency. You mentioned, and I know 
it is a lot of work for campuses across the country, 
especially this fall, there has been a crunch on time 
for the data production. I want you to know that we 
don’t take any of that lightly. We are very cognizant 
of administrative burdens on our partners and try 
to minimize that whenever we can. These data, we 
think, are very important for students to have. The 
gainful employment rule sets minimum eligibility 
requirements for career programs, which for-profit 
colleges often offer but end up burdening students 
with debts they can’t afford. We look at their actual 
debt burdens; we look at their career earnings; and 
when students are being left with loans that are not 
reasonable for their career outcomes, we are telling 
those programs “You have to improve.” I think many 

of them can improve, or else we think students have 
better choices; and that rule is going to save 800,000 
students a year from being left with unaffordable 
overburdensome debt. So, in our view, this is an 
integrally important part of the solution to the stu-
dent debt crisis, alongside debt relief initiatives and 
some of the other things that we’re doing. Financial 
Value Transparency is not connected to any eligibil-
ity. I think, across higher education, the questions 
are a little more complicated, because there are a lot 
of programs not intended to have that roi to an in-
dividual student. But I think it is important to have 
that information to look at those programs leaving 
most graduates with loans they can’t afford to re-
pay and have an honest conversation about how we 
want to finance those programs. Because if our goal 
is creating equity or opportunities for people who 
otherwise wouldn’t have it, if our goal is to advance 
some of the intangible benefits of civilization, from 
religion to the arts and beyond, I think we should 
investigate whether unaffordable student loans 
are the right tool to reach those goals. Or are there 
alternate ways through Pell grants or tuition-free 
programs or other innovative ways we can invest in 
creating the kind of opportunities that we want to 
create for our young people? I think there are.

sullivan: Under Sectretary Kvaal, on behalf of my 
aacrao colleagues, thank you so much for your 
time.
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Tremblay: Let’s start by telling us about your history 
at The Chronicle of Higher Education. When did you 
begin, and what brought you there?

Hoover: I started at The Chronicle in 2001. I’d worked 
at two local newspapers prior to that, and I guess I 
was the rare person who had heard of The Chronicle 
coming from outside higher ed. I started reading it 
when I was a college student. I was the number-two 
editor at my student newspaper for a year, and a 
print edition of The Chronicle came to my mailbox 
every Tuesday or Wednesday. I would read through 
it to try to get story ideas and figure out what was 
happening on other campuses, and it helped me 
better understand what was happening on my own 
campus and helped me come up with story ideas. I 
came to The Chronicle because I wanted to work at 
a larger publication. I thought covering higher ed 
would be very important, but also kind of dry and 
boring. I was right about the first part and wrong 
about the second part. It didn’t take me long to re-
alize that it’s not boring at all, and so I gradually got 
hooked on the idea of being an education reporter 
for the next two decades.

Tremblay: I want to go back to your student newspaper 
days: what was your favorite experience or memory 
from that time?

Hoover: It was going to rock concerts in Charlottesville 
and writing about them and getting to interview 
musicians. I thought I wanted to be a rock music 
journalist, and so that was kind of my way into the 
student newspaper. I don’t think I gathered a ton 
of intricate knowledge about journalism in college. 
Being a student journalist at a newspaper that did 
not have faculty advisors — it was completely stu-
dent-run — had some upsides and downsides to it.

It made me confront at an early age, before I was 
old enough to drink, that if you’re writing about 
people, even if it’s not a life-and-death issue, it re-
quires you to proceed with caution and care. I think 
I had to grapple early on with the responsibility of 
journalism and what it means to write about some-
one in-depth, with clarity and with precision, but 
also with empathy and respect for their humanity. 
That’s something that I saw firsthand as a student 
journalist, and it wouldn’t be until years later that I 
really started to put some of those lessons into prac-
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tice, writing in-depth about students’ experiences 
as they’re going through the admissions process, 
and then trying to succeed in college.

Tremblay: Let’s talk a little bit more about your college 
journey. What did you study in college, and was it 
related to what you’re doing now, or was that a later 
path?

Hoover: I didn’t give it much thought. I’m the son of a 
high-school English teacher. I chose my university, 
in part, based on the strength and reputation of the 
English department.

I wanted to read books and I wanted to immerse 
myself in literature. And I thought I would work 
in journalism for a couple of years before going to 
graduate school and getting a Ph.D. in English or 
an M.f.a. in creative writing. Then, my two years 
became a whole career in journalism, and I’m glad I 
made that choice.

Tremblay: What an experience; you’ve been able to 
write about so many different topics in higher ed-
ucation and seeing all the changes. Remind us of 
where you went to college.

Hoover: I went to the University of Virginia.
Tremblay: As you think back about those academic 

classes that you took, was there a favorite class that 
jumps out to you that you enjoyed?

Hoover: I was lucky enough to squeeze into probably 
the most popular class at Virginia when I was there: 
The History of Civil Rights, which was taught by 
Julian Bond, a civil rights hero himself. He was an 
incredible storyteller — didn’t just get up there and 
lecture. He was engaging; he had a theatrical way of 
telling a story.

Taking that course in my third year of college 
helped me understand that if you want people to 
learn and to absorb some truths, you can’t just give 
them a bunch of facts; you have to tell them a story 
and make it as vivid and compelling as possible. So, 
I think that exposure to a giant of American history 
who happened to be an outstanding storyteller re-
ally made an impression on me.

Tremblay: Wow, that’s pretty amazing. Let’s go back 
to 2001. You’ve arrived at The Chronicle, and do you 

remember the first story that you ever wrote or first 
beat you covered?

Hoover: I don’t remember the first story I reported 
and wrote, but I do remember my first reporting 
trip. I found myself on Penn State’s main campus. 
There was a massive sit-in protest in the student 
center—students of all backgrounds protesting 
and reacting to some racist incidents on or near the 
campus. And students, as I recall, were upset with 
the university’s response.

And so right there, I’m this outsider. At the time, 
I wasn’t much older than most of the undergradu-
ates I met, and I certainly didn’t really look any older 
than they did. I was trying to figure out the best way 
to dive into a campus that I did not know and to gain 
people’s trust on the fly. I recall walking up to people 
on the quad, trying to gain access to the part of the 
student center that was being occupied. I talked to 
white students who were, in some cases, conflicted 
about what was happening. They were concerned 
about these racist incidents, but maybe they didn’t 
agree that the student center should be partially 
shut down. And then I was trying to talk with folks 
of color who, in many cases, felt very anxious, if not 
frightened, on their campus.

And here’s this reporter trying to talk with them, 
trying to make sense of what was going on there in 
this very fluid situation. It was pretty intense. It was 
more than your average protest. There was a lot of 
fear. It was like a crash course in how you just para-
chute into a campus and try to find people who will 
help you. In some cases, that just means finding 
someone who will introduce you to the next person 
who might be willing to talk with you.1

Tremblay: You mentioned travel a couple of times, 
and it sounded like that was an appeal to you. How 
much travel do you do in this role, and has that 
changed since the pandemic?

Hoover: I used to travel for many, if not most, lon-
ger-term articles, as well as some very quick hit 
assignments. Something’s happening on a Mon-

 1 To read Eric’s 2001 story about Penn State, see 
<chronicle.com/article/penn-state-u-strikes-deal-to-end-
sit-in-spurred-by-racist-letters-to-black-students/>.

https://www.chronicle.com/article/penn-state-u-strikes-deal-to-end-sit-in-spurred-by-racist-letters-to-black-students/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/penn-state-u-strikes-deal-to-end-sit-in-spurred-by-racist-letters-to-black-students/
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day, and then I’m on a campus that Tuesday, and I 
come home that Wednesday or Thursday and write 
a story that’s out by the end of the week. I used to 
travel a dozen or more times a year, including con-
ferences, but mainly going to campuses near and 
far. I do that much less frequently — I don’t feel the 
need to travel for every single story.

The Chronicle sent me to Nepal once, and I was 
there for twelve days. That’s a pretty extreme outlier 
case. I just travel less because I probably don’t write 
as many stories as I used to, and so I’m more selec-
tive about asking, “Where do I really think I need to 
travel to tell this story?”

Tremblay: Okay, so you also just hinted a little bit about 
being selective. How much choice do you have 
about what you write about? Is it more assigned to 
you, or do you have a voice in the matter, or do you 
bring topics to the team?

Hoover: I’m lucky. I mean many reporters aren’t in 
this position, so it’s a position of privilege here 
when I say that almost every article I write in a given 
year was my idea, or it wasn’t my idea, but it was just 
something that was happening. Most of what I’ve 
written about in 2024 has been the ever-unfolding 
fafsa crisis, and so some things that I’ve written 
this past year have just been news developments 
that were unavoidable or obvious. The Educa-
tion Department has announced the latest broken 
promise, right? Well, I’m going to write a news story 
about that in most cases, but then I’ve got this long 
list of potential fafsa stories. Just today, before we 
spoke, I was looking at this list of three or four ideas. 
Some of them are heavier lifts than others, and I 
was thinking, okay, after a little time off I have com-
ing up, which of these am I going to jump into first? 
Which one should I kind of have on the side? I have 
a great team of editors, and my own editor and I talk 
regularly about what I’m doing next, and some-
times we’ll talk on a Thursday and we’ll have a plan 
set for the next few weeks, and then news comes on 
a Friday, and we might have to readjust the plan.

So it’s not like I’m a total nomad. I’m often ping-
ing ideas off my editor, and he’ll say, “These first 
two sound crazy, but this third one really intrigues 

me. Let’s talk about it. Let me tell you why I’m in-
terested.” And so there is a collaborative element 
to it, even though I do have a lot of independence 
and freedom to choose one story versus another, or 
figure out which of a handful of story ideas I should 
prioritize.

Tremblay: That’s pretty great to be in that position. 
Let’s circle back to the fafsa crisis. What’s been 
the hardest thing about covering that story?

Hoover: One key challenge is that there have been so 
many incremental news developments. To write 
about this crisis, sometimes I’ve been going in 
depth and trying to really make my way toward stu-
dents and to locate people who work with students. 
I am often trying to center my reporting, for many 
articles, on the lived experience of students them-
selves, be they students trying to get into college or 
students trying to get through college, and so I put 
a premium on that. But sometimes it takes a lot of 
work just to get through to one student.

And once you do, there’s no guarantee that it’s go-
ing to work out. That student may or may not want 
to participate fully in my article, and it takes some 
time to establish trust. And even when a student is 
willing to spend some quality time, trying to report 
that story in some detail is a time-consuming pro-
cess. And so it relates to the challenge I mentioned a 
minute ago, which is just figuring out the elements 
of the fafsa saga that are changing. If I talk to a 
student one week, their situation might change a 
little bit a week or two down the line. And so I try 
to figure out the balance between a timely report 
about an issue that’s arising or an issue that’s been 
affecting students: How is that story still going to be 
relevant in a week or two, or a month, when I don’t 
know if a particular fafsa challenge or issue will 
be resolved by the time my article comes out?

Or maybe the issue isn’t resolved, but the stu-
dent who I was talking to last week, whose parents 
couldn’t create a Federal Student Aid id, tells me a 
week later, as I’m wrapping up the story, “Oh, my par-
ents are finally able to complete it. I got my aid offer.” 
Their situation has changed, and I’m happy for them, 
but if I’m writing a story about students who are 
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stuck and having problems, is that still going to be 
true at the point that the story comes out? I’ve been 
trying to balance the timeliness of fafsa reporting 
with The Chronicle’s wish to have more in-depth ren-
derings of how this is playing out for people.

Tremblay: Did you think when this story first broke, 
or when this news came out, that it would go on for 
this long?

Hoover: I didn’t have any idea that it would be quite 
this bad, but I do remember meeting with some col-
lege-access folks in the summer of 2023, in Wash-
ington, D.C. They had come up for a special training 
on the new fafsa that was sponsored by the Fed-
eral Student Aid office. They were there all day 
asking away, looking at slides, getting previews of 
the new fafsa. I met with some of them after that 
day-long training, and they were alarmed. They felt 
like many of the basic questions that they posed to 
folks from the Federal Student Aid office weren’t 
being answered or weren’t being answered fully or 
satisfactorily. And they told me, “This is going to be 
bad.” So, I had an inkling based on the wisdom and 
insight of some really knowledgeable practitioners 
who were getting a peek under the hood of the new 
fafsa months before it finally became available.

They didn’t know about these glitches that were 
coming, but they could see that parts of the new fed-
eral aid system maybe weren’t going to work well, 
particularly when it came to getting clarity about 
how this new process is going to work for parents 
who don’t have a social security number. So I had 
that in the back of my mind, because I know these 
people know their stuff, and I thought, “Are they 
just being super negative or do they have an insight 
here?” I was often impressed by how prescient some 
of their concerns were six months before the fafsa 
finally went live.

Tremblay: It was a lot of change all at once and obvi-
ously Federal Student Aid was not prepared to im-
plement it. I want to circle back to what is a week 
like for you in your role as a journalist?

Hoover: Most weeks involve a lot of reading. I read 
higher ed coverage and general education coverage 
pretty much every day. I’m reading not just main-

stream newspapers, but education-specific content 
such as newsletters, blogs produced by associations, 
or individual scholars who cover issues I tend to 
write about, especially college access. I have this rule 
that I try to follow: If I’m only talking to people in 
Washington D.C., I’m probably not doing my job well.

Sometimes I’m just circling back to someone I 
haven’t talked to in a while who’s helped me in the 
past, and I’m saying, “Hey, what’s on your mind? 
What do you make of this thing that’s in the news? 
What’s not being covered?” It’s hard to squeeze in 
those calls that maybe don’t have an immediate 
purpose. There’s no substitute for a good conversa-
tion. Even a short chat is valuable because I’m often 
stuck here in my dining room or in my cubicle on 
the west side of Washington, D.C., and higher ed is 
this giant universe that’s happening all over.

I’m always looking for ways to get a glimpse of 
what someone’s day is like. If I’m talking to you on a 
Tuesday, I want to know what you woke up worrying 
about and what your meeting that’s happening after 
our phone call is about. I’m always looking to talk 
to people who are new to me and reconnect with 
people who I know to be keen observers who have 
a hand in the issues that I write about. My most es-
sential calls are often to school counselors, college 
counselors, and folks who do college access work 
at community-based organizations because they’re 
on the receiving end of everything colleges throw 
at students, and they’re so closely tethered to the 
concerns of students and families, particularly un-
derrepresented, low-income, and first-generation 
students, which is where a lot of my reporting is 
drawn from. If I’m not talking to a school counselor 
or college access expert every couple days, I get 
antsy and feel like I need to build in some quality 
time to talk with folks.

Tremblay: You talked about the news sources that you 
pay attention to. You can either think about this 
from a personal or a professional standpoint, but 
what’s your favorite news source and why?

Hoover: Since I grew up right outside Washington D.C., 
The Washington Post is my hometown paper. My 
wife is a reporter for The Washington Post, and she’s 
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my favorite journalist. When it comes to education 
coverage, I’m a huge fan of The Hechinger Report. I 
really respect and admire the work that they do, the 
integrity of their reporting, and their close attention 
to the issues affecting disadvantaged students. Un-
like many mainstream papers, they cover higher ed 
and its great diversity. They acknowledge that they 
are more than fifteen colleges and universities that 
matter and that are worth covering in so many ways.

Tremblay: What would you say is the most challeng-
ing aspect of covering higher education?

Hoover: In my 20-plus years, I’ve seen the impact of 
the corporatization of higher ed in general and 
particularly when it comes to journalists’ efforts to 
knock on the doors of people who work at a given 
college and try to have a conversation with folks, 
whether it’s a professor or a dean of admissions, a VP 
for enrollment, or a college president. It’s become 
harder to get through. It’s become harder to have 
any kind of conversation even with people in very 
prominent leadership roles. I would say at more 
and more institutions, there’s much more of a top-
down, communications strategy. I used to be able to 
have a one-on-one conversation with so many more 
admissions and enrollment leaders than I am now, 
at least a one-on-one conversation that isn’t sort of 
supervised by one or more communications people.

Some communications people are a total delight 
to work with, and they’re pros, but others are really 
just terrible. Their job is to interrupt the reporter 
and to short-circuit the reporting process, in my 
view. So, I’d say that has become harder. Colleges 
are so deeply conscious of their image. I think they 
are often operating in a state of great anxiety. There 
are not just reporters writing about colleges. There 
are bloggers and concerned citizens who are scru-
tinizing an institution who can, in a given moment, 
post a thread on X about something they don’t like 
about that college, and so I think colleges feel bom-
barded. They’re very wary of not just negative cov-
erage, but even coverage that even if they think it’s 
fair, it doesn’t sit right with them. Colleges just have 
their backs up for better or worse in a way that they 
didn’t 20 years ago.

Tremblay: Are there any other kinds of higher ed is-
sues that keep you up at night or make your head 
spin or just that you’re like, how do you wrap your 
arms around that? Anything that is out there right 
now, or is really fafsa the beast?

Hoover: FAFSA just reminds us of these eternal chal-
lenges in higher ed, like the complexity of afford-
ability. What is a given college’s true commitment, 
not just what they say, but their true commitment to 
underrepresented students and to low-income stu-
dents? I’m often struck by how some people get it 
and others do not — just how much of a struggle it is 
for students, be they eighteen or 38, to get through 
college without wrecking themselves financially, 
without knocking themselves out. I’m often struck 
by how narrow many people’s understanding of 
college is. Is it a residential campus attended by an 
affluent student at an incredibly well-resourced in-
stitution that’s in the top, whatever, 30 or 40 of U.S. 
News rankings? Is that college?

We know that is not college for most students, and 
that is not what most institutions look like, but I am 
often struck by the public’s fixation on a very nar-
row band of colleges and a relatively narrow band 
of college students. I don’t think many people, even 
people in some cases who admit students and who 
teach students, get the immense challenge that so 
many students of all ages face trying to get through 
college, often while working one or more jobs, in 
many cases with a kid or three. And this financial 
aid package your college is so proud of might’ve 
covered tuition, but the day-to-day expenses of col-
lege students, I think, remain an under-examined 
and under-appreciated issue when it comes to why 
students get derailed. It’s often that blown tire, or 
the kid who got really sick and needed to go to the 
doctor three times. That’s not a front-page issue in 
mainstream publications, and it kind of bugs me.

Tremblay: Let’s go back to the perception that higher 
ed is more than these 20 institutions that everybody 
thinks they want to get into and need to be at. How 
do we go about changing that? How do we tackle 
that as an industry and as a country to say that there 
are lots of institutions that can serve you well?
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Hoover: I wish I had an answer. I feel like there’s real 
power in story. Can we write about the homeless 
student who got into an Ivy League college and got 
a full ride? Sure, we can do that. We should do that. 
Those stories matter. I’m not going to ever knock 
them. What bothers me is that we get that story, but 
it’s all tied up in a bow. We don’t hear about all the 
homeless students who didn’t get into Harvard or 
didn’t get in anywhere. Or what about the students 
who come from a very difficult background, who 
have a trying circumstance and many challenges, 
who go to that two-year institution and then trans-
fer to a four-year, or they just graduate from a two-
year institution.

We don’t honor those stories. There are many 
journalists who really embrace the idea that those 
stories are important. There is power in local and 
regional reporting on these issues. In some com-
munities, no one has a neighbor, or at least to their 
knowledge, who has ever set foot on a community 
college campus. In other communities, everyone 
knows someone who works at, or who has attended, 
the community college in their neighborhood or in 
their town or city or in their region.

We need more in-depth, higher ed reporting on 
why those institutions matter, and why those expe-
riences that students have, at two-year institutions, 
or regional four-year publics, or private colleges 
that don’t have giant endowments, matter. The how 
and why of students’ experiences at institutions 
like that are just so important to cover, and I’m see-
ing more of it. I don’t think that fixes it, but I think 
you have to just put other narratives out there too. 
You’re never going to conquer the obsession with a 
very narrow band of big-name colleges.

Tremblay: Point well taken. I’m going to switch gears 
and talk a little bit about just the changing nature of 
journalism. So how would you say artificial intelli-
gence (ai) is changing how you write and or report, 
if at all?

Hoover: AI does have a role in my life, and that is to 
transcribe interviews. I have the premium subscrip-
tion to Otter ai, and I run so many interviews that 
I’ve recorded, with permission, through it. For ex-

ample, I spent a whole day with the micro recorder 
at a high school in Brooklyn this spring, and that 
was eight-and-a-half hours of recording, and I ran 
all that through Otter.

Besides the transcript, I can play the recording 
again and again to hear, “Okay, this person talking 
really emphasized that third word she spoke in that 
sentence. What does listening to that a few times 
mean? How does that change the meaning?” And 
so, I think in that sense, ai transcription in the 21st 
century has made me a better reporter and writer, 
but that’s all I’m willing to give ai at the moment.

Tremblay: If you had full access to any info or content 
about college admissions, what would you want to 
dive into and report on and why?

Hoover: I asked some folks who are smarter than me, 
who are on the advocacy and research side, a sim-
ilar question recently. In 2025, we’re going to get 
federal data on the race and ethnicity of applicants 
and admits for regular admission and early admis-
sion. I know many people would like to see better, 
more nuanced data when it comes to legacy admits. 
And I’d love to have just a representative sample of 
colleges where I have their recruitment strategies 
overlaid with their recruitment budgets. Where do 
they spend their money? We all hear that some high 
schools get 200 colleges visiting a year and some 
get two, but what if you were to look under the hood 
of a bunch of college’s recruitment budgets and see 
how they’ve maybe shifted those budgets over time, 
what they’ve put more into, what they’ve maybe 
taken away from? What might that tell us about 
their priorities and whether their stated mission 
matches where they’re spending their money?

My colleague, Beckie Supiano, did a great piece2 
years ago. It was about just one small college that 
shared anonymized financial aid packaging data. 
Therefore, we could see this college gave this kind 
of aid award to families in this income band, but it 
gave this aid package to students and families in 
this different income band. It was really fascinating 

 2 See <chronicle.com/article/what-students-really-pay-to-go-to-college/>.

http://chronicle.com/article/what-students-really-pay-to-go-to-college/
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to see how the sausage is made on the financial aid 
side as opposed to just who gets admitted.

And that’s where the rubber really hits the road. 
I’d love to find ways to get even some degree of 
specific data that might help us understand how 
colleges use their financial aid, how they break up 
their financial aid budget, and how they try to bal-
ance different priorities.

Tremblay: Let’s have a little bit of fun here. If you had 
a podcast, what would you name it and why? Just 
for fun.

Hoover: Let me answer by putting in a plug for a dear 
friend and colleague, and a bit of news. The Chroni-
cle just unveiled its first-ever podcast, called College 
Matters3, a weekly robust podcast about any and all 
issues in higher ed. It’s hosted by a fantastic jour-
nalist, my longtime colleague Jack Stripling, who’s a 
particularly skilled interviewer. We recorded an ep-
isode4 about the fafsa crisis, but you might hear a 
podcast about any issue that’s in the news as long as 
it’s related to higher ed, and I’m excited about that 
because it’ll be another way for busy folks to absorb 
some thoughtful in-depth, higher ed reporting.

Tremblay: Why should aacrao members pay atten-
tion to The Chronicle?

Hoover: I would hope that aacrao members would 
find that The Chronicle approaches the range of is-
sues affecting people who work in higher ed, and 
that we tend to approach stories with an eye toward 
nuance, detail, and depth. If we’re not offering you 
something that you can’t necessarily get an abun-
dance from other outlets, then what’s the point of 
The Chronicle? We are often embracing complexity 
and often running at the cognitive dissonance that’s 
evident in so many things we report on. We’re writ-
ing about not just issues, we’re writing about people, 
as trite as that sounds. You can read a lot of stories 
that are about issues and that have quotations in 
them, but you don’t really feel like you’re getting a 
sense of the people and what their lives are like. I 
don’t just mean students, I mean people who teach 
at colleges, who make colleges run, and who are de-

 3 See <chronicle.com/podcast/college-matters-from-the-chronicle>.
 4 See <open.spotify.com/show/1XXD5ixqPpmVlHJXpxuORv>.

cision-makers on campuses. Not every story is going 
to be an in-depth profile of a college president or an 
adjunct professor or a group of students. But when 
you read a story and you get a sense of the complex-
ity, of the day-to-day, week-to-week challenges that 
are evident in whatever group of people or whatever 
college you’re writing about, I think it draws you in. 
I think it makes our in-depth coverage, whether it’s 
a long article or a short article, authoritative. I think 
you’ll get a balance in a good Chronicle story of na-
tional context that’s essential that you may not get 
from every local or regional story.

I try to think about how can my story be a little 
different? How can it be something different from 
that local story or that aP story, or that story in your 
regional paper? So we’re often looking at a story 
idea that interests us, a story we think is important, 
and then another set of questions we’re asking as 
writers and editors is, “Okay, but what makes this a 
Chronicle story?”

And by that, I just mean how can we bring in a 
complicating thought or idea to do justice to the 
fact that most things you’re writing about in higher 
ed aren’t a matter of black and white, good versus 
evil. It’s a gray issue. It’s messy, right? I think we’re 
often running toward that messiness, as opposed to 
running away from it, in an effort to do justice to the 
reality of the challenges that you all face working 
on college campuses. No matter which campus you 
work on, you have problems and concerns. So let’s 
deal with those.

Tremblay: What else did I not ask about that we should 
know about you and or your work?

Hoover: Sometimes people ask: What story taught 
you the most? And maybe that tells folks something 
about me. The story I’m most proud of was a piece I 
co-wrote with my colleague Sara Lipka many years 
ago. We spent a semester embedded in a develop-
mental writing course — some people might call it a 
remedial writing course — at a community college, 
getting to know several of the students in the course 
as well as the wonderful instructor. It was a slog for 
everyone in that classroom. The class met twice a 
week, and one of the students was eager to be there. 
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They had to pass this developmental writing course 
before they could go on to do whatever they were in 
community college to do, to become a nurse or an 
accountant, whatever. For many of them, it was an 
incredible struggle.

We tried to bring those issues to life in a way that 
we hoped was vivid but respectful, unflinching and 
yet empathetic. It was a challenge, but I think we 
kind of nailed it. That story resonated with peo-
ple. Lots of people told us they read it and re-read 
it, and if the story’s good, maybe someone will stick 
with it for fifteen minutes or however long it takes 
to read it. By that point, I had read many articles 
about the issue of remedial education and what was 
tough about it, or why colleges struggle to deliver 
it effectively. But this was a story— a human story 
that brought out some of those issues you might 
read about in a policy brief, told through the lived 
experiences of a handful of people who happened 
to be in this one remedial writing class in suburban 
Maryland.

That project told me that no matter what issue 
you’re thinking about, there’s a way to tell that 
story through the eyes of, and over the shoulders 
of, people who are living through it, and that kind 
of changed the way I thought about myself as a re-
porter. Yep, I’m a higher ed reporter working for a 

specialty trade publication. That’s true, I’m happy 
to be that, but I can still pick my spots and be a sto-
ryteller and tell you a good, true, accurate, meaning-
ful story that yeah, runs in this nerdy publication 
called The Chronicle. Many of my colleagues em-
brace that. We’re kind of a throwback: We still have 
a commitment to that time-consuming, heavy-lift 
kind of journalism. It’s certainly not every story we 
write, but it’s definitely in the mix. And that’s why I 
still like working at this quirky place after 23 years.

Tremblay: Any final thoughts?
Hoover: When I started at The Chronicle, I felt like, sure 

plenty of Americans might’ve been suspicious of 
college in general. But it was much more likely to 
be true that I was talking to people all throughout 
the country who had faith in higher ed or some de-
gree of respect for it. And there’s this quote that has 
really stuck with me, from an enrollment vice presi-
dent who left the profession a few years ago in utter 
exhaustion. She said “Five or six years ago, students 
and families were questioning the cost of higher ed. 
Now more and more are questioning the purpose 
of it, for whatever combination of reasons.” That is 
a profound change that everyone in your member-
ship is certainly aware of. That has been the biggest 
fundamental shift I’ve seen in my two decades at 
The Chronicle.
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Reflections on Two Decades 
as Managing Editor of 
College and University

Heather Zimar

As managing editor of College and University for nearly 
20 years, I’ve had the pleasure of working with, and 
learning from, three fantastic editors-in-chief, each 
with their own style and contributions to the work. 
When I joined the journal in 2006, I instantly con-
nected with Boston College’s Louise Lonabocker. Lou-
ise was judicious and discerning. Her sharp, clear 
vision for what works (and what doesn’t) ensured the 
journal was always relevant and forward-moving. She 
introduced to C&U some wonderful interviews, which 
was the beginning of the journal’s now long-time in-
terview series, as well as a collection of articles on 
leadership, which later became a book. Louise never 

“sweat the small stuff” and operated with an ease I’ve 
always admired. She also has a wonderful sense of 
humor and is deeply interested in the work and lives 
of others (you’ll see what I mean when you read her 
thoughtful articles in this 100th volume).

Boston University’s Jeff von Munkwitz-Smith 
came on board in 2016 and was a pillar of support. 
He listened and looked for content everywhere and 
encouraged new writers across the professions that 
they had something valuable to contribute. Jeff saw 
the benefit of placing the work of C&U in historical 
context, advocating for the digitizing of our archives, 
and writing reflections on some of those pieces from 
a modern-day lens. He helped develop a mentorship 
series in the journal that was later turned into a book. 
He also strived to connect other association work, like 
AACRAO Research and aacrao’s core competencies 
initiative, to the journal. Jeff is steady, patient, and 
quietly motivating. I’m honored to share his reflection 
article in this volume.

Our current editor, Christopher W. Tremblay, Uni-
versity of Michigan, has an unrelenting, tenacious 
work ethic. He has a never-ending stream of creative 
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ideas as well as the organization and drive to follow 
through. When Christopher came to C&U in 2020, he 
worked quickly to establish two new series addressing 
significant, timely topics, including higher education’s 
response to coVid-19 and test-optional admissions. 
He also revamped the journal’s book review column 
to include reviews of other important content, such 
as reports, e-books, and documentaries. His commit-
ment to teamwork and collaboration has helped fos-
ter a sense of community and engagement among our 
editorial board and authors. Christopher is a talented 
writer, detailed editor, and responsive colleague. He is 
celebratory of large and small accomplishments, and 
his pride in the journal is contagious. You will enjoy 
reading his thoughts throughout this volume.

In addition to these amazing editors, I have been 
grateful to be able to work long term with our talented 
graphic designer, Jim Graham of Pixels and Strings. 
For more than two decades, Jim has provided artistic 
direction for the journal, ensuring its design remains 
up to date, professional, and on brand. He is intui-
tive, creative, and always presents content in a way 
that is understandable and visually interesting. I can-

not count the number of times our authors have ex-
pressed excitement over how their content comes to 
life through his design work. You’ll get to read more 
about Jim’s work later in 2025.

Finally, I’ve worked with hundreds and hundreds 
of authors. I truly believe that everyone has something 
interesting to share about the work they do every day. 
Helping practitioners feel inspired and empowered to 
put their own individual experiences and expertise 
into words is a role I take seriously. To me, there is 
nothing more exciting than being able to guide new 
writers from having a spark of an idea to creating a 
published piece of work. I share in their pride, every 
time. I am also always thrilled to collaborate with au-
thors who share their knowledge and ideas over time, 
affirming that they had a good experience publishing 
with aacrao and that they think of us when they 
have new research and best practices to share.

My role on C&U has made this clear: Writing in-
spires individual as well as collective growth—authors’ 
growth, the journal’s growth, and the growth of the 
field. It has been a pleasure to be a part of this journey.

About the Author
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Celebrating a  
Century of Scholarship: 
The Indispensable Role 
of Research and Inquiry 

in the Development 
of a Profession

Melanie Gottlieb

As aacrao’s College and University journal marks its 
centennial volume, it is a fitting moment to reflect on 
the pivotal role it has played in shaping and elevating 
our professions. At aacrao’s founding in 1910, the 
professions we serve were quite young in the United 
States. As the population and functions that higher 
education was called to serve grew and diversified, 
the complexity of the operations called for a level of 
knowledge and expertise that required cultivation. 
The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines a profes-
sion as a calling requiring specialized knowledge. 
The aacrao professions, which serve the learner at 

every stage of their journey, have grown in required 
knowledge and scope over the last century, and the 
complexities navigated by our professionals have ex-
panded exponentially. The administrative activities at 
the heart of our professions originally emerged from 
faculty bodies and, naturally, those serving in the roles 
would turn to research and discourse as a means to 
grow and develop the body of knowledge required to 
be successful. In the academic world, a peer-reviewed 
journal is an avenue to support the creation and shar-
ing of specialized knowledge that higher education 
both understands and values. And so C&U was born.
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To be effective, those who serve in the aacrao 
professions must apply evidence-based knowledge, 
data-informed strategies, ethical principles, and es-
tablished standards to decision-making and actions 
within their institution. Their competencies must 
encompass effective leadership and problem-solving, 
strategic planning, resource management, regula-
tory compliance, learner-centered approaches, and a 
commitment to continuous improvement, all while 
navigating complex stakeholder relationships and ad-
hering to the unique and dynamic context of the insti-
tution and the diverse community it serves. Across the 
decades that their career might span, the landscape 
will shift, more than once, and they will need to act 
and react with expertise and integrity to achieve posi-
tive outcomes for learners and their institution.

Since its first issue in 1925, the dialogues at the cen-
ter of C&U fuel an important engine that drives innova-
tion, informs best practices, and challenges the status 
quo in ways that have shaped the overall direction of 

the field. The specialized knowledge that defines the 
profession has been specifically cultivated within its 
pages. Engagement with the journal has enabled prac-
titioners to stay current with emerging trends, expand 
their knowledge, and reflect on their individual insti-
tution’s circumstances within a broader scope. Perus-
ing the archives shows a persistent array of topics that 
still seem quite relevant today—topics like admissions 
standards, retention and learner success challenges, 
equitable access, managing enrollment through 
changing demographics, and maintaining trust and 
credibility in credentials. While the circumstances 
and cases that inform the dialogue may have evolved 
and changed over the last 100 years, the themes in the 
articles are remarkably consistent and aligned with 
aacrao’s values of collaboration, innovation, inclu-
sivity, inquiry, and integrity.

C&U has served as a crucial resource for aacrao 
professional practitioners and a catalyst for their 
growth and development. Regardless of the position 
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“We congratulate College and University on its 100th 
anniversary. This is a remarkable accomplishment—and 

very important for higher education. Providing a space for 
discussion and debate is central—and to do it for a century—is 

impressive. Our publication, International Higher Education, has 
provided a similar service, bringing an international perspective 

on higher education to a worldwide audience for more than two 
decades. Congratulations to C&U!”
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they hold at their institution, the authors who share 
their thoughts, observations, opinions, and research 
in C&U are the leaders who have inspired change 
over the last century. While the published articles on 
their cVs may have served to support their own pro-
fessional growth, their contributions provide the solid 
foundation upon which our association is built. In ad-
dition to the practical benefits of applying research to 
develop association guidance and standards that im-
prove professional practice, the dialogue also inspires 
and motivates professionals, sparking new ideas and 
encouraging the desire for excellence.

The collection, dissemination, and discussion of 
knowledge and research has contributed to the ongo-
ing development of the roles that we serve. By provid-
ing a platform for scholars and practitioners to share 

their work, the journal has helped to create a vibrant 
community of inquiry and learning. It has also served 
as a valuable resource for professionals seeking to stay 
informed about the latest developments in their field.

In an era of rapid change and increasing com-
plexity, continued engagement through research and 
inquiry will be more important than ever in helping 
professionals navigate the challenges and opportuni-
ties that lie ahead. As aacrao’s College and University 
Journal enters its next century, it is poised to continue 
its tradition of excellence, and the association reaf-
firms its commitment to scholarly inquiry and re-
search and its transformative power in shaping the 
future of higher education, the professional growth of 
our members, and the success of our learners and our 
institutions.
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American Higher Education 
in the Year 1925:  

Through the Lens of 
Dean Alida P. Banks

Kimberley Buster-Williams

2025 marks the 100th anniversary of aacrao’s Col-
lege and University. As I reflect on this milestone, I won-
der what the landscape looked like through the lens of 
a practitioner—more specifically, an African-Amer-
ican practitioner named Alida Priscilla Banks. Alida 
P. Banks was my great-great-aunt and a higher educa-
tion trailblazer. My grandfather’s mother’s sister, Al-
ida graduated from Hampton Normal School in 1909, 
just 46 years after the Emancipation Proclamation was 
signed in 1863. Alida P. Banks was later hired as West 
Virginia State College’s (WVsc) first Dean of Women 
in 1935.

Alida’s career was likely extremely exciting and, 
perhaps, at times dangerous. The period from 1921 to 
1933 encompassed an economic cycle that catapulted 
the nation to unprecedented heights of prosperity and 

then, in the Great Depression, plunged it into unpar-
alleled and seemingly intractable misery (MacLaury 
1988, para. 1).

This period also saw the rise of the Ku Klux Klan 
(KKK) following the 1915 silent film The Birth of a Na-
tion. The KKK embarked on a coordinated campaign 
of intimidation, violence, and murder under the ban-
ner of white supremacy. For example, on August 8, 
1925, more than 50,000 members of the Ku Klux Klan 
paraded through Washington, D.C. This march at-
tempted to encourage native-born white Americans to 
believe that bigotry, intimidation, harassment, and ex-
tralegal violence were all perfectly compatible with, if 
not central to, patriotic respectability (Rothman 2016, 
para. 3). As shared in the article When Bigotry Paraded 
Through the Streets,
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Some walked in lines as wide as 20 abreast, while 
others created formations of the letter K or a 
Christian cross. A few rode on horseback. Many 
held American flags. Men and women alike, the 
marchers carried banners emblazoned with the 
names of their home states or local chapters, and 
their procession lasted for more than three hours 
down Pennsylvania Avenue, lined with spectators 
(Rothman 2016, para. 1).

While the KKK paraded down the streets of the 
city, American University in Washington, D.C. was 
likely actively recruiting high school students as they 
first admitted undergraduates in 1925, by which time 
graduate students had shifted to a downtown campus 
on F Street, near the White House (American Univer-
sity n.d., para. 8).

During Dean Banks’ career, significant innovations 
occurred in areas such as transportation and technol-
ogy that likely impacted higher education. For exam-
ple, John Logie Baird developed the first mechanical 
television in 1925 (Shiers 1975, 389). Another pioneer, 
Henry Ford is credited with inventing the moving as-
sembly line in 1913. Ford’s system brought down auto-
mobile costs, and by 1927, his company had produced 
more than 15 million Model Ts (Fircroft 2020, para. 12).

In addition to technological advancements, out-
side factors led to demographic shifts. Specifically, 
from 1910 to 1920, African American populations mi-
grated in large numbers from the South to the North, 
with prominent figures like W. E. B. Du Bois leading 
what became known as the Great Migration. By 1920, 
some 300,000 African Americans from the South had 
moved north, and Harlem was one of the most popular 
destinations for these families (History.com Editors 
n.d., para. 5).

This reflection on 1925 will look at the aB degree, 
tuition fees, gender, diversity, Catholic institutions, a 
landmark Supreme Court decision and other legis-
lation, the precursors to rankings, protests, and the 
educational benefits of World War I. Finally, I will 
highlight several milestones from 1925 and the sun-
setting of Alida’s career. This reflection is not meant to 

be exhaustive; rather, it is designed to highlight a few 
remarkable things that happened in and around 1925.

The A.B. Degree
In 1925, Alida was a sophomore in college earning an 
A.B. degree from Winston-Salem Teachers College in 
1928. She later earned an M.a. degree from Columbia 
University in 1935.

A.B. is the abbreviation of “artium baccalaureus” 
(Through Education 2020, para. 4). It is a liberal arts 
degree, so it emphasizes the humanities, languages, 
and social sciences fields. A.B.s and B.a.s are the 
same degree, depending on whether one is abbreviat-
ing the customary Latin (artium baccalaureus) or the 
current English name for the degree (Bachelor of Arts). 
In addition to these degrees, Alida spent two years at 
Fisk University.

In 1925, several universities awarded A.B. degrees. 
For example, at Harvard College, the undergraduate 
college of Harvard University, the A.B. degree was of-
fered as a part of the traditional four-year undergrad-
uate program.

Dartmouth College adopted a new curriculum in 
1925 where they would grant the A.B. degree only. See 
an excerpt below from this announcement:

The Faculty recommends to the Trustees that, be-
ginning with the class entering in 1925, the College 
shall grant the A.B. degree only. At the end of the 
senior year, as a prerequisite to the degree, each 
student shall be required to pass a comprehensive 
examination in his major subject. Men who pass 
the comprehensive examination with high credit 
shall be awarded their degrees “with distinction” 
in the major subject. Men who fail to pass the com-
prehensive examination, shall, upon payment of a 
suitable fee, be given a second opportunity after 
the lapse of at least one semester. Further opportu-
nities to take this examination shall be given only 
by a special vote of the Committee on Educational 
Policy (Dartmouth College 1925, para. 8).

Dean Banks would have likely entered the work-
force with a degree that was highly valued; although 
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as a Black professional, she would have been in the mi-
nority as it relates to degree attainment.

College enrollment 1917–1927
In 1917, there were 2,132 Black students enrolled at 
hBcus (Historically Black Colleges and Universities). 
At this point in time, hBcus, Oberlin, and Talladega, 
reflected the limited options for Black students seek-
ing higher education. Like Alida, prior to the 1954 
Brown vs. Board of Education decision, most Blacks in 
the United States attended an hBcu (Albritton 2012, 
320).

In 1927, the year before Alida graduated from col-
lege, there were 13,580 Black students enrolled in col-
lege in the United States. These increasing numbers 
meant greater demands for social justice. 1917–1927 
represents a period of Black student protest that ul-
timately reshaped the college experience of the early 
20th century (Kynard n.d.). One of the most well-
known protests was the 1925 protest at Fisk College.

Fisk: 1925 Protest
After a spate of racial incidents in Nashville, includ-
ing the wrongful conviction of Oswald Durant, an 
honor student at Meharry Medical College (adjacent 
to Fisk), on February 4, 1925, students at Fisk Univer-
sity launched a strike against the administrative poli-
cies of the school’s president, Fayette Avery McKenzie 
(Lamon 1974, 225). This strike lasted two months and 
led directly to McKenzie’s resignation on April 16, 
1925. Fisk students sought recognition and respect as 
college students and adults instead of accepting in-
creased white paternalism in the form of curricular 
and extracurricular restrictions.

Measures taken to ensure student conformity to 
the southern standard of “well-behaved” Blacks in-
cluded suppression of the student paper (the Fisk Her-
ald); death-dealing restrictions on student council; 
refusal to allow the creation of a student athletic asso-
ciation; abolition of the baseball and track teams; tight 
rules governing activities of the yMca and other stu-
dent-run organizations on campus; censorship of all 
student orations and debates; and “reluctance to allow 

a student to represent [Fisk] students in [the] Interna-
tional student conference in 1924” (Lamon 1974, 232).

Student dress had to be conservative, with women 
wearing dark hose, black hats, and matching uni-
forms. Finally, McKenzie allowed a censored version 
of The Crisis, the official publication of the naacP 
created in 1910 by renowned historian, civil rights ac-
tivist, sociologist, and naacP co-founder W. E. B. Du 
Bois (naacP n.d., para 1), to be available in the library. 
Ultimately, McKenzie wanted to keep organizations on 
a noncontroversial basis and to a number over which 
faculty and administration control could be carefully 
exercised (Lamon 1974).

In the end, the students were victorious. In Feb-
ruary 1926, Thomas Elsa Jones was named the new 
president at Fisk. Jones, a white Quaker with a Ph.D. 
in sociology from Columbia University, brought a 
more relaxed and Negro-community-oriented admin-
istration to the school. While there were undoubtedly 
initial feelings of disappointment that Jones was not a 
Negro, he quickly won the support and friendship of 
Nashville Blacks (Lamon 1974). While the “southern 
standard” was being challenged by students at Fisk, 
students everywhere were working to secure funds for 
college.

Cost
Like many students, Alida did not receive any finan-
cial aid in the traditional sense, but instead, she likely 
received support from her family. Tuition varied by 
region and institution type. For example, in 1925, tui-
tion at the University of Pennsylvania was $275, which 
included the General Fee (University of Pennsylvania 
n.d., para. 6). Tuition was $325 for the School of Engi-
neering and Applied Sciences. Room and board fees 
were $380 (University of Pennsylvania n.d., para. 6).

At the public institution NC State, tuition was $60 
for in-state students and $80 for out-of-state students 
(NC State University n.d., para. 1). At the University of 
Michigan, in-state tuition was $85 (University of Mich-
igan n.d., 149). The estimated cost of attendance for 
the first year was $715 for an in-state student (Univer-
sity of Michigan n.d., 149).
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Unfortunately, there were no significant educa-
tional college benefits for World War I servicemen 
comparable to the GI Bill that was enacted after World 
War II. Veterans in 1925 likely had the same out-of-
pocket costs as other students.

WWI Higher educational Benefits
In 1918, the Federal Board of Vocational Education es-
tablished a rehabilitation division for disabled World 
War I veterans to provide training for new occupations 
(Veterans Education Success n.d., para. 4). By 1922, 
more than 156,000 disabled World War I veterans had 
entered 445 trades or professions. The 1944 GI Bill had 
a significant impact on higher education, with more 
than 2.2 million veterans enrolling in college or uni-
versity by 1950 (National Archives n.d., para 8). This 
represented a major spike in college attendance com-
pared to the 1920s, when only around 2 percent of 
young people attended college. In addition, the GI Bill 
impacted gender diversity on college campuses.

Gender
Half of all American college students in 1925 were in 
publicly-controlled institutions of higher education, 
including 55 percent of women (Goldin, et al. 2006, 
135). A great deal of women during this period at-
tended teacher-training colleges, and many of these 
schools had two-year programs.

In 1925, for example, 30 percent of the female en-
rollments were at teacher-training schools, compared 
to only 8 percent of the male enrollments (Goldin, et 
al. 2006, 135)

As Goldin, Katz, and Kuziemko shared in “The 
Homecoming of American College Women: The Re-
versal of the College Gender Gap,”

More difficult to understand is why women, 
whose later labor force participation rates when 
married were low, went to college at rates almost 
equal to those of men. One answer is that a lot of 
the women who graduated in these early classes 
never married and did enter the labor force. Those 
who did marry were far more likely to marry a col-
lege-educated man. Thus, the economic return to 

college was garnered, separately, through the labor 
and the marriage markets. The college gender gap 
began to widen in favor of men during the 1930s 
(starting with the birth cohorts of the 1910s) when 
unemployment left many with little else to do and 
a college degree could greatly enhance employ-
ability. In fact, the number of women in teacher’s 
colleges declined substantially from 1929 to 1935, 
while the number of men increased. (Goldin, Katz, 
and Kuziemko 2006, 135).

Women comprised 44 percent of total college en-
rollments in 1925. With total enrollments of around one 
million, this means approximately 440,000 women 
were enrolled in college that year (Snyder 1993).

Diversity in 1925
Alida likely did not have many international class-
mates while a student at either Winston-Salem Teach-
ers College or Columbia. For context, in 1925, there 
were approximately 8,000 international students en-
rolled in colleges and universities across the United 
States (Synder 1993). This was the result of restrictive 
immigration laws, which began in earnest in 1917 as a 
reaction to the immigration boom that occurred from 
the 1870s until the middle of 1910. During this period, 
23.5 million people immigrated to the United States, 
mostly from Europe, though some came from Asia 
and from Latin America (Garsd 2024, para. 3).

Literacy Testing: President Coolidge 
signs the Johnson-Reed Act 
In 1917, the U.S. Congress enacted the first widely re-
strictive immigration law: the Johnson-Reed Act. The 
uncertainty generated over national security during 
World War I made it possible for Congress to pass this 
legislation, and it included several important provi-
sions that paved the way for the 1924 Act (Office of the 
Historian n.d., para. 2).

This Act implemented a literacy test that required 
immigrants over sixteen years old to demonstrate ba-
sic reading comprehension in any language (Office of 
the Historian, n.d., para. 2).
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The 1924 Immigration Act also included a provi-
sion excluding from entry any alien who by virtue of 
race or nationality was ineligible for citizenship. Ex-
isting nationality laws dating from 1790 and 1870 ex-
cluded people of Asian lineage from naturalizing. As 
a result, the 1924 Act meant that even Asians not pre-
viously prevented from immigrating—the Japanese 
in particular—would no longer be admitted to the 
United States (Office of the Historian n.d., para. 6).

In all of its parts, the most basic purpose of the 
1924 Immigration Act was to preserve the ideal of u.s. 
homogeneity (Daily History n.d., para. 2).

The Immigration Act of 1924 likely had a nega-
tive impact on the diversity of student bodies in u.s. 
colleges in the years immediately following its pas-
sage. If you’d grabbed a copy of The New York Times 
back in the spring of 1924, you would have read this 
headline—“America of The Melting Pot Comes To End” 
(Garsd 2025, para. 2).

The Catholic Mandate
Since Alida was Baptist, the Catholic Mandate in 
place in the 1920s did not impact her college decision; 
however, it likely meant that she did not have many 
classmates who were Catholic. In the 1920s, Catholic 
authorities in Philadelphia strongly discouraged and 
then forbade Catholic youth from attending non-Cath-
olic colleges and universities (Contosta, n.d., para. 9).

In 1927, Cardinal Dennis Dougherty (1865–1951) 
wrote, “If a parish school be necessary in the lower 
grades, it is still more necessary in the higher; because 
it is in the higher grades that history, literature, and 
the experimental sciences are taught in connection 
with which theories are advanced in non-Catholic uni-
versities, colleges, and high schools…that are danger-
ous to Religion” (Contosta n.d., para. 9).

Dougherty’s successor, Cardinal John O’Hara, 
made the ban official. Throughout their episcopates, 
Catholic high schools and academies routinely re-
fused to send students’ transcripts to non-Catholic in-
stitutions of higher learning. This mandate was a boon 
to Catholic colleges like Villanova, Saint Joseph’s, and 
La Salle in Philadelphia. It also led to the founding of 
three Catholic women’s colleges in the 1920s—Immac-

ulata, Rosemont, and Chestnut Hill—to meet the need 
for single-sex Catholic higher education for women 
(Contosta n.d., para. 9).

1925 Landmark Ruling
Before becoming the Dean of Women at West Virginia 
State College, Alida worked in secondary education. 
In 1931, Alida was the director of home economics at 
the Elkhorn District High School in Elkhorn, West Vir-
ginia (Perry 1975). Her time in this role followed the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark decision regarding 
parochial schools. In the 1925 case, Pierce v. Society of 
Sisters, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down an Oregon 
law that required all children to attend public schools. 
In an era of widespread animus against Catholics, Ore-
gon sought to shutter parochial schools and force par-
ents to send their children to public schools. The Court 
struck down this law as unreasonably interfering with 
the liberty of a parent to raise a child in the manner in 
which the parent sees fit (Frederickson and Wurman 
n.d., para. 1). The decision has been cited as precedent 
in over 100 Supreme Court cases and is considered a 
landmark ruling on parental rights in education.

Important early Work: 
Rankings of Graduate Programs
Miami University in Oxford, Ohio played a key role in 
the marketing of graduate program rankings by pub-
lishing the influential 1925 study titled “A Study of the 
Graduate Schools of America” authored by Raymond 
Mollyneaux Hughes. The publication is often men-
tioned as being the first ranking of institutions. The 
32-page book provided an overview and analysis of 
graduate education programs across the United States 
in the mid-1920s.

In 1911, Hughes was named President of Miami 
University, a position he held until 1927. During his 
presidency, he oversaw the publication of the 1925 
graduate school study. According to Bogue and Saun-
ders (1992), Hughes obtained a list of raters from fac-
ulty at his own institution, including 36 institutions 
in 20 academic disciplines. The instructions and the 
scale available to the raters were similar to the in-
structions that usnWr currently gives to its survey 
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respondents. Raters were to assign each discipline for 
each institution on the list a number from one to five, 
with five being the most prestigious. Hughes would 
eventually take the position of chair of the American 
Council on Education and chair of ace’s Committee 
on Graduate Instruction (Sweitzer 2008, 10).

While the 1925 Hughes study was groundbreak-
ing for its time in highlighting the quality of doctoral 
education, it was limited in scope and methodology 
compared to the comprehensive national studies that 
emerged in the 1950s, 1960s, and beyond.

Other Milestones Across the 
Country: Growth and selectivity
Growing numbers of students resulted in the estab-
lishment of more colleges, most of which had open 
enrollment (Gorman 2021). See a few examples below:

 W North Carolina: In 1925, the General Assembly of 
North Carolina recognized the school’s curricu-
lum above high school, changed its name to Win-
ston-Salem Teachers College, and empowered it 
under the authority of the State Board of Educa-
tion to confer appropriate degrees. Winston-Salem 
Teachers College thus became the first Black insti-
tution in the nation to grant degrees for teaching 
the elementary grades (Winston- Salem State Uni-
versity n.d., para. 2).

 W Florida: The University of Miami was chartered in 
1925 by a group of citizens who felt an institution 
of higher learning was needed for the development 
of their young and growing community (Univer-
sity of Miami n.d., para. 1). Supporters of the insti-
tution believed that the community offered unique 
opportunities to develop inter-American studies, 
further creative work in the arts and letters, and 
conduct teaching and research programs in tropi-
cal studies (University of Miami n.d., para. 1).

 W St. Katharine established Xavier University of Lou-
isiana in 1925. It is today the u.s.’s only Catholic 
hBcu founded before the 1964 Civil Rights Act 
(Finney 2023, para. 4)

 W The merger that resulted in the creation of Beth-
une-Cookman University began in 1923 and was fi-
nalized in 1925 (Belle 2023, p. 2). Dr. Bethune went 

on to become a national and international figure 
with a long list of notable accomplishments, in-
cluding counseling u.s. presidents and playing 
a role in the founding of the United Nations. In 
1935, she founded the National Council of Negro 
Women, which would become a highly influen-
tial organization with a clear civil rights agenda 
(Bethune-Cookman University n.d., para.6).

Open enrollment meant that less-prepared stu-
dents began attending college, threatening colleges’ 
ability to cater to the elites who had been their tradi-
tional customers (Gorman 2021, para. 8). In 1919, Co-
lumbia implemented selective admissions. It capped 
its class size, required personal data on application 
forms, and denied admission without explanation. 
This, along with the use of standardized tests like the 
sat in 1926, gradually created academically stronger 
student bodies (Gorman 2021, para. 8).

What the eye Doesn’t see, 
the Heart Can’t Wish For
Alida retired from Howard University in June 1954, 
one month after the landmark U.S. Supreme Court 
civil rights case Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 
Kansas. Her 25 years in higher education were remark-
able and paved the way for women in student affairs 
to be at the decision-making table in areas such as en-
rollment management.

She retired just as doors were opening for Black 
students and administrators in ways she probably 
couldn’t have imagined. She likely didn’t imagine that 
her great-great-niece would follow in her footsteps, 
serving as vice president for enrollment management 
at two regional universities and later an associate vice 
provost for student success and retention at one of the 
nation’s most prestigious universities.

In 1935, higher education professionals were sig-
nificantly underpaid. As Dean of Women at West 
Virginia State College, Alida’s salary was $1,700 for a 
twelve-month contract. Adjusted for inflation, this 
amount is equivalent to $33,045 in 2024. In stark con-
trast, the median salary for a dean of students today is 
$105,000 (Kline 2019).
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Reflecting on the year 1925 has been a rewarding 
exercise, and I hope the information shared encour-
ages further contemplation on our progress in higher 
education. Dean of Women was the first administra-
tive position offered to females in coeducational insti-
tutions (Parker 2015, p. 7). The responsibilities of these 
deans from the years 1890 to 1930 were multifaceted. 
They were to oversee the relatively new minority pop-
ulation of women, which involved insulating the men 
from the women and, at the same time, protecting and 
guiding the women (Parker 2015).

From the late 1800s through 1945, the year World 
War II ended, the Deans of Women established foun-

dations of practice for students and administration, 
developed professional associations, conducted re-
search, improved college environments, and devel-
oped a body of literature in journals, reports, and 
books (Parker 2015, 8).

The courage, tenacity, and resilience of Alice 
Palmer, the nation’s first Dean of Women at the Uni-
versity of Chicago in 1892, and of my aunt Alida, serve 
as both my inspiration and guiding principles for my 
administrative identity and practice. Onward and con-
gratulations to aacrao on this milestone achieve-
ment of 100 years of C&U.
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Revisiting 1925: 
The Evolution of 

Higher Education Issues 
and Innovations

James Paterson

It was an exciting, pivotal year — the year a television 
broadcast was first made and New York became the 
world’s largest city; Mount Rushmore was conceived 
and the Great Gatsby was published, reflecting the at-
titudes and lifestyles of many Americans as the coun-
try flashed through the Roaring Twenties.

Meanwhile, meeting in bright spring weather 
at the University of Colorado, college officials from 
throughout the country tasked with the evolving 
process for recruiting, admitting, and registering the 
growing number of college students were meeting. 
They recorded and published the information pre-
sented in their wide-ranging discussions, held since 
the group was formed about a dozen years prior.

The bulky, brown-covered Bulletin of the American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars took shape, with 

about 360 pages recording banter from the meeting 
and organizational reports, discussions about critical 
issues and research on various topics, many of which 
are surprisingly familiar today.

The group discussed new ways to collect and speed 
the application of data, for instance, which also is a 
big issue today as registrars face growing megabytes 
of information along with the new challenges that ar-
tificial intelligence brings to their work and the way 
prospective students present themselves.

They had now familiar discussions about the 
“value of higher education,” along with college costs, 

joint operating agreements, issues with fraternities, 
and faculty load levels. The members worried about 
the academic preparation of students arriving on cam-
pus, parents who were too involved in students’ lives 

CU100
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or expected too much from colleges, and whether 
states would contribute enough to their institutions, 
all topics in higher education today.

The use of test scores in admissions (including 
then-prominent “intelligence tests”) was a topic re-
ported in that first issue of the publication, along with 
using non-academic criteria in admissions, including 

“character, earnestness and leadership,” which are still 
under discussion today. Some also promoted qualities 
such as “disposition, personal appearance, and man-
ner,” which included “attractiveness, bearing and per-
sonal appearance.”

While many issues are familiar, there were differ-
ences from today, including the degree of sensitivity to 
political and social issues. Social justice and dei were 
not on the agenda as attendees often simply referred 
to those enrolled in higher education as “our college 
men,” and one session about international students 
included well-meaning comments that might not be 
considered politically correct today.

Among other things, the changes in the positions 
in admissions and registration and growing responsi-
bility were an issue.

“I once thought that the duties of a registrar con-
sisted of copying items from one piece of paper to 
another,” Oliver Lester, dean of the graduate school 
at the University of Colorado told the group as the 
session opened. “With the growth of our colleges and 
universities in numbers and in the intricacy of their 
organizations, made necessary by the increasing 
scope of their work, the problems of the registrar have 
also grown both in complexity and importance.”

Sound familiar?
Here are some areas where the topics in 1925 are 

relevant today — though the thinking about them of-
ten has changed, we hope, for the better.

even Then, Data
One of the first topics in that issue of the Bulletin, the 
forerunner of today’s College and University journal, con-
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A  C E N T U RY  of
SHARING  KNOWLEDGE and 
BEST PRACTICES

Praise from Our Peers

David Hawkins

Chief Education and Policy Officer

“Congratulations to AACRAO on this impressive milestone. 
Higher education is better because of the research and 

knowledge you’ve shared with your readers over the years. 
Together, let’s continue to work toward a more equitable and 

modern higher education system for all.”
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cerned “machine methods applied to the compilation 
of collegiate statistics” where Charles Maruth, assistant 
registrar at the State University of Iowa offered new 
methods of gathering data about enrolled students.

He said registrars were typically asked to provide 
information for “many questionnaires and blanks 
concerning enrollment.”

“Many of these blanks call for tabulations other 
than such officer has at his command without many 
tedious and laborious hours work and they usually 
come at a time when the entire staff of his office is ex-
tremely busy with other matters because of registra-
tion. It is little wonder then that some of these blanks 
and questionnaires find their way readily into the 
wastebasket.”

He went on to begin a discussion of two machines 
that could help by punching a card for each student, 
sorting the cards and tabulating the information. He 
highlighted the benefits and suggested the machinery 
is like having a “genii at our command” and would “al-
low for planning and providing good information to 
superiors.”

“For example,” he said, “a request asking for the 
number of foreign students registered in the univer-
sity can be answered with only an hour’s time spent in 
gathering the information from approximately 8,000 
cards.”

The challenges, he and several members in the en-
suing discussion noted, are also common today. What 
is the cost of the new technology — and can it be shared 
by other departments or other institutions? How is a 
determination made about what data is needed, who 
collects it, and how is it disseminated and used?

But it was clear even then that skillful handling of 
data was critical.

David Burge, vice president for enrollment man-
agement at George Mason University in Fairfax, VA, 
who has helped design and lead courses in data use 
in admissions, said registrars and admissions profes-
sionals today recognize data is critical to their work, 
but in much more sophisticated and subtle ways than 
a century ago.

“The use of data today is important because it vali-
dates — and at times disputes — assumptions,” he said. 

“The collection and timely analysis of aggregated data 
allows professionals to see the trends that transcend 
any anecdotes or personal stories. Taking the long 
view across the experiences of multiple students 
across enrollment and registration can distill what is 
noise from what is truly a systemic issue in need of a 
systemic solution.”

He said our transformation to a digital society has 
enabled the rise of large data sets and better tools to 
understand and use them and distribute the infor-
mation — unlike in 1925 when very fundamental un-
filtered information was gathered from 8,000 punch 
cards, for example, and distributed to just a handful of 
people, and only if everything went well.

“No longer is this function buried in the hands of a 
very few, it is distributed across all manner of jobs in 
higher education, Burge said. “There is not a function 
in higher education where data literacy is not critical to 
the successful completion of institutional objectives.”

Amy Crutchfield, a senior partner at the higher 
education consulting firm WittKieffer, noted that the 
chief enrollment management officers that her firm 
surveyed in 2022 believe the skill they need most is 
the ability to be “data informed” and “strategic” (Wit-
tKieffer 2022, 6), not something they saw coming at 
that first meeting, where managing lines for students 
at registration was a bigger concern.

“Everyone is making decisions based on data, and 
if you are not, you are behind the times,” she said. “In 
today’s higher education environment, with finite 
budgets and intense competition for students, leaders 
need to be able to convey. While today’s higher educa-
tion landscape is different from the 1920s, that era was 
also a time of change in society, and I suspect having a 
deeper understanding of the market and environment 
were valued then just like today.”

“Colleges have to build a complete data culture,” 
Burge said. “That means that everyone has to partici-
pate in collecting, storing and using data — and under-
standing the implications of it.”

But he worries about admissions personnel who 
strive to collect and use data and make decisions 
based on it without understanding that admissions 
work requires personal interaction and judgement. It 

https://wittkieffer.com/insights/chief-enrollment-management-officers-in-a-time-of-change-challenge-and-opportunity
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is a tool to help them make decisions along with other 
information and should not be too heavily relied upon 
solely to guide the action.

“We need to be data informed,” he said, “not data 
driven.”

How About Value?
In 1920, tuition at Stanford was $120, and at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania it was $270, rising to $400 by 
1929. In today’s dollars, experts said, tuition would be 
less than $3,000 a year at those schools (Hanson 2024). 
Today, Stanford, with tuition at nearly $60,000, costs 
more than $250 a day. Also, college graduates were 
rare (only about 12 percent of young people were at-
tending college) and so graduates were increasingly 
sought after and degrees worth more.

Yet, even in comments in that first issue of the Bul-
letin, professionals in the field were concerned about 
the public seeing the value of higher education.

Speaking to those assembled in Boulder, Univer-
sity of Colorado President Dr. George Norlin expressed 
concern about critics of higher education, but noted 
that he had seen a dramatic change in attitudes since 
World War I about six years earlier.

“Before the war, there was a great deal of doubt as 
to the value of higher education, and particularly as to 
the utility of higher education,” he said.

He said during the war, with Woodrow Wilson as 
president and “college men at the head of the many 
departments of our government it was discovered that 
modern war demanded the mobilization of learned 
men, and that the college man had a great advantage 
over the non-college man in positions of responsibil-
ity” College became “indispensable” and it created “a 
great influx” of students.

“The slogan of the high school seniors is ‘go to col-
lege.’ It is the custom nowadays for all who are able to 
go to college, and personally I believe that it is a very 
good custom,” Norlin said.

He also complained that state legislatures often 
didn’t share that attitude and were unwilling to pro-
vide enough funding, a common refrain today.

Two experts today said that throughout history 
attitudes about higher education and its value have 

shifted but there has been that familiar mix of ques-
tions about its value and evidence that it improves the 
lives and economic status of graduates.

“The value of college has often been a subject of 
debate because higher education has always been 
considered an investment,” said Sophie Nguyen, se-
nior policy manager for education policy at the think 
tank New America, who has researched college value.1 

“Students invest money and time, hoping for a better 
outcome, whether it’s greater employment opportu-
nity, greater wages, a better skill set or greater knowl-
edge, though the payoff 2 takes time,” she said in an 
interview.

A conclusion to some of her research on the topic 
mimics to some degree what Norlin said 100 years ago.

“Despite their various dissatisfactions, Americans 
overwhelmingly still want to send their children 
to some form of education and training after high 
school…” she said in a report, suggesting that de-
spite media reports, the public has not turned against 
higher education. “People may be less confident in 
higher education than they used to be, more question-
ing of its value, and more annoyed by its many faults. 
But their belief in college as a bedrock public institu-
tion, and their desire for their children to become col-
lege-educated, remain” (Carey and Nguyen 2024).

Martin Van Der Werf, director of education policy 
and partnerships at the Georgetown University Center 
for Education and the Workforce, which does some of 
the leading research on college value, said higher ed-
ucation may have seen the bump up in its reputation 
that Norlin describes in the 1920s, but higher educa-
tion became “common goal” much more widely begin-
ning in the 1960s. Then attitudes shifted again.

“There was this period of time from about 1990 to 
2010 that was the golden era for college. Enrollments 
were skyrocketing, and there was no brake on prices, 
but it didn’t seem to matter. Price equated to quality. 
It then pretty much became expected of everyone 
around the early 1980s.

He said that in 1980 about 12 million people went 
to college in the fall and that number grew to about 

 1 See <newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2023/>.
 2 See <bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm>.

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2023/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/briefs/americans-have-not-actually-turned-against-higher-education-like-the-media-says/
http://newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2023/
https://www.bls.gov/emp/chart-unemployment-earnings-education.htm
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20 million 2000, which was “probably the peak for en-
rollment and positive attitudes about its value.”

Then, he said, the great recession hit and suddenly 
graduates were not finding jobs and we became much 
more concerned about the return on investment, a 
phrase now often being applied to college degrees. 
CEW offers an interactive tool3 that measures the re-
turn on investment of colleges.

“Young people began asking “What I am going to 
get out of it in the end and the anecdotes about stu-
dents with huge debts and no jobs went viral,” he said. 
Value, as it did in 1925 despite the much lower price tag, 
related directly to costs, he said, though now another 
factor has been added — “crushing student debt.” ̀

Are They Prepared?
Edward J. Grant of Columbia University during the 
Boulder meeting provided a committee report sug-
gesting that in 1925, students coming to college 
needed to be better prepared and screened.

Kimberley B. Williams, associate vice provost for 
student success at the George Washington Univer-
sity, said she believes the idea of college readiness has 
evolved and now is focused on several dramatically 
different topics beyond “intelligence” and others con-
sidered in 1925.

“In the early 20th century, college was predomi-
nantly an elite pursuit, and readiness expectations 
were narrower,” she said. “As access to higher educa-
tion expanded to a more diverse population, ensuring 
readiness became more complex, involving not only 
academic skills but also social and emotional factors.

She said more broadly today college readiness in-
cludes consideration of diverse factors such as college 
rankings that emphasize graduation rates, or equity 
gaps, exaggerated by the pandemic because it “dispro-
portionately impacted marginalized communities.”

She noted that in 1870, 20 percent of u.s. adults 
were illiterate, but 80 percent of Black Americans 
were. The Black illiteracy rate was still 44 percent by 
1940 and only grew to be similar to the rate for whites 
in about 1979, around 1 percent. Similar disparities 

 3 See <cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/roi2022/>.

were seen in other populations, such as Native Amer-
icans, all making preparation for college more chal-
lenging and complex.

“We’re also aware today that social and emotional 
readiness may present an even greater challenge. 
Many students enter college having experienced ad-
verse childhood experiences,” she said, noting that 
K–12 schools are addressing the issue more often and 
colleges are trying to meet the need with improved 
and expanded services.

She noted that artificial intelligence also is begin-
ning to have an effect, in several ways.

“Are students arriving at college appearing ‘ready’ 
due to ai tools? Or are these tools providing critical 
support to students who lack access to traditional ac-
ademic coaching? Institutions must navigate these 
questions carefully as ai’s role in education continues 
to evolve.”

Testing and Other 
Admissions Criteria
Grant’s report in 1925 called for a central Collegiate Per-
sonnel Bureau with branches throughout the country 
that “would gather data for each student…as to a stu-
dent’s environment, accomplishment in school, social 
and economic activities, and native ability based on 
an intelligence test.” Over two days in June, students 
would be tested and principals would be required to 
submit a report on the student’s accomplishment in 
high school subjects.

It may have been the precursor to the sat and 
act, but the idea of the Collegiate Personnel Bureau 
never seemed to fully take shape.

The Bulletin also reported on a discussion led by 
Caroline Greene of Mount Holyoke College, who said 
the college had been giving “intelligence tests to our 
students since September 1919, the year we began to ac-
cept students entirely by examination.” She said they 
had gotten some “interesting results,” which showed 
the correlation between testing and academic success.

Of course, testing is still widely-debated today, 
particularly as institutions grapple with the test op-
tional issue, a change that some experts believe has led 

https://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/roi2022/
http://cew.georgetown.edu/cew-reports/roi2022/
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schools to consider a range of options to assess students 
and develop their own approach that suits them best.

Robert J. Sternberg, a psychology professor at Cor-
nell University and honorary professor of psychology 
at the University of Heidelberg, Germany, has been an 
advocate for broader changes to the testing protocol 
than just test-optional policies.

“We have proposed tests that measure creative, 
practical, and wisdom-based skills as well as knowl-
edge-based and analytical ones, and have shown that 
they worked really well,” he said, noting that the ideas 
are explained in his book College Admissions for the 21st 
Century,4 which was published in 2010, but he believes 
includes key concepts still relevant today.

He believes our views of testing, even as far back as 
1925, have been wrongheaded, and he is frustrated by 
officials in higher education being willing to consider 
alternatives.

“For much of the 20th and now 21st centuries,” he 
has written, “standardized test scores have consti-
tuted half of the foundation of admissions, with high 
school grade point average serving as the other half,” 
noting that, like the intelligence tests in 1925, our tra-
ditional admissions tests are too narrow in their as-
sessment of students.

“The most important abilities in life are practical 
intelligence or common sense, creativity, and wisdom, 
and current tests make no serious attempt to measure 
any of them.”

He and his colleagues believe that “more than the 
levels of abilities one has is how those abilities are 
deployed” and that “attitudes toward the deployment 
of intelligence matter at least as much as the levels of 
the abilities,”

“We often view intelligence and assorted talents as, 
somehow, ‘in the head.’ We act as though they reside 
within the person. That assumption is false. Intelli-
gence and other abilities and talents are instead an in-
teraction between persons, tasks, and environmental 
contexts. Perhaps we tend to look at intelligence too 
much like a bank account: We try to measure “how 
much” intelligence people have in their heads.

 4 See <amazon.com/College-Admissions-Centu-
ry-Robert-Sternberg/dp/0674048237>.

Less Traditional Qualities
Often discussions about higher education admissions 
revolve around not just testing and gPa, but qualities 
in applicants that not only will lead them to succeed 
but will benefit the campus community — and the Bul-
letin in 1925 covered several discussions at the meet-
ing that related to the qualities the officials attending 
were seeking.

On one hand, Lorena Church from Rockford Col-
lege5 noted in her report on “Methods of Securing Ac-
curate Estimates of Personality and Scholarship” that 
a “student who can barely meet high school require-
ments is not necessarily desirable material.”

“Our college cannot afford to take poor material; it 
is simply a dead loss to us if we do. On the hole, I have 
found that choosing only those in the highest third, or 
from the middle third, when there are compensating 
factors, is the best plan,” she said. But her discussion 
included consideration of several factors that the col-
lege might and might not consider, all of which, she 
said, are hard to determine.

“Not only is there the scholarship problem, but also 
the problem of personality and character. Recently 
I went over, with a group of members of the faculty, 
the qualities that students should have in order to be 
admitted to college and which we ought to include in 
our questionnaire blank. We ruled out leadership and 
self-reliance two rather fundamental qualities.”

She added, however, that the college should re-
quire students to have intellectual interest, industry, 
and honesty and truthfulness, but also noted that 
such qualities are hard to assess.

James Littlejohn from Clemson Agricultural Col-
lege, however, more enthusiastically endorsed deter-
mining non-academic qualities, detailing them and 
how his team developed a rating system and elaborate 
process they expect high school officials to use to rank 
students. He identified these characteristics:

 W Character — Sense of honor, re-
liability, dependability

 W Native Ability — Mental calibre, mental 
alertness, capability, judgment

 5 An institution, located in Rockford IL, that has since 
been renamed to Rockford University (in 2013).

https://www.amazon.com/College-Admissions-Century-Robert-Sternberg/dp/0674048237
https://www.amazon.com/College-Admissions-Century-Robert-Sternberg/dp/0674048237
http://amazon.com/College-Admissions-Century-Robert-Sternberg/dp/0674048237
http://amazon.com/College-Admissions-Century-Robert-Sternberg/dp/0674048237


100 Issue #1 : Winter 2025 71 and

 W Energy — Industry, enterprise, initiative
 W Earnestness — Seriousness of pur-

pose, perseverance, zeal
 W Disposition — Courteous, tactful, respectful
 W Manner — Attractiveness, bear-

ing, good impression
 W Personal—Appearance (neatness, 

care of person, and dress)
 W Leadership—Executive ability, ability to 

command respect and cooperation

Many of them are among the qualities admissions 
professionals wish they could know about a prospect 
today. They also worry about how to assess students 
for these qualities and who will undertake such as-
sessments.

“Research over the last 40 plus years has shown that 
personal attributes are significant predictors in reten-
tion and why students succeed,” said Michele San-
dlin, an aacrao senior consultant and co-author of 
the book Holistic Admissions: Predicting the Likelihood 
for Student Success.6 She noted that along with grade 
point average, “personal attributes predict a student’s 
ability to be successful at their institution.”

“It is imperative that institutions establish more 
precise instruments and measures to identify those 
students who are likely to thrive at our institutions, 
she argued, along with her co-author, William Sed-
lacek, professor emeritus of education at the Univer-
sity of Maryland.

But the two suggested that assessments can in 
fact be developed for these personal qualities and de-
scribed them in the book. They also argued for admis-
sions professionals to consider the qualities dismissed 
in presentation by Church in 1925 but embraced by 
Littlejohn — leadership and a positive but realistic 
self-concept.

In addition, they advocated for assessing qualities 
such as an understanding of racism, orientation to-
ward long-term goals, a positive sense of community 
and non-traditional knowledge that the candidate has 
acquired (Sandlin and Sedlacek 2020).

 6 See <community.aacrao.org/s/store#/store/
browse/detail/a1H3w00000xFr1hEAC>.

In his July 2023 article for The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, Eric Hoover reported that the National As-
sociation for College Admission Counseling (nacac) 
was developing a new Character Focus Initiative (cfi)7 
to “elevate the importance of nonacademic factors and 
personal attributes in admissions.” 

According to David Hawkins, nacac’s chief edu-
cation and policy officer, “[w]e’re only capturing what’s 
on the surface when it comes to students’ strengths 
and potential.... The question is: How do we capture 
these intangibles that fall outside the things we try to 
quantify on paper? We’re trying to get beyond the rel-
atively shallow ways in which we’re looking at appli-
cants” (Hoover 2023).

To further its cfi objectives, nacac acquired 
and integrated the Character Collaborative—an orga-
nization that promoted the use of character qualities 
in admissions.8 Members of the former Collabora-
tive expressed that assessment of these qualities was 
challenging. Many championed the use of existing 
application materials over the development of new 
assessments to spot the characteristics they sought to 
identify. Among them, four sound similar to those de-
scribed in 1925: civic character, ethical character, per-
sistence character, and intellectual character.

Motivation, for example, is a quality that admis-
sions professionals have looked for throughout time, 
and was concerning those meeting in 1925. Experts 
have suggested it, too, is difficult to assess and is per-
haps best determined by grade point average, partici-
pation in other activities, letters of recommendation, 
and essays.

Nathan Kuncel, a distinguished professor of indus-
trial and organizational psychology and a McKnight 
Presidential Fellow at the University of Minnesota, 
specializes in research about how we predict success 
in academics and the workplace, believes that atti-
tudes shift concerning non-traditional admissions cri-
teria for a few reasons.

“The striking evidence that character, measured 
well, is really important paired with evidence that old 

 7 See <nacacnet.org/character-focus-initiative/>.
 8 The Character Collaborative, created in 2016, comprised of 74 member 

organizations at the time of its acquisition in 2023 (NACAC n.d.).

http://www.nacacnet.org/education/character-focus-initiative/
http://character-admission.org/
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/67004106/Academic_Performance_Career_Potential_Cr20210504-18849-fczi6d.pdf?1620166071=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DAcademic_Performance_Career_Potential_Cr.pdf&Expires=1726152837&Signature=OL04HIxyoQKD55BQWdfMTTkH8g9hBSa3GteiRZvHlj-t~z6hS6rd3vUbgk9Leg13DvO4TI8TzH5gxTBgqX~~m~XbdANE7tVYV1IcEs1FTVmb90BrNexIaMh83rvDKyAGtO~u6rrYJU1eEjT0~PnaPlNvQ-gImfpuCHvXtb2U0kQHrU3uHvVsVlQ1iJv3CR4S1zg4YW-rC6bU5EM1kEjgRZa5be59hqun49aQZUFygGwjvu8ay1~M~~QZFDi1AoxK-qmhr1OFQtn3VPVBLsV4d6vLJ7x~8At0ToO3j0kz0-RtYiOh5Lh6jixS6vLzkGAgNI4aPlHrYCu3oNNbPto~Yg__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
http://nacacnet.org/character-focus-initiative/
http://character-admission.org/
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methods of assessing character don’t measure it has 
certainly elevated interest. I think concerns about fair-
ness are the second reason. Accurate assessment of 
the whole student is important for fairness.”

He said motivation is another quality that is im-
portant, but that there are a number of different ways 
to describe those qualities: motivation, conscientious-
ness or grit.

“What we have found is that regardless of the name, 
those qualities are relatively stable over time with 
a person in their life, in academics, and in jobs. And 
they are as important as cognitive ability.”

In summary, the educational landscape of 1925, 
as recorded in the inaugural Bulletin of the American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars, reveals striking 

parallels and notable differences with today’s higher 
education system. Year after year, the beliefs, needs, 
and motivation of the students have changed, as has 
the economy, attitudes about higher education, tech-
nology systems for gathering and disbursing informa-
tion — and the campus itself. But issues that registrars 
and admissions professionals faced 100 years ago and 
since are still relevant today.

Often fundamental concerns about recruiting 
students, assessing their “fit” for a campus, helping 
them navigate the admissions and enrollment process 
and settle into this critical period of their lives — they 
are the same. And the professionals who support 
these key steps have tackled each new challenge and 
adapted to the changes.
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An Online Tool for 
Declaring Student Absences 
at the University of Toronto

Richard Levin and Joseph Minichini

In response to an outbreak of H1N1 flu in 2010, the 
University of Toronto introduced an online absence 
declaration (ad) tool. The ad tool allowed students 
to inform the university about missed academic work 
and to request academic consideration,1 without pro-
viding supporting medical documentation. In addi-
tion to streamlining the declaration process, the tool 
removed the need for students to visit a doctor’s office 
during the outbreak. Students were allowed an indefi-
nite number of absences, each of which could be up to 
fourteen days plus the current day and up to two retro-
active days, for a total of seventeen days per absence.

Three academic divisions adopted the tool in 2010: 
the University of Toronto Mississauga (utM), the 
Faculty of Arts and Science (fas), and the Faculty of 

 1 Academic consideration refers to measures taken to ame-
liorate the effects of missed assignments (e.g., a deferred 
exam, make-up test, or reweighting of other marks).

Applied Science and Engineering (fase). After the 
outbreak subsided in 2011, only the University of To-
ronto Mississauga continued to use the ad tool. When 
the coVid-19 pandemic arrived, use of the tool was 
expanded to include most academic divisions at the 
university. This occurred at the end of March 2020.

Absence declaration information submitted by 
students was available to administrative staff but stu-
dents were still required to inform their instructors of 
their absence and make arrangements for academic 
consideration. Different academic divisions had dif-
ferent processes for managing the declarations and 
the granting of academic consideration.

In 2022, as the pandemic transitioned to endemic 
status, the university reviewed the use of the tool, with 
a view to making appropriate adjustments. A broad 
range of stakeholders across the university were con-
sulted in the review, including senior academic admin-

Campus Viewpoint
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istrators, the university registrar, 
divisional (school) registrars, and 
student life and wellness leaders.

A Closer Look 
at the Absence 
Declaration Tool

Benefits

Stakeholders identified the fol-
lowing main benefits of the ad 
tool.

 W By removing the need 
for medical documenta-
tion, it sharply reduced 
administrative workload 
for health and wellness 
centres, freeing up critical 
health resources.

 W It reduced health risks 
during a pandemic by 
limiting student visits 
to doctors’ offices.

 W It lessened the burden 
for students who were 
previously required to obtain a doctor’s 
note and possibly incur associated fees.

 W It promoted student agency and autonomy 
by respecting student decisions to declare 
an absence and assume responsibility 
for any associated consequences.

Prior to the broad application of the ad tool, the 
university used a standard medical form for student 
absences, called the Verification of Illness (Voi). In 
confirming the benefits of the ad tool relative to re-
quiring Vois, some stakeholders pointed out that 
the value of many Vois is questionable. Doctors fre-
quently see students with whom they have had no pre-
vious contact, and many symptoms are not objectively 
verifiable. In cases where students are looking to sup-
port petitions, they may be seeking documentation for 
conditions that occurred some time ago. As a result, a 
Voi can have the appearance of validating an absence 

declaration with little substance behind it. Visits to 
physicians outside U of T centres may also require stu-
dents to pay a fee.

Data from health and wellness centres on the three 
campuses show the significant decline in Voi forms 
issued on all three campuses beginning in Spring 
2020 (Table 1). The reduction significantly increased 
the capacity of the university’s health and wellness 
centres to serve students, and particularly to respond 
to growing demand for mental health services.

Issues and Concerns

A major factor in prompting the university’s review 
of the online ad tool was the growing increase in de-
clared absences, even as the pandemic receded.

Figure 1 (on page 75) shows the growing use 
of online absence declarations since the onset of the 
pandemic. While the coVid-19 case counts before 
and after December 2021 are not directly comparable 

Table 1
Verifications of Illness (VOIs) Issued by  

University of Toronto Health and Wellness Centres

Campus From To VOIs (n)

St. George

May 2018 Apr 2019 2,353

May 2019 Apr 2020 2,056

May 2020 Apr 2021 852

May 2021 Mar 2022 782

Mississauga1

May 2018 Apr 2019 1,128

May 2019 Apr 2020 1,205

May 2020 Apr 2021 147

May 2021 Mar 2022 131

Scarborough

Nov 2019 Apr 2020 622

May 2020 Oct 2020 36

Nov 2020 Apr 2021 70

May 2021 Oct 2021 18

Nov 2021 Apr 2022 0

1 While the Mississauga campus used the Absence Declaration tool 
before the pandemic, it was normally in conjunction with VOIs.
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because of restrictions in the availability of testing in-
troduced at that time, the trends in cases and absence 
declarations are clear.

Faculties and teaching staff voiced particular con-
cern about the sharp rise in requests for exam defer-
rals, as shown in Figure 2 (on page 76).

The weight of managing absences fell predomi-
nantly to faculty, who had to determine how to evalu-
ate students in the absence of marks from assignments 
and tests. This often led to a requirement for make-up 
assignments, but sometimes just increased the weight 
of the final exam, which presented additional peda-
gogical and student wellness concerns.

Further exacerbating this problem was a growing 
tendency for students, who had been granted a de-

ferred exam, to re-defer or miss their deferred exam 
(see Figure 2, on page 76).

A number of other issues were raised during the 
review, including the need for greater clarity in com-
munications and information about use of the ad tool, 
improved functionality (e.g., workflow that directly in-
formed an instructor or staff person about an absence), 
and better reporting.

solutions

The review identified four factors to consider in mak-
ing modifications to the ad tool:

 W the recognition that many absences are 
simple and straightforward, e.g., short-term 
acute illnesses, do not necessarily require 

Figure 1

Number of Students Declaring an Absence Relative to the Number 
of Confirmed Positive Cases of COVID-19, 2020–2023

Note: Absence declaration data for summer months are not included in the chart.  
COVID-19 case counts from Ontario Respiratory Virus Tool, Public Health Ontario
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documentation, and can be managed 
efficiently by students and instructors;

 W the need to preserve academic integrity 
by discouraging absence requests that 
may be for reasons other than illness or 
other extenuating circumstances;

 W the need to maintain capacity at health 
and wellness centres by limiting student 
demand for medical documentation; and

 W the opportunity to support student 
success by distinguishing routine and 
minor absences from those that could have 
a more significant impact on academic 
success and might require advising.

Potential solutions to the identified concerns fell 
into two categories: technical modifications to the 
tool itself, and changes to policies defining the use of 
the tool. Solutions were constrained by a short time-
line (implementation for Fall 2023), limited technical 
resources available to modify the ad tool functional-
ity, and different regulations and processes in place 
in different academic divisions. Waiving the require-
ment for documentation to support an absence had 
also been very popular with student groups, who lob-
bied to maintain the new status quo.

Stakeholder discussions recognized that modifica-
tions to the tool would be challenged by the complexity 
of the student evaluation context. For example, there 
was discussion about whether to shut down the tool 
during the exam period to prevent its use for deferred 

Figure 2

Exam Deferrals and Re-Deferrals: 
Before, During and After the Pandemic (Arts and Science Divisions)

Note: Arts and science divisions include the University of Toronto Scarborough (UTSC), the University of Toronto Mississauga (UTM), and the Faculty of 
Arts and Science on the St. George campus (A&S). As academic divisions define and report deferrals differently, these numbers are approximations.
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exam requests. However, due dates for some non-
exam assignments were sometimes extended into the 
exam period, which made this solution impracticable. 
In the end, such usage limitations were prescribed by 
policy rather than enforced by technology.

There was also discussion about whether to re-
quire students to use the ad tool for all absences, in-
cluding those requiring documentation. That idea was 
rejected because of concerns related to secure storage 
and distribution of sensitive documentation, as well 
as potential confusion about the use of the tool.

As a result of the review, the following changes 
were made:

 W Student use of the ad tool was limited to once per 
term, and the maximum length of an absence was 
reduced from seventeen days to seven days per ab-
sence, including any retroactive days. After some 
discussion, it was decided that students could 
choose whether or not to use the tool for any par-
ticular absence in a term or provide documentation 
and save the tool for a potential second absence. 
Beyond these limits, divisional procedures would 
apply. This most often meant a return to the use of 
documentation, including Vois.

 W The tool was enhanced to allow students to enter 
the email addresses of the instructors and/or staff 
who needed to be notified of the absence, based on 
the course syllabus. Although automated work-
flow would have been preferable, it was not possi-
ble to implement this within the time available.

Future Considerations
Effects of the revisions to the ad tool will be moni-
tored over time, and further changes may need to be 
considered. It remains to be seen whether the usage 
restrictions will be sufficient to significantly reduce 
absences and missed work. Also important in consid-
ering future adjustments will be the effect on demand 
for Vois from health practitioners.

The ad review required balancing of many fac-
tors: student wellness, university health care capac-
ity, time limitations, differing views and contexts in 
the academic divisions, and technical considerations. 
Whether the limitations introduced following the re-
view are successful in curtailing and/or reversing the 
growth of student absence declarations is an empirical 
question that will need ongoing evaluation.

About the Authors

Richard Levin  has served as the University Registrar in four 
Canadian universities, most recently at the University of Toronto 
where he was also a Senior Strategist in the Office of the Vice-
Provost Students. He retired in 2024. Richard has a keen interest 
in evidence-based decision-making. He has served on the 
executive committees of the Ontario University Registrars’ 
Association (OURA) and the Association of Registrars of 
Universities & Colleges in Canada (ARUCC) and is a recipient of 
the University of Toronto Influential Leader award. Levin is an 
Assistant Consultant with AACRAO Consulting.

Joseph Minichini  is a passionate higher education professional 
with more than twelve years of experience in registrarial services. 
He is the Assistant Registrar, Policy and Projects, in the University 
Registrar’s Office at the University of Toronto. Over his career, 
Minichini has participated in projects aimed at improving student 
services through his work in innovative initiatives, such as the 
university’s first eTranscript, digital diplomas, the Postsecondary 
Electronic Standards Council (PESC), and most recently, the 
CanPESC Common Digital Layout transcript. Minichini holds a 
master’s degree in higher education leadership. He is the recipient 
of the PESC 24th Annual Best Practices Award and the 2020 OURA 
award of excellence.



Perspectives and practical experiences of higher education professionals

100 Issue #1 : Winter 2025 79 and

Clearly Defining the 
Leadership Line by 

Removing Reticence 
with HBCU Registrars

Harrison P. Johnson

Organizational structures at many institutions of 
higher learning tend to mirror one another closely. 
With a primary focus of ensuring student success, 
many Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(hBcus) have the registrar’s office functioning within 
the enrollment management structure instead of a di-
rect connection to the office of academic affairs. While 
there is an understanding that posits faculty gover-
nance is always under the purview of academic affairs, 
the administrative processes and procedures tend to 
become secondary to institutional progression. It can-
not go without mentioning that the registrar’s office 
is interconnected with almost all offices on a college 
or university campus. However, there are many times 
that the work of the registrar is minimally viewed as 
processing and responding to transcript, enrollment, 

and registration requests. The urgency and relevance 
of this topic is underscored by the results from an 
August 2023 AACRAO 60-Second Survey. The survey 
found that regarding institutional governance and 
decision-making, relative to the role of the registrar, 
the inclusion was highly regarded in registration and 
academic policy (Kilgore 2023). The scope of this arti-
cle will review the importance of a continuous orga-
nizational connection between the registrar and chief 
academic officer as well as the influence of faculty on 
process, procedure, and compliance at hBcus.

The following aims to offer practical approaches for 
examining the degree of complexity associated with 
organizational structures that formally prohibit the 
registrar’s office from receiving support through re-
porting lines from the office of academic affairs. It also 

Campus Viewpoint



100 Issue #1 : Winter 202580and

explores the significance of providing support to indi-
viduals in leadership roles in enrollment management, 
with the aim of connecting knowledge and informa-
tion. Parmer (2024) affirmed that the role of an enroll-
ment manager is difficult, as they are responsible for 
all aspects of the student lifecycle from admission to 
graduation. The approaches suggested are specifically 
focused on the hBcu environment and strive to of-
fer practical strategies for immediate integration and 
implementation. Registrars in the academy are faced 
with overcoming many challenges day-by-day, but 
hBcu registrars may experience these issues more in-
tensely, given the current reporting structure. The text 
highlights the need to ensure rules of engagement are 
in line with the best promises for practice.

Academic or Administrative Policy?
Registrars in the hBcu environment are challenged 
each day to create policies and procedures that align 
with their accreditors and professional organizations 
while ensuring they cater to the best interest of the 
students in which they serve once implemented. Often, 
performance is juxtaposed between an exceptional 
truth and an over-promise when it relates to the pro-
vision of service. This includes those deliverable items 
that are germane to the scope of work, like the academic 
transcript or diploma, once a student has completed 
their degree requirements. Much of the mystery to the 
level of service is undergirded by the determination of 
whether a policy is administrative or academic. The 
when, how, who, and what are guided by administra-
tive policy creation, whereas the academic polices are 
those that frame criteria and standards for academic 
functions at an institution. HBCU registrars may find 
themselves at a crossroad of familiarity, educating up 
line, and level-setting when their organization’s struc-
ture is designed with direct reporting to an enrollment 
manager and not an academic faculty member.

Communication, Balance, 
and Transparency
Throughout many segments of the semester, there 
are critical moments in which an enrollment manager 
engages the registrar. At the start of the term, most 

prioritization revolves around enrollment confirma-
tion, which is dependent upon faculty submission 
at attendance-taking institutions. Many hBcus are 
tuition-dependent, so the amount of pressure placed 
on the registrar during this time may be insurmount-
able when compared to other parts of term. There is a 
strong shift of where the burden will fall when faculty 
do not submit timely attendance confirmations. An 
additional consideration should be the exploration 
of deviations with the onboarding of adjunct faculty. 
Due to enrollment managers not having faculty gov-
ernance, the registrar would need direct support from 
the chief academic officer or appointee in academic 
affairs at the beginning of a term. There should be 
transparency regarding who is delaying the reporting 
of attendance confirmation with direct communica-
tion between college/school deans, academic chairs, 
and program coordinators — who would be charged 
with providing direct support to this administrative 
academic function. In some instances, this is an email 
to the entire academic body with all instructors who 
are abutting the deadline for enrollment confirmation 
and have not completed the tasks. While faculty have 
an admittedly arduous lift at the start of term with 
new students, the enrollment confirmation is equally 
critical to many functions of the institution. Sharing 
who is outstanding creates a balance of accountability 
by engaging segmented academic leadership for sup-
port to the impacted faculty and courses.

Similarly, subsequent grading periods pose an 
issue when an enrollment manager’s focus on pre-
paring to build a new incoming class of students 
while working to review the latest class’s academic 
performance comes into question. Midterm and final 
grading periods are critical times, and the registrar’s 
office is expected to perform the processing of facul-
ty-dependent submissions. During both peak periods, 
there are delays in the flow of information. HBCU fac-
ulty, in particular, carry an additional commitment 
of ensuring the success of the most underserved and 
underprepared students in the classroom and within 
campus culture (Holland 2016). Some faculty may not 
even understand the mission of the hBcu in which 
they work and are habitually late with rendering their 
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grade submissions. Similar to attendance tracking 
and reporting for support, the registrar should share 
the information up and out to academic leadership 
who can provisionally support or sanction the pattern 
of delinquency of grade submissions with faculty in 
question. As an aside, there are then times in which 
these faculty members overextend themselves and 
are challenged with meeting their own deadlines to 
accommodate their students.

Curriculum processing was also one of the five 
highest rated areas respondents to the 60-Second Sur-
vey highlighted for governance and decision-making 
(Kilgore 2023). Enrollment managers, as Parmer (2024) 
cited, focus on the life cycle of the student through 
graduation. As such, they should have a keen interest 
in any encumbrances to degree completion. At hB-
cus, it is critical for registrars to be active and proac-
tive in their administrative capacity with supporting 
of the curriculum committees, both undergraduate 
and graduate if segmented. The registrar should en-

sure tracking mechanisms are in place to record those 
programs with substantial course substitutions, devia-
tions from published catalog requirements, and those 
who are hard to clear at graduation. This information 
will be beneficial to the enrollment manager as well 
as the office of academic affairs, who can guide a con-
versation to a path forward through formal curricular 
modifications. This level of support and transparency 
assists both academic affairs and the enrollment man-
ager with clarifying degree requirements that impact 
the student life cycle. The goal should be overall ex-
cellence with compliance of timely grade submission, 
regardless of individualized extensions of care.

Why it Matters
At the center of many hBcu missions is the goal of 
cultivating and preparing competent students to be 
professionals. Many hBcus have the vision of gradu-
ating their students with the premise that they would 
be change agents who understand all levels of needs 
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within society. This means that these graduates would 
have adequate training and functional competency 
skills to compete and transform the largest of con-
cerns within society. The uniqueness of an hBcu ed-
ucation is the intentional level of attention and care 
given, provided with an aim of overcoming historical 
oppressions while creating the ultimate opportunity 

— guaranteed by research and educational soundness. 
This is only significant when instructors, staff, and ad-
ministrators demonstrate behaviors that actively pro-
mote student achievement.

With the registrar at the center of this process, they 
can redirect and promote student success through 
transparency of areas of opportunity. Removing the 
mystery of who has and has not done what at the en-
rollment confirmation period at the start of term and 
the subsequent grade reporting periods allows for aca-
demic leadership to leverage this information to better 
shape and support faculty. It is also important to spec-
ify which programs have an area of opportunity with 
curriculum redevelopment.

Final Path Forward
When the hBcu registrar is dually empowered to fully 
operate in a compliance capacity with the enrollment 

manager and academic affairs office, there is a con-
nection to student success instead of a barrier. Rev. 
Nontombi Naomi Tutu (2024) shared a proverb that in 
times of crisis, the wise build bridges, and those who 
are not as resourceful may build a wall. This can be 
noted as one of the most memorable moments at the 
109th AACRAO Annual Meeting, as Rev. Tutu set the 
foundation of her speech upon motivating attendees 
to work collectively and not individually relative to 
shared institutional interests. Even though the regis-
trar reporting to an enrollment manager rather than 
an academic affairs leader isn’t a crisis, the accuracy 
and timely data processing is of high importance. Ad-
ditionally, information sharing creates a bond across 
units within institutions of higher learning, and it is 
important that the registrar knows and understands 
the culture of where they work (Burgher, et al. 2013). 
It is possible to refute the anecdotal evidence that was 
gathered from the proverbial conversations that took 
place in the past regarding the performance of faculty 
members and the absence of governance from enroll-
ment management by sharing live data throughout 
the institution. Recognizing that the role of the regis-
trar is centric in administrative processes is critical to 
the progression of hBcus and institutions alike.

References

Burgher, K. E., M. B. Snyder, and K. Schro-
eder. 2013. Creating a healthy workplace. 
College and University. 88(3): 35–42.

Holland, B. A. 2016. Factors influencing fac-
ulty engagement—Then, now, and future.  
Journal of Higher Education Outreach and 
Engagement. 20(1): 73–81.

Kilgore, W. 2023. Institutional Governance/
Decision Making and the Role of the Regis-
trar (AACRAO 60-Second Survey). Wash-

ington, D.C.: American Association of 
Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Of-
ficers. Available at: <aacrao.org/research- 
publications/aacrao-research/institution 
al-governance-decision-making-and-the-
role-of-the-registrar-september-2023-60-
second-survey>.

Parmer, B. 2024. The enrollment manag-
er’s role in retention and student success. 
AACRAO Connect. February 19. Washing-

ton, D. C.: American Association of Colle-
giate Registrars and Admissions Officers. 
Available at: <aacrao.org/resources/news 
letters-blogs/aacrao-connect/article/the-
enrollment-manager-s-role-in-retention-
and-student-success>.

Tutu, N. 2024. Diversity Plenary Session. 
2024 AACRAO 109th Annual Meeting. 
Columbus, OH: Greater Columbus Con-
vention Center.

About the Author

Harrison P. Johnson, Ph.D. , is the University Registrar at 
Lincoln University in Pennsylvania. He has spent the last ten years 
dedicating his work to integrating and transforming the registrar’s 
office in functional areas of institutions of higher learning. His 
research interests lie in modernizing registrar practices and 

academic policies within the Historically Black College and 
University setting. He regularly serves as an instructor in 
AACRAO’s Registrar 101 courses. He earned a B.S. and M.U.R.P. 
from Alabama A&M University, an M.S. from Southern Arkansas 
University, and a Ph.D. from Jackson State University.

https://www.aacrao.org/research-publications/aacrao-research/institutional-governance-decision-making-and-the-role-of-the-registrar-september-2023-60-second-survey
https://www.aacrao.org/research-publications/aacrao-research/institutional-governance-decision-making-and-the-role-of-the-registrar-september-2023-60-second-survey
https://www.aacrao.org/research-publications/aacrao-research/institutional-governance-decision-making-and-the-role-of-the-registrar-september-2023-60-second-survey
https://www.aacrao.org/research-publications/aacrao-research/institutional-governance-decision-making-and-the-role-of-the-registrar-september-2023-60-second-survey
https://www.aacrao.org/research-publications/aacrao-research/institutional-governance-decision-making-and-the-role-of-the-registrar-september-2023-60-second-survey
https://www.aacrao.org/resources/newsletters-blogs/aacrao-connect/article/the-enrollment-manager-s-role-in-retention-and-student-success
https://www.aacrao.org/resources/newsletters-blogs/aacrao-connect/article/the-enrollment-manager-s-role-in-retention-and-student-success
https://www.aacrao.org/resources/newsletters-blogs/aacrao-connect/article/the-enrollment-manager-s-role-in-retention-and-student-success
https://www.aacrao.org/resources/newsletters-blogs/aacrao-connect/article/the-enrollment-manager-s-role-in-retention-and-student-success


Perspectives and practical experiences of higher education professionals

100 Issue #1 : Winter 2025 83 and

The Dream (or Reality) 
of Proven Practice

Heidi Hoskinson

editor’s Note: The following is the third in a series of 
articles on best practices in the registrar’s office. The 
first article provided an overview of the origin, evolution, 
and importance of best practices. The second discussed 
a withdrawal process improvement initiative, providing 
a case study of how best practices can be shared within 
and across institutions to impact students. This article 
explores proven practices and how they are shaped and 
reviewed.

At their core, higher education institutions are a busi-
ness enterprise. Students invest their resources in the 
educational experiences that a college or university 
provides. As similar business entities, institutions 
deploy a series of internal best practices that they be-
lieve efficiently and effectively deliver their product of 
higher education to students. Over time, these insti-
tutional best practices are created by similarly-trained 
professionals in various disciplines, take root, are 

shared between colleagues, and become industry 
standards in various operations of a higher education 
institution. As the higher education workforce shifts 
regularly, is a set of universal proven practices coming 
into existence for all institutions?

What is a proven practice?
Proven practice, synonymous with evidence-based 
practice, is defined by the Oxford Review (2024) as a sys-
tematic decision-making process that deploys methods, 
techniques, strategies, or interventions based upon the 
best evidence available. This approach seeks to remove 
subjectivity, personal belief or bias, and feelings out of 
action-oriented processes practiced by organizations. 
In higher education, we seek evidence for proven prac-
tices from multiple sources including peer-reviewed 
research, various testing methodologies, practitioner 
expertise and feedback from various publics, including 
students, faculty, alumni, and other stakeholders.

Campus Viewpoint
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Proven practices rely on the ability of profession-
als to judge the validity, reliability, and veracity of a 
given result following the execution of a process. In 
practice, this requires registrars or admissions profes-
sionals to develop feedback mechanisms that gather 
data from process participants, assess the data, and 
make improvements to the process according to what 
they observed or learned. A proven practice results in 
the expected and, more importantly, the desired out-
come time after time.

Examples of proven practices in the registrar’s of-
fice may include scheduling matrices, student record 
maintenance, registration priorities, and degree audit.

Are there universal 
proven practices?
Given the number of similar (or same) policies and prac-
tices deployed across the thousands of higher educa-
tion institutions operating today, it is easy to argue that 
a set of universal proven practices exists industry-wide 
and are consistently perpetuated by an increasing mo-
bile professional higher education workforce. In our 
professions, the structures of the offices of the registrar 
and admissions operate within a similar set of policies 
and procedures, regardless of the place. Once imbued 
with operational knowledge, an admissions officer is 
equipped to seamlessly move from place to place with 
the assurance that all admissions offices operate un-
der a similar set of universal practices. The same logic 
can be applied to registrars—because the fundamental 
job tasks are the same industry-wide, a universal set of 
practices must therefore exist.

The flaw in this 30,000-foot-view argument is just 
that, it falls apart when institutions are considered not 
as a collective whole, but based upon their individual 
or group identities. These institutional nuances influ-
ence proven practice, changing it in ways that are truly 
unique to our industry.

Proven Practices for the Kin
It is true that colleges share common characteristics. 
These similarities allow institutions of affinity to con-
sider the deployment of comparable, or the same sets, 
of proven practices.

examples

Similar Types of Institutions

A group of small, private liberal arts schools form a 
consortium in an effort to stretch human and fiscal re-
sources. They collectively purchase a software system 
and employ a small group of shared it professionals to 
design, implement, and manage the system. In order 
to gain efficiencies and make effective use of the sys-
tem, the group of schools had to assimilate, adapting 
policies, processes, and practices into a shared set of 
standards. Over time and through the use of a contin-
uous improvement assessment strategy that provided 
evidence for evaluation, that set of standards became 
a set of proven practices.

Different Types of Institutions
It is not uncommon for a variety of different kinds 
of institutions to be grouped together in a particu-
lar state under a state board or regent association 
structure. This grouping of institutions can include 
community colleges, regional institutions, Research 
1 flagship campuses, technical schools, and/or profes-
sional training programs. This membership diversity 
can present some challenges to policy development 
and deployment. State associations are adept at 
considering those challenges, accommodating dif-
ferences, and constructing a set of proven practices 
shared across the entirety of the system.

These examples point to the effectiveness of 
like-minded or geographically-tied institutions es-
tablishing and embellishing over time a shared suite 
of proven practices. An equally persuasive counter-
argument can be made that the one-practice-fits-all 
mindset ignores our industry’s strongly held belief 
that operational practices should reflect the unique 
culture, mission, vision, values, and strategies of the 
institution where they are exercised.

Proven Practices for unicorns
Like human beings, higher education institutions en-
joy believing that they are individuals, each one dis-
tinctive, different, and special. And, to an extent, they 
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are. Institutions strive to differentiate themselves 
from others, to create a culture or campus climate that 
makes students, faculty, or professional staff want to be 
a part of that community. The ways in which a campus 
operates are often key elements in the perpetuation 
and preservation of campus culture. Students may be 
inclined to stay in environments where processes are 
designed with their needs as foremost priorities. Fac-
ulty may thrive in communities where institutional 
practices focus on creating high-quality teaching and 
learning environments. Professional staff could thrive 
in climates that provide equal measures of structure 
and accountability, but have elements of professional 
judgement and autonomy embedded in practices cali-
brated for productive outcomes.

Thus, each institution is unique, with different vi-
sions of their role and purpose within the higher edu-
cation landscape. With so many unicorns, the reality 
that a universal set of proven practices could exist is 
impractical. Why? Because the ideals that drive op-
erational structure and decision-making vary wildly 
across institutions.

Colleges and universities pride themselves on 
their distinctive missions. As missions often dictate 
organizational direction and priorities, policy and 
operational processes are constructed to facilitate 
missional objectives. As missional pursuit impacts 
institutional planning, unique institutions lean into 
their uniqueness, rather than becoming malleable to 
universal practices, proven or otherwise.

Distinctive missional pursuits lead institutions 
to pursue individualized strategies across the acad-
emy. Enrollment goals can be wildly different across 
institutions with differing missions. Retention strat-
egies vary significantly depending on mission, cul-
ture, climate, and student profile. Institutions stand 
up different types of operational services depending 
on the composition of the student body, the nature 
of the campus climate, and the needs of the commu-
nity. There are missional pursuits that require the 
acquisition of technology solutions that are then im-
plemented differently across different types of insti-
tutions. Technology platforms increasingly allow for 
institutional customizations, which reinforce the iso-

lated development of best practices instead of embrac-
ing shared proven practices. Finally, institutions have 
a knack for getting in their own way when it comes to 
creating and maintaining proven practices, a point we 
will discuss in more detail shortly.

The Role of the Registrar to 
Create Proven Practices
The role of the registrar is often as unique as the in-
stitution when it comes to creating proven practices. 
Registrars can serve as leaders, keeping informed of 
emerging trends, illuminating relevant research, and 
data from external sources, and advocating on be-
half of students based on their own institutional data 
mining. Their ability to collaborate with colleagues at 
other institutions via organizations like aacrao al-
lows registrars to be uniquely informed and provide 
evidence-based results from practitioners in the field 
at institutions that are similar to their own.

Registrars are also uniquely positioned to iden-
tify when a proven practice is no longer effective. 
Their command of operational policy and practice at 
their unique institution ensures that when process 
outcomes deviate from expectations, they notice, in-
vestigate, replicate the findings, and suggest process 
improvements. As expert practitioners, registrars not 
only lead the implementation of proven practice at 
their institutions, but can wield influence outside of 
their organizations as well.

An example: Many institutions have a proven 
practice regarding the release of official transcripts 
for students. Often, if a student has not met their fi-
nancial obligation in full, the institution will not send 
an official transcript to any external party until such 
time as the balance is paid. Historically, this practice 
produced the desired result consistently. Students set-
tled their outstanding bills when an official transcript 
was used as leverage.

More recently, additional research and outcomes 
assessment initiated by the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion1 acknowledged that this proven practice had been 
harming instead of supporting student success, and 

 1 See <ed.gov/sites/ed/files/policy/highered/reg/
hearulemaking/2021/non-ge-final-rules-fact-sheet.pdf>.

http://ed.gov/sites/ed/files/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2021/non-ge-final-rules-fact-sheet.pdf
http://ed.gov/sites/ed/files/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2021/non-ge-final-rules-fact-sheet.pdf
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hindering students from achieving degree completion 
goals envisioned by the department. Registrars played a 
role in contributing to the policy change by sharing in-
stitutional data, proposing policy language, and work-
ing in collaboration with their financial aid colleagues.

As a result, a proven practice has been adjusted and, 
under specific circumstances, students with balances 
due can request that official transcripts be released.

Not as easy as It Looks
The proven practice example regarding transcript 
holds took years to become routine and still more 
years to change. Why are proven practices hard to 
practice and hard to change? There are a myriad of 
good and bad reasons, it turns out.

The adoption of proven practice is derailed by 
some of the same factors that provide the impetus for 
them. Changes in campus culture, climate, student 
demographics, institutional mission, and technology 
challenges can easily erect barriers to implementation 
at any time. Recall that institutions also have a knack 
for getting in their own way when trying something 
new. Inertia or the dreaded, ‘we’ve always done it this 
way’ moniker can end change before it begins. Cam-
pus politics, inter-departmental friction and lead-

ership change can also create barriers that limit or 
eliminate the collaboration and cooperation efforts 
that are critical for processes to take hold and result 
in success.

Adaptation of proven practice is predicated on 
access to and analysis of empirical data and evi-
dence-based findings. Research studies can and do an-
swer process efficacy questions; however, not enough 
research is pursued in the areas of student success, en-
rollment management, registrar operations, and other 
proven process dependent areas. Increasing support 
of action research across the professions by graduate 
programs and professional associations like aacrao 
will be increasingly important as proven practices 
continue to influence and proliferate across the higher 
education industry.

Historically, our professional identities have been 
cast as expert practitioners. This article posits an im-
portant adaptation in how registrars are viewed in 
the context of proven practice; that of a scholar-prac-
titioner. Our superpowers in data mining, analytics, 
testing, and assessment prove that we can create, im-
plement, and adapt proven process in the unique and 
evolving institutional environments where we work, 
lead, and succeed.
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A Generation in Enrollment 
Management: Analyzing 

the Profession’s Evolution
Kevin Windholz

Enrollment management has been my professional 
life for 23 years. That is a generation. Watching the 
profession has been much like seeing my kids grow 
up. My two sons are now twenty and seventeen. As I 
went through day-to-day life with them, I knew they 
were gradually changing. We were just too caught up 
in daily activities to give it much thought. Randomly, 
I’ll stumble upon a photograph from years past. BAM! 
Suddenly I’m reminded the two young men in front of 
me were once little boys I saw grow right in front of 
my eyes. The same can be said of my time in enroll-
ment management. I’ve lived it day-to-day, caught up 
on whatever the hot topic was at the specific moment. 
But, when I stop and picture this profession from 23 
years ago, I realize now it is almost unrecognizable. In 
a little more than two decades, I have seen the audi-
ence, tactics, timelines, and the trade’s main objective 
evolve into something very different.

Then: the talk was on the university experience.
Now: the talk is outcomes focused. I remember 

back to the early 2000s as an admissions counselor 
attending college fairs and high school and campus 
visits. Prospective undergraduate students and family 
questions centered on campus life, student organiza-
tions, the food at the cafeteria, and how to pick room-
mates. We covered the academic major of interest, but 
more like a checklist on whether the college offered 
it or not. Now, the questions I hear from undergradu-
ate students and families more reflect that of graduate 
students. They have great detailed interest in the ac-
ademic program, its internship opportunities, recent 
graduates, placement rates, and earning potential. It 
cannot be coincidence that now our health care and 
steM programs that have the highest placements 
rates and eventual salaries carry most universities’ un-
dergraduate enrollments.

Commentary
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Then: there were more limited, general messaging 
covering the university.

Now: there are multiple messages in many for-
mats covering the program. Because of the prospec-
tive student market desire just described and the 
additional forms of media out there, I have seen the 
marketing multiply in terms of messaging and quan-
tities. A generation ago, digital ads were unheard of. 
We had those two great treasures that were printed 
every late July, the viewbook and the prospect card. I 
can still smell the fresh ink scent that was in my travel 
bag each September. The viewbook highlighted the 
entire university; you saw a dorm photo, a picture of 
someone eating pizza in the cafeteria, an action shot 
of the basketball team, alumni narratives, and every 
major listed on the back. The prospect card ruled the 
college fair. You were in competition with admissions 
reps at other schools, who you saw so frequently they 
became like family, to see who could walk away with 
the most completed cards. Then, the poor admissions 
operations person would look at you with exhaustion 
when you returned from the road and gave her your 
stack of cards to key into the system. Today, messag-
ing and data collection is more abundant and focused. 
Digital advertising, text, and email campaigns are of-
ten academic-program specific, with several versions 
running simultaneously, highlighting the program of 
interest in just as must detail as the university adver-
tisements. Every campaign gives someone not only 
the chance to inquire and be in your system within 
seconds, but even to apply in minutes if so desired.

Then: we were about the incoming freshmen.
Now: we are about all populations. The univer-

sities I worked at used to predict the next academic 
year from one primary factor, the headcount of the 
upcoming freshmen class. As vice presidents of en-
rollment management, we lived (and sometimes died) 
off that number. It was even that way when I started 
at Oklahoma City University (ocu) twelve years ago. 
If I submitted a budget for 500 incoming freshmen, 
all bets for the year ahead centered on making or ex-
ceeding this number. Since then, a shift has occurred. 
The planning process is much more holistic, with new 
freshmen (today, more often referred to as first-year) 

being just one piece of a very large puzzle. It takes 
multiple new student populations to make our incom-
ing counts: freshmen, transfer, and graduate students; 
both in-person and online learners; and traditional- 
and non-traditional-aged individuals. Each requires a 
different form of recruitment with specific tactics for 
individualized academic programs. The impact of re-
taining current students from year to year also, right-
fully, plays a more prominent role in the enrollment 
planning conversations at the table.

Then: August ruled the year.
Now: August is just one of twelve months. The 

entire year was once a repetitive cycle that led up to 
judgement week, the third week of August. The fall 
months focused on travel and inquiry and application 
collections. The time near the holidays marked file re-
views and admissions decisions. The winter months 
were the financial aid packaging and negotiations 
season. The spring signified yield activity events and 
final communication touches. June and July were the 
pre-registration orientation sessions and when we 
started to dabble into the now-rising seniors. Then, 
it was August, and for many VPeMs this month dic-
tated to us whether we would be given the privilege of 
leading another cycle. Today, the cycle is complex and 
continuous. Due to the incoming student availability 
expanding much beyond freshmen and the market 
demand for career-centered programs with many in-
takes, swift starts, and quick completions, there are 
multiple recruitment cycles that all run together si-
multaneously. Consequently, now at ocu the cfo and 
I put as much emphasis on enrollment headcount and 
revenue planning into the spring and summer semes-
ters as we do the fall. Also, with the traditional popula-
tion, the recruitment touchpoints are just as in-depth 
with high school sophomores as the rising seniors. To-
day you don’t just want the student to visit campus in 
the summer before the senior year of high school. You 
want to be on their short list by that time. Sure, all this 
has increased the workload. But it is a healthy to-do 
list increase, signifying the university is keeping up 
with the 21st century.

Then: we raised prices.
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Now: we sometimes lower the price. In 2001, I re-
member the standard talk to families, “I’m not sure 
what next year’s price will be, but plan on a 2–5 per-
cent increase from this year.” In the opinion of this 
enrollment manager, the fact that this practice contin-
ued without much thought year after year created an 
affordability gap that affects our industry enrollments 
to this day. In recent years, there have been a few cases 
where universities have gone bold and reset their 
prices. More commonly, I am certain there have been 
many cases where universities have taken pockets of 
their programs and lowered those specific prices. This 
isn’t special, but sometimes common cases where the 
enrollment and revenue from lower tuition may grow 
to a level exceeding that was produced with the higher 
tuition. I can think of close to a dozen times we have 
done that strategically with certain populations in my 
tenure at ocu. We perhaps have just been lucky, but 
I cannot think of an instance when it didn’t increase 
the enrollment in the selected population. Just last 
year we revamped an academic health care program 
and my very-wise president (and I say that sincerely 
as I cannot repay the integrity and knowledge he has 
passed on to me) said if we are going to do this, we 
need to do it right. He said no matter how good the 
program is, and it is a great program, if it is priced too 
high the market will not gravitate toward it. So, we 
went live with a much-lower-than-institutional-norm 
tuition rate for it. After just one semester, the program 
had a wait list. This is the exact type of conversation 
and strategy that was not common 20 years ago.

Then: we had one vendor.
Now: we have multiple university partners. Two 

decades ago, an enrollment management division 
from my perspective usually had one or two outside 
companies that assisted with the process. One might 
have executed the sophomore/junior search cam-
paign. Another may have helped with financial aid le-
veraging. The teams I worked with usually called them 
vendors. Two factors have come into play in the past 
two decades: our use of technology has increased, and 
for most of us, our labor and operational budgets have 
seen two-decade consistent decreases. Consequently, 
now we have companies that monitor digital adver-

tising campaigns for us, host our required financial 
aid cost calculators, and provide the software mak-
ing the bridge from our crMs to our main campus 
sis systems possible. There are even online program 
managers (oPMs) who execute our marketing for cer-
tain online programs, follow up with prospects, and 
conduct retention monitoring. Because these types 
of companies often fill the gaps we can’t provide with 
our internal resources, they have turned from vendors 
into true university partners.

Then: our focus was on shaping the incoming class.
Now: our focus is on university survival. As men-

tioned before, the beginning and even middle of my 
time in the profession centered around bringing in 
that freshmen group in August. It did not stop with 
this being the central focus of future financial plan-
ning. There were much stronger goals on moving the 
needle for the incoming gPas and acts. Recruitment 
tactics were designed to diversify the demographic 
make-up of the new students. The discount rate of 
these students was also fiscally watched like no other 
population on campus. Today, these elements are still 
important but just one piece of a large puzzle playing 
into university survival. Ten years ago, my answer was 
different. Now if people ask me the main objective of 
my job, it is clearly to generate more than 90 percent 
of the institutions’ operational revenue. I can really 
compare this to tV soap operas my family grew up on. 
In the 1980s and 1990s their storylines could take any 
direction chosen, because the audience would stick 
with them no matter what, and the idea of cancellation 
was foreign. Now only four of those shows remain on 
the air. The same concept applies to higher education 
institutions. When I started in 2001, the idea that the 
college down the street would cease to operate did not 
exist. Over the past 20 years, some of our traditional 
audience has left us, and the demographics of those 
available to us have changed considerably. Some in-
stitutions have not proactively modified the model to 
keep up with this changing population. We are start-
ing to see that catch up with the times. There is rarely a 
day I do not see an article in the The Chronicle or Inside 
Higher Education about either an institution closing 
completely, or on a plan to fill a large budget deficit. 



100 Issue #1 : Winter 202590and

Those articles were a rarity two decades ago. As a result, 
in the opinion of this long-time VPeM, enrollment 
management today is a complex operation, targeting 
multiple prospective populations, with a net revenue 
end goal. This is evident in our professional develop-
ment conferences. Sessions used to be about gadgets to 
reach the eighteen-year-old. Today, more common are 
sessions about microcredentials needed for survival.

The profession is constantly changing because the 
world constantly changes. I believe technology and 
social media bring us more differing characteristics 
from generation to generation than we used to see. 

While I wasn’t in the profession in 1984, I speculate the 
profession then differed from what it was in 2004. But 
I doubt the differences were as vast as between 2004 
and 2024. For example, I am certain high school visits, 
college fairs, and prospects cards were the name of the 
game in both 1984 and 2004. That isn’t the case today. 
In this commentary, I only covered a sampling of the 
profession’s changes; the list is much longer. For ex-
ample, I didn’t even tackle international students. As 
our recruitment technology, social media, and artifi-
cial intelligence develop further, and, sadly, fewer in-
stitutions continue to exist, I look for 2044 to be even 
more vastly different from today.
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ACADEMIC RECORD AND TRANSCRIPT GUIDE : Rich 
with data and analysis, this guide helps you leverage the 
latest standards to ensure the accurate, timely, and secure 
sharing of academic records. Trending topics such as co- and 
extracurricular activities, prior learning assessment, and the 
use of chosen names and pronouns are covered.
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