
VOL. 88 NO. 1 ◆ SUMMER 2012

AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF COLLEGIATE REGISTRARS AND ADMISSIONS OFFICERS

C&U
COLLEGE and UNIVERSITY
Educating the Modern Higher Education Administration Professional

Improving Retention Rates:
One College’s Stride toward Improvement

Anticipatory Enrollment Management:
Another Level of Enrollment Management

Fighting Domestic and International Fraud 
in the Admissions and Registrar’s Offices

The Greatest Gift of All

Reflections on 
the Essentials of 
Leadership

The Challenges 
of On-campus 
Recruitment Events

Flying Blind:  
National Graduation 
Goals and Adult 
Student Retention

Non-Profit/Higher 
Education Project 
Management Series: 
The Project Plan

Reframing  
Academic Leadership

How We Decide

LEADERSHIP 
SERIES

CAMPUS 
VIEWPOINT

RESEARCH  
IN BRIEF COMMENTARY

BOOK 
REVIEWS

forum



College and university chancellors, presidents, board members, 
provosts, chief enrollment management officers and their executive 
level team members will convene at the Hilton Orlando Bonnet Creek 
for the Annual AACRAO Executive Symposium. Gather new ideas for 
improving enrollment and financial outcomes over the long term.

22nd Annual Strategic Enrollment  
Management Conference (SEM XXII) 

7th Annual AACRAO Executive Symposium

Overcoming Challenges. 
Exceeding Expectations.

Hilton Orlando 
Bonnet Creek

Orlando, FL

November 4–7,  
2012

November 4,  
2012

Attend AACRAO’s SEM Conference 

to gain fresh ideas for financial aid 

awarding, improving student success, 

and increasing retention rates.

www.aacrao.org/meetings/sem22.aspx

XX
II

Held in 
conjunction 
with the 22nd 

Annual Strategic 
Enrollment 

Management 
(SEM XXII) 
Conference

Sponsored by

Strategic Enrollment 
Planning in the New Economy

2012 AACRAO-SEM-Exec-Combo-Flyer.indd   1 8/30/12   10:20 AM



2 Improving Retention Rates: 
One College’s Stride toward Improvement
BY MICHAEL A. BOSCO

10 Anticipatory Enrollment Management:
Another Level of Enrollment Management
BY MARGUERITE J. DENNIS

18 Fighting Domestic and International Fraud in 
the Admissions and Registrar’s Offices
BY ANN M. KOENIG & EDWARD DEVLIN

Contents

VOL. 88 NO. 1 ◆ SUMMER 2012

COLLEGE and UNIVERSITY
Educating the Modern Higher Education Administration Professional

EDITOR IN CHIEF
Louise Lonabocker
Boston College

Daniel Bender
University of the Pacific

Sharon Cramer
Buffalo State College 
(retired)

Bruce Cunningham
Duke University

Polly Griffin
Princeton University

William Haid
University of California — 
San Diego

Stan Henderson
University of Michigan 
at Dearborn

David Kalsbeek
DePaul University

Philomena Mantella
Northeastern University

Paul Marthers
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute

Bryan Newton
Aiken Technical College

Clayton Smith
University of Windsor

Heather Smith
Bridgewater State College

Roger J. Thompson
University of Oregon

Jim Wager
Pennsylvania State University 
(retired)

Beth Weckmueller
University of 
Wisconsin — Milwaukee

MANAGING 
EDITOR
Heather Zimar
AACRAO

CONSULTING 
EDITOR
Kathy Winarski
Boston College

C&U Editorial Board

PRESIDENT
Jeffrey von Munkwitz-Smith
Boston University

PRESIDENT-ELECT
Adrienne K. McDay
William Rainey Harper College

PAST PRESIDENT
Nora McLaughlin
Reed College

VICE PRESIDENT 
FOR ADMISSIONS 
AND ENROLLMENT 
MANAGEMENT
Tracey Jamison
University System of Maryland

VICE PRESIDENT FOR 
INTERNATIONAL 
EDUCATION
Melanie Gottlieb
Webster University

VICE PRESIDENT FOR 
ACCESS AND EQUITY
Luisa Havens
The University of Texas 
at El Paso

VICE PRESIDENT 
FOR LEADERSHIP 
AND MANAGEMENT 
DEVELOPMENT
Paul Kyle
Johnson County 
Community College

VICE PRESIDENT FOR 
RECORDS AND 
ACADEMIC SERVICES
Brad A. Myers
The Ohio State University

VICE PRESIDENT 
FOR FINANCE
Nancy Krogh
University of Idaho

VICE PRESIDENT FOR 
INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY
Jim Bouse
University of Oregon

AACRAO Board of Directors

The Greatest Gift of All
BY CLAYTON SMITH

Reflections on 
the Essentials of 
Leadership
BY CHRISTINE KERLIN

The Challenges 
of On-campus 
Recruitment Events
BY AMY MCCOY

Flying Blind:  
National Graduation 
Goals and Adult 
Student Retention
BY CHRIS TILGHMAN

Non-Profit/Higher 
Education Project 
Management Series: 
The Project Plan
BY KARL E. BURGHER 
AND MICHAEL SNYDER

Reframing  
Academic Leadership
REVIEWED BY  
JERRY ROSS

How We Decide
REVIEWED BY  
BETH WOLF

35 43 47 53 63
LEADERSHIP 
SERIES

CAMPUS 
VIEWPOINT

RESEARCH 
IN BRIEF COMMENTARY

BOOK 
REVIEWS

Analysis, Commentaries, Campus Viewpoint, Surveys, International Resources, and Book Reviewsforum



for College and University
Write

Founded in 1910, the American As-
sociation of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions Officers (AACRAO) is one 
of the nation’s oldest and largest higher 
education associations. Widely re-
garded as the leading authority on the 
emerging field of enrollment manage-
ment, the association is a recognized 

source of information on student admissions, academic records, 
technology solutions and international education.

In addition to its professional development offerings, AACRAO 
serves as an independent advocate for the collegiate sector on 
a broad range of policy issues in Washington, D.C. The Asso-
ciation’s policy agenda is founded on the principles of academic 
autonomy, access and accountability.

 W All rights reserved. AACRAO is a registered trademark. 
Use, reproduction, copying or redistribution of the AACRAO 
logo is strictly prohibited without written permission from 
AACRAO.

 W AACRAO adheres to the principles of non-discrimination 
without regard to age, color, handicap or disability, ethnic or 
national origin, race, religion, gender (including discrimina-
tion taking the form of sexual harassment), marital, parental 
or veteran status, or sexual orientation.

 W AACRAO does not endorse the products or services of any 
advertiser. The advertiser assumes responsibility and liability 
for the content of any advertising.

 W The articles published in College and University do not reflect 
the opinions or positions of the Association.

POSTMASTER: Send address changes to College and University, 
One Dupont Circle, NW, Suite 0, Washington, DC 00-
11. Copyright © 008 American Association of Collegiate 
Registrars and Admissions Officers.

College and University (USPS 110) is published four times 
a year by the American Association of Collegiate Registrars 
and Admissions Officers, One Dupont Circle, NW, Suite 0, 
Washington, DC 00-11. The cost of the publication is 
included in the AACRAO membership fee. For information on 
subscriptions and package rates, please visit www.aacrao.org/
publications/candu/. Back issues are 0 each (price includes 
shipping). ISSN: 0010-0889.

INDEXES: College and University is indexed in Current Index to 
Journals in Education (ERIC), Education Index, Higher Educa-
tion Abstracts and Contents Pages in Education.

What’s the best way to share your ideas, innovations, 
and opinions with registrars, admissions officers, and 
enrollment managers nationwide? Contribute to 
AACRAO’s prestigious College and University (C&U) 
quarterly journal.

Give your research and experience a voice by writing 
for the “Feature” section, or address best practices, how-
tos, new technologies, the latest books, and other perti-
nent topics in “The Forum” section. With a substantial 
circulation base, C&U is an excellent vehicle for shap-
ing the profession and gaining recognition.

AACRAO members are especially encouraged to 
submit articles, but non-members, faculty, graduate 
students, and members of the corporate sector are also 
welcome to share their work. Authors will receive cop-
ies of the issue in which their article appears, and will be 
issued an author honorarium.

For editorial procedures and manuscript preparation 
guidelines, visit <www.aacrao.org/publications/candu/
write.htm>.

Submit manuscripts, letters, 
and direct inquiries to:

Louise Lonabocker, C&U Editor-in-Chief, Director, 
Student Services, Boston College, Lyons 10, Chestnut 
Hill, MA 07; Tel: (17) –18; E-mail: lonabock 
erl@aacrao.org

Submit Forum articles (commentary, 
analysis, book reviews, and other 
non-refereed pieces) to:

Heather Zimar, C&U Managing Editor, AACRAO, 
One Dupont Circle, NW, Suite 0, Washington, DC 
00; Tel: (07) 7–7; E-mail: zimarh@aacrao.org

www.aacrao.org/publications/candu/
www.aacrao.org/publications/candu/
http://www.aacrao.org/publications/candu/write.htm
http://www.aacrao.org/publications/candu/write.htm
 mailto:lonabockerl@aacrao.org
 mailto:lonabockerl@aacrao.org


What’s the best way to share your ideas, innovations, and 
opinions with registrars, admissions officers, and enroll-
ment managers nationwide? Contribute to AACRAO’s 

prestigous College and University quarterly journal.

Give your research and experience a 
voice by writing for the feature section, 
or address best practices, how-tos, new 
technologies, the latest books, and 
other pertinent topics in “The Forum.”

With a substantial circulation base, 
College and University is an excellent 
vehicle for shaping the profession and 
gaining recognition. 

Heed the call and get involved! For submission criteria, visit us at 
www.aacrao.org/publications/candu/write.cfm or e-mail us at C&U@ 
aacrao.org.

Call for Authors

A m e R i C A n  A s s O C i A T i O n  O F  C O l l e G i A T e  R e G i s T R A R s  A n d  A d m i s s i O n s  O F F i C e R s

CUJ_PrintAd_2010Upd_gs.pdf   1 5/17/10   12:37 PM



I M P R O V I N G

College & University | 2 

lion Americans in this age group will need to have earned 
a college credential by 00 (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion 011). The rate of increase varies by state. Arkansas, 
New Mexico, and Nevada, whose target population ranks 
lowest nationally, has a college degree attainment rate of 
8 percent. Each of these states will need to increase its 
degree attainment rate to between  and 0 percent to 
help the nation achieve its goal of having 0 percent of the 
population earn a college degree. Other states—including 
Massachusetts and North Dakota—as well as the District 
of Columbia have a different set of challenges as their per-
centages of young degree holders already exceed the na-
tional goal of 0 percent. Nevertheless, such states must 
post large increases if they are to help the nation meet the 

In order to support a new knowledge-based economy, President Obama has 
determined that more of our population will need a college degree. This 
paper examines one primarily associate degree granting college’s retention 

efforts to contribute to the national goal and improve student success.

ONE COLLEGE’S STRIDE TOWARD IMPROVEMENT

During the latter part of the first decade of the 1st cen-
tury, the U.S. economy faltered. Many Americans lost 
their jobs, homes, and the ability to afford a college educa-
tion. In response, President Barack Obama outlined the 
need for 8 million additional college graduates—many 
of whom will need to earn associate degrees—to fuel the 
economy and restore America’s place as the country with 
the largest proportion of college graduates in the world. 
In support of this goal, the U.S. Department of Education 
(011) releases state-by-state reviews of degree attainment 
by individuals between the ages of  and  years.

Nationally, close to 1 million Americans (9 %) in this 
age group have earned either an associate or bachelor’s de-
gree. In order to achieve the President’s objective, 7 mil-
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By Michael A. Bosco

President Obama noted the importance of two-year 
colleges in increasing degree attainment rates and sup-
porting a knowledge-based economy. At the 010 Summit 
on Community Colleges, he stated that “jobs requiring at 
least an associate degree are projected to grow twice as fast 
as jobs requiring no college experience” (Obama 010). 
While the Commonwealth has one of the highest per-
centages of its - to -year-old population cohort earn-
ing an associate or bachelor’s degree, its three-year average 
graduation rate of community college students is 17. 
percent—lower than the national average of 1. percent 
(Lassen 007).

Public funding for higher education in Massachusetts 
has presented its own challenges. In a study commissioned 
by The Boston Foundation, Lassen (007) reports that 
“Massachusetts had the largest decrease in public higher 
education funding in the nation from 001–00.” She 
also reports that despite having a 10 percent increase in 
enrollment, Massachusetts is “the only state in the country 
that is spending less for public higher education than it did 
ten years ago” (Lassen 007). Because of the limited public 
investment in higher education, the Commonwealth must 

national goal. The graduation rate needed in North Da-
kota is between 0 and 7 percent, and in Massachusetts 
it is 0 to 81 percent; in Washington DC, the required 
rate is between 0 and 98 percent (U.S. Department of 
Education 011).

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts faces numerous 
challenges to achieving a college degree attainment rate 
of between 0 and 81 percent. Among the challenges are 
a decreasing population of “traditional” college students 
and low graduation rates at community colleges (Alssid, 
Goldberg and Schneider 011). Consequently, Massachu-
setts will have to increase its retention of college students 
if it is to meet the degree attainment goal set for it.

According to the U.S. Census, the percentage of the 
population of the Commonwealth grew only .1 percent 
between 000 and 010 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 01) 
and is below the national population growth rate of 9.7 
percent. In addition, a mere 1.7 percent of the population 
is younger than 18 years of age. This is less than the na-
tional rate of  percent (U.S. Bureau of the Census 01) 
and less than the . percent recorded in 000 (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census 000).
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rely more heavily on the private higher education sector to 
contribute to national degree attainment rates.

While much of the research on two-year colleges has 
focused on public community colleges, there are a number 
of private, independent two-year colleges whose graduates 
will also contribute to a knowledge-based economy and 
to meeting the President’s degree attainment goal. This 
review focuses on one private two-year college in Massa-
chusetts that has set the aggressive goal of increasing its 
graduation rate to 70 percent by 01; this goal is within 
the degree attainment range that the U.S. Department of 
Education has set for Massachusetts. The college commu-
nity has taken significant steps to improve the retention 
and graduation rates of its student population, and it has 
netted some promising results in a short period of time.

STUDENT RETENTION

Retention is a buzzword on most U.S. college campuses. 
While many institutions have measured their enrollment 
success by the number of students they have admitted, 
others have shifted their focus to improving their reten-
tion and graduation rates (Budden et al. 010). Retention 
rates correlate with institutional enrollment, financial re-
sources, and graduation rates (Smith et al. 009). In addi-
tion to business-related reasons to increase retention and 
graduation rates, there are political, governmental, and 
ethical reasons as well (Budden et al. 010).

RETENTION FACTORS

To those who do not work within higher education, re-
tention may seem a simple issue. In fact, there are many 
factors—academic and non-academic—that affect a stu-
dent’s ability to persist to graduation.

Many newly admitted college students are academically 
under-prepared for the amount and level of work required 
of them. As a result, many colleges and universities have 
introduced developmental, or remedial, classes to better 
prepare such students for postsecondary course work. In 
addition, there has been a large increase in the number 
of documented learning differences among primary and 
secondary students; nevertheless, colleges and universities 
do not yet provide these students—as they attain college-
going age—with reasonable accommodations as described 
in the Americans with Disabilities Act.

Many of the non-academic factors that affect student 
success are financial and socioeconomic. It is no secret that 
the cost of higher education is increasing—in stark contrast 
to family earnings and their increasingly limited ability to 
meet educational expenses. Time is yet another non-aca-
demic factor that often affects students’ success, particu-
larly when students must maintain full-time employment.

Colleges and universities need to do more to support 
student success. Many colleges that monitor student re-
tention fail to address systemic issues facing all of their 
students. Instead, they focus their efforts on certain popu-
lations of students who have been identified as being at 
risk of not graduating. Institutions must begin to consider 
each and every student as being at risk of not graduating 
and must involve their entire communities in discussions 
and action focused on increasing student retention and 
graduation rates. Only then will their efforts prove effec-
tive in both the short and the long term.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY

Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology (subsequently 
referred to as the College) is a small, independent, not-
for-profit higher education institution that prepares high 
school graduates for careers in technical fields. Accredited 
by the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education of 
the New England Association of Schools and Colleges, the 
College is located in Boston’s South End neighborhood. 
Only 11 percent of the student population lives on campus.

Historically, the College had higher graduation rates, 
on average, than community colleges in Massachusetts. 
While this remained true, the College experienced a de-
crease in its retention rate beginning with the class that 
was admitted in fall 009. Students who had entered the 
College in fall 00 had a  percent graduation rate; by 
the latter 000s, the rate decreased to the high 0 percent 
range (Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology 01). 
Because of the decrease, the College lost a significant 
amount of anticipated revenue. In response, senior leader-
ship began to enact a systemic initiative to increase reten-
tion and graduation rates.

The College’s spring 01 enrollment was  students 
enrolled in three certificate, one bachelor’s, and nine as-
sociate degree programs (Benjamin Franklin Institute of 
Technology 01). The student headcount had increased 
by 1 over the fall 011 figure, and the full-time equivalent 
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student body had increased by 1.8. Though perhaps not 
numerically significant to the casual observer, such in-
creases—in student headcount and full-time equivalent—
are not common. In fact, neither had happened to such a 
degree at the College since it had begun to collect enroll-
ment data, in 007 (Benjamin Franklin Institute of Tech-
nology 01). One contributing factor was a retention rate 
 percentage points higher than in the previous year.

STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVEMENT

Once administrators agreed that action was necessary to 
increase the number of students being retained and grad-
uating, the College formed a retention committee and 
charged it with identifying issues that were preventing 
students from persisting to degree attainment; research-
ing how to ameliorate the issues; and implementing pro-
grams or services that would do so. The committee was 
co-chaired by the dean of students, the dean of academic 
affairs, and the dean of enrollment management. These 
three individuals were key decision makers who sought 
to implement changes to institutional operations in order 
to better serve students. Each division of the College was 
represented, with the result that almost  percent of its 
full-time employees served on the committee.

The committee examined several key aspects of the 
problem: populations of students at risk of dropping out, 
attendance trends, advising and mentoring, freshman 
seminars, developmental education, and an early alert sys-
tem whereby faculty and staff inform one another of issues 
related to individual students. As a result of these efforts, 
retention was integrated into the College’s strategic plan 
as a key objective and was discussed in multiple forums, 
including with prospective and current students, faculty, 
staff, administrators, trustees, and friends of the College. 
The entire community was made increasingly aware of 
the importance of retention, with the result that it soon 
adopted a philosophy of student success: Our goal is for 
every student to graduate.

IDENTIFYING AT-RISK POPULATIONS

Research shows that factors that can contribute to poor 
persistence to degree include diversity, socioeconomic 
background, learning and psychiatric disabilities, and 
previous academic performance (Garcia 010; Lloyd and 
Eckhardt 010; Vaquera and Maestas 009). The College’s 

retention committee thus began to review data as part of 
its effort to identify subgroups at greater risk of attrition. 
The College did not have a long history of collecting data 
such as high school grade point average or SAT scores, and 
quantitative data proved scarce. Nevertheless, the College 
did have limited data—including placement test scores—
pertaining to certain subgroups, including students in the 
College’s developmental education program, and students 
who were graduates of Boston public schools.

On the basis of its research, the committee determined 
that most students demonstrated some characteristic of 
being at risk of dropping out and that all students should 
be monitored for behaviors that would limit their aca-
demic success.

SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS

Lloyd and Eckhardt (010) assert that students who en-
roll at two-year colleges are financially disadvantaged 
compared to those who enroll at four-year institutions. 
Vaquera and Maestas (009) cite numerous sources as evi-
dence of “family socioeconomic status having a direct or 
indirect effect on persistence” toward degree attainment. 
And Williams and Luo (010) find that students who live 
within 0 miles of the college they attend are more likely 
than students who live at greater distances to persist.

The majority of students enrolled at Benjamin Frank-
lin Institute of Technology are at risk on the basis of so-
cioeconomic factors: 70 percent of the College’s student 
population is considered low income on the basis of its 
receipt of Pell grants (National Center for Education Sta-
tistics 01). A large percentage of its students are from 
urban areas (primarily Boston), and the vast majority are 
residents of Massachusetts.

In an effort to minimize the effect of socioeconomic is-
sues on student persistence and graduation, the College 
committed itself to keeping tuition low and to providing 
financial assistance to its students. Compared to other 
private colleges in Massachusetts, Benjamin Franklin In-
stitute of Technology has the lowest net-tuition charge 
(National Center for Education Statistics 01). As part 
of its investigation, the retention committee observed that 
many students who were experiencing poor attendance 
and minimal academic success had employment that was 
necessary not only to pay for their education but also to 
help provide for their families. The committee also noted 
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that students employed on campus through the federal 
work-study program had approximately a 10 percentage 
point higher retention rate than the general student popu-
lation (Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology 01).

STUDENT ATTENDANCE

Some research suggests that non-attendance may be a stu-
dent’s way of “silently withdrawing” (Bowen et al. 00) 
from college. Administrators charged with monitoring stu-
dent attendance may be able to identify issues causing stu-
dents to disengage from their studies (Bowen et al. 00).

Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology enrolls a 
large population of Boston public school graduates. Ac-
cording to an analysis by the Boston Globe, poor attendance 
at Boston public schools is a chronic and longstanding is-
sue; in 011, more than a third of the students enrolled at 
the city’s public schools were chronically absent (Vaznis 
01). Similarly, the College’s retention committee identi-
fied poor attendance as an issue for many of its students. 
Faculty were urged to use the College’s student informa-
tion system to track their students’ attendance beginning 
in the fall 011 semester. , At the same time, a subcommit-
tee was formed to monitor attendance. Each week, the 
Students of Concern Committee reaches out to students, 
faculty members, and academic advisors to determine 
whether students have attended their classes—and if not, 
what can be done to re-engage them. This monitoring is in 
addition to the long-standing electronic early-alert system 
that enables faculty members and advisors to communi-
cate about individual students and keep one another in-
formed about students’ particular situations.

INTRUSIVE ADVISING AND MENTORING

Many two-year colleges have open enrollment policies, 
with the result that their student bodies are very hetero-
geneous. Such students typically are challenged by a wide 
variety of “academic, personal, and environmental factors 
that can have a large impact on their success” (Colalillo 
007). Because student characteristics and the complexity 
of students’ individual situations vary, so, too, should col-
leges’ advising mechanisms. Escobedo (007) defines in-
trusive advising as “intervening early, following up with a 
plan of contacts, and getting to the heart of what is causing 
the difficulty so the appropriate intervention takes place.” 
Intrusive advising typically benefits non-traditional stu-

dents because “the approach inherently takes individual 
needs into consideration and focuses on matching inter-
ventions and services to those needs” (Smith 007). It 
typically involves advisors making personal contact with 
students, students understanding how their actions (or in-
action) affects their academic performance, and identify-
ing and addressing (to the extent possible) whatever has 
caused the academic difficulties (Vander Schee 007).

Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology utilizes an 
intrusive counseling model. Most instructional and ad-
ministrative staff—including the president and senior ad-
ministrators—serve as student advisors and mentors. The 
College has a long-standing tradition of intrusive advising, 
but only in recent history has it allocated financial resources 
in support of these efforts. As a result of the initiatives of 
the retention committee, the advising department has 
been expanded to two full-time positions. Accordingly, the 
College reduced the advising caseload of one staff member 
and expanded the assistant director’s portfolio to include 
students with diagnosed learning disabilities. In addition, 
advisor training has been expanded from a single session 
that focuses on updates and a question and answer session 
to include additional training opportunities.

DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION AND 
FRESHMAN SEMINARS

Escobedo (007) cites Robert McCabe in stating that 
“one in four students who enter higher education is under-
prepared.” Two-year colleges need to create special devel-
opmental education programs to support these students. 
Many have designed such programs to be more than re-
medial courses. First-year seminars have proven to be as-
sociated with increases in retention and graduation rates 
( Jessup-Anger 011).

After determining that students in the developmen-
tal education program at Benjamin Franklin Institute of 
Technology were not persisting to degree completion at a 
rate comparable to that of students enrolled from the out-
set in college-level English and math courses, the reten-
tion committee recommended a pilot one-credit first-year 
seminar program. The Franklin Seminar would provide 
students with explicit opportunities to develop effective 
study skills in the context of the courses they were tak-
ing. Once implemented, the Franklin Seminar posted 
dramatic results: the developmental cohort median grade 
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point averages increased dramatically compared to those 
of the prior cohort. Students requested that the Franklin 
Seminar continue into their second semester; in addition, 
an Academic Achievement Seminar was implemented for 
students whose poor academic performance had resulted 
in their being placed on academic suspension or proba-
tion. The seminar integrates curriculum centered on ef-
fective study skills with tutoring specific to the courses in 
which the students are enrolled.

RESULTS

Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technology has netted 
some positive results since beginning to focus on retention 
as a key aspect of enrollment management. Faculty mem-
bers have demonstrated their commitment to the College’s 
retention efforts by participating in training initiatives 
and intrusive advising and by tracking student atten-
dance. New processes, policies, and committees have been 
formed to promote satisfactory academic progress, in part 
by monitoring and addressing student non-attendance. A 
new first-year seminar course, which incorporates study 
skills instruction and in-class tutoring, has been developed 
for students enrolled in remedial coursework. This semi-
nar now also enrolls students on academic probation.

As a result of these efforts, student retention from the 
fall 011 to the spring 01 semester increased by  per-
centage points compared to that from the fall 010 to the 
spring 011 semester. In addition, students’ average GPA 
was higher at the end of the fall 011 semester than at the 
end of the fall 010 semester. Finally, the percentage of 
students placed on academic suspension or probation at 
the end of the fall 011 semester was less than that at the 
end of the fall 010 semester.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

While many of the retention strategies that have been 
implemented at Benjamin Franklin Institute of Technol-
ogy have resulted in short-term gains, the present study 
is preliminary; long-term success has yet to be realized. 
Moreover, the findings of this study are limited by the size 
of the College and the relatively small number of students 
(00–0) affected. Further research should focus on col-
leges and universities of various sizes that utilize similar 
retention efforts and to determine whether these results 
can be replicated. Sharing retention strategies and results 

will help institutions improve their practice so that more 
students graduate.

The essential feature that has helped ensure the success 
of our retention efforts is the shared conviction that indi-
vidual efforts can positively impact student success. The 
College’s entire senior staff, board of trustees, faculty, and 
professional staff have wholeheartedly adopted the defini-
tion of success as students graduating from the College; 
each constituency has done its part to contribute to the 
College’s retention efforts. The admissions staff has im-
proved its tracking of data (e.g., in-coming students’ high 
school GPAs and SAT scores) that can be used to inform 
course placement and advisor assignment. Faculty mem-
bers have tracked attendance data in the student infor-
mation system, served as advisors, and taught the new 
seminars. Enrollment management, student affairs, and 
academic affairs staff meet frequently to discuss individual 
students of concern and conduct outreach in order to help 
students overcome obstacles to their success; sometimes 
this involves working with students to utilize support ser-
vices. Further retention research might seek to determine 
how sustainable similar retention efforts are at institutions 
either where the community does not fully support them 
or where the student and staff populations are larger.

CONCLUSION

Higher education institutions—particularly those that 
award primarily associate degrees—must pay closer atten-
tion to student retention and how it correlates with gradu-
ation rates. Colleges and universities “are facing increased 
accountability across the United States, and student persis-
tence and retention to degree completion are scrutinized by 
state boards and legislatures alike” (Escobedo 007). Col-
leges and universities must understand that every student—
not just those from certain locations or with a certain type 
of academic background—is at risk of not graduating. To 
ensure success, each and every employee must believe that 
all students deserve support so they can graduate; none 
should seek to use mechanisms to “weed out” those who 
seem not to be academically prepared for college.

Increasing the population of U.S. citizens that have 
earned a college degree is critical if the nation’s knowledge-
based economy is to prove successful and sustainable. With-
out a more knowledgeable society, the United States will 
continue to experience the skills gap that has undermined 
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our economy in recent years. Smith et al. (009) note that 
“improving retention is not a quick fix; it takes time and 
must be sustained.” Time will tell if Benjamin Franklin In-
stitute of Technology’s coordinated retention efforts will 
lead to a long-term and sustained increase in its retention 
and graduation rates.
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Building on the principles of Enrollment Management (EM) and Strategic Enrollment 
Management (SEM), Anticipatory Enrollment Management (AEM) offers another level 
of managing enrollment: anticipating future enrollment. AEM is grounded in the basic 
principles of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) and includes strategic out-
reach to parents and students from the time of acceptance to graduation. But AEM 
focuses more on anticipating future enrollment and suggests that enrollment manag-
ers should spend more time on research and less time on attending meetings. AEM 
lists the weekly and monthly publications to read, beyond the “usual suspects,” to help 
create a mindset that focuses on the future and not just on next year’s class. AEM 
offers methods for enrollment managers to connect the dots to increase their school’s 
enrollment pie and gives suggestions on how to research trends that could become 
future markets. AEM challenges enrollment managers to re-organize their daily activ-
ities by creatively replacing the demands of today with the possibilities of tomorrow.

Another Level of Enrollment Management

EDITOR’S NOTE: A VERSION OF THIS ARTICLE APPEARED IN THE FEBRUARY 2012 ISSUE OF SEM SOURCE.

ANTICIPATORY
ENROLLMENT  
MANAGEMENT
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By Marguerite J. Dennis

Organized by strategic planning and supported by in-
stitutional and enrollment research, enrollment manage-
ment activities focus on student college choice, transition 
to college, the influence of financial aid policies on admis-
sion and enrollment, student attrition and retention, and 
student outcomes.

Michael Dolence (199) enhanced the concept of en-
rollment management by introducing strategic enroll-
ment management (SEM), which suggests that enrollment 
management plans should be integrated into a school’s 
overall strategic plan. SEM focuses on data and key perfor-
mance indicators and alignment with a school’s objectives.

In his latest book, EM=C²: A New Formula for Enroll-
ment Management, Maguire (011) expands his earlier 
definition of enrollment management to include commu-
nity and the need to incorporate principles of customer 
relationship management (CRM) into enrollment and re-
tention management practices.

There is little doubt that for many colleges and uni-
versities, the implementation of enrollment manage-
ment practices has resulted in increased enrollment and 
retention and stabilized tuition revenue. Given current 
national and international economic instability and the 
dramatic changes taking place in higher education, enroll-
ment managers will continue to be successful not only as 
they manage enrollment but also as they anticipate it.

Anticipatory enrollment management (AEM) thus 
comprises a mindset and work schedule that asks enroll-
ment managers to add to their basic enrollment and re-
tention management programs another layer of activity: 
anticipating new and future enrollment that can intro-
duce additional revenue streams either by creating new 
academic programs or by new and creative use of technol-
ogy. AEM asks enrollment managers to spend more time 
conducting research on trends both inside and outside 
higher education and connecting those trends to future 
enrollment opportunities.

In the September 1989, issue of Change, Richard 
Chaite, executive director of the National Center 
for Postsecondary Governance and Finance at the 
University of Maryland, describes the following 
memorandum:

To: The Dean of Enrollment Management

From: President (or Faculty Senate)

Welcome aboard. Please recruit more and better stu-
dents from a smaller and weaker pool of prospects 
without increased costs, more financial aid, or drastic 
program changes. Would like to see the results reflected 
in next year’s class. Best wishes.

Fast forward to 01. A similar memo might read:

To: Dean of Enrollment Management

From: President (or Faculty Senate)

Welcome aboard. You may attend one conference this 
year: the annual meeting of the World Future Society. 
You may read only one report: the most recent U.S. 
Census. And before you send any recruiter abroad, I 
would like you to review a copy of the Stratfor report. 
Identify three new national and international mar-
kets, and recommend two new academic programs 
based on recent market analysis. Would like to see the 
results reflected in the next academic year. Best wishes.

The concept of enrollment management is nearly 0 
years old. The field focuses on the management of student 
enrollment through the realignment of certain adminis-
trative functions to synergistically integrate services to 
students. In 197, in an article that appeared in Boston 
College’s Bridge Magazine, John Maguire defines enroll-
ment management as a process that brings together dis-
parate functions related to recruiting, funding, tracking, 
retaining, and replacing students as they enroll, progress, 
and graduate.
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AEM is grounded in the basic principles of CRM and 
includes strategic outreach to parents and students that 
begins prior to acceptance and admission and that con-
tinues through graduation. Like enrollment management, 
AEM is aligned with both a school’s strategic plan and its 
SEM plan. AEM focuses on diversifying and increasing a 
school’s revenue stream by using data and research to an-
ticipate new markets.

In the present age of shrinking national and state bud-
gets, demographic shifts and retention issues, and down-
sizing, AEM is about increasing the enrollment pie, not 
shrinking it. It is about creating transfer centers for stu-
dents moving from one school to another; three-year de-
gree programs and combined undergraduate and graduate 
degree programs; winter-term online course offerings and 
increased online summer programs. It is not only about 
anticipating enrollment growth; it is about creating en-
rollment growth.

Many seasoned enrollment managers are already prac-
ticing AEM. This article is intended for the younger en-
rollment professional who may be learning the basics of 
enrollment and retention management and who wants to 
expand her knowledge of the profession.

We must anticipate our institutions’ future enrollment 
because the higher education landscape is shifting dramat-
ically—and it will continue to. Consider the following:

 W From 000 until 009, undergraduate enrollment 
increased from 1. million to 17. million students. 
Undergraduate enrollment at private, for-profit institu-
tions quadrupled—from 0. million students to more 
than  million students. Enrollment at two-year insti-
tutions increased from .9 to 7. million students. Fe-
male enrollment increased 1 percent. The number of 
black students tripled, and the number of Hispanic and 
Asian Pacific Islander students increased fivefold (Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics 011).

 W Since 1980, college tuition has increased 7 percent 
while the average family income has increased 17 per-
cent. In 1981, Pell grants paid, on average, 9 percent 
of college tuition; in 011, they paid only  percent of 
tuition (Pew Research Center 1980).

 W Outstanding student loan debt reached 1 trillion in 
011 (The Lawlor Group 011).

 W It is impossible to estimate the number of college gradu-
ates who cannot pay their student loan bills and are liv-

ing with their parents either because they cannot find 
work or the work they do have does not allow them to 
live independently.

 W According to the National Center for Education Statis-
tics (011), full-time enrollment is projected to increase 
0 percent, and part-time enrollment is expected to 
increase 1 percent during the next few years. Half of 
the increase will occur in only three states—California, 
Texas, and Florida.

 W The U.S. Census Bureau released a 010 Census brief 
that reported that the Hispanic population accounted 
for more than half of the total U.S. population increase 
of 7. million persons. Between 000 and 010, the 
Hispanic population increased  percent—four times 
the nation’s 9.7 percent growth rate.

 W The National Center for Education Statistics (011) re-
ported that nearly 0 percent of all undergraduate stu-
dents have enrolled at more than one higher education 
institution, an increase from 9 percent two decades ago.

The higher education “customer” has changed: Students 
today are “digital natives.” They study in “brick and click” 
environments. They migrate from one school to another 
and from one program to another. They are savvy and de-
manding consumers. They refuse to mortgage their futures 
with large loans, and they want good jobs after graduation. 
Many are members of the Occupy Wall Street movement.

Technology and social media have affected every aspect 
of higher education. Marketers no longer have complete 
control of their message or brand. A disgruntled student 
blogger could destroy the most carefully constructed mar-
keting plan in an instant.

The Occupy Wall Street demonstrations and the long-
term impact of the worldwide recession will affect higher 
education for years to come. There is evidence that parents 
and students will select a college based on cost and financial 
aid and not necessarily because it is the best fit. There also 
is evidence that some schools are selecting students for ad-
mission based on the ability of the students’ families to pay.

The decrease in federal and state funding for higher 
education will require colleges and universities to create 
new business models; those that have been in place for 
decades simply are not sustainable. Skyrocketing discount 
rates and “let’s make a deal” financial aid offers will have 
to change.
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It seems safe to predict that future higher education 
students will be lifelong learners. Today’s undergraduate 
degree could be compared to the high school degree of 
0 years ago in that it constitutes a beginning degree, not 
the final one. Most undergraduate students will continue 
their studies either in graduate or business school. The 
concept and practice are as important at the graduate level 
as at the undergraduate. Combined degrees, three-year de-
grees, and collaboration with other colleges and universi-
ties—all are essential for AEM.

How could AEM change the work life and practices of 
enrollment managers? Consider the following five recom-
mendations:

ANTICIPATE TRENDS

I advise graduate education students that the most im-
portant quality of an enrollment manager is curiosity, a 
quality that often takes you out of your comfort zone. To 
anticipate trends that may affect future enrollment, you 
have to be curious, always looking for new information 
and data and then using that information to affect institu-
tional enrollment and retention practices. The AEM man-
ager needs to be willing to move from what is to what can 
be because enrollment success in the future will include 
increasing the revenue stream by adding new academic 
programs, creating better ways of engaging and retaining 
students, and developing national and worldwide collab-
orative agreements.

REALLOCATE PRIORITIES; SPEND MORE TIME ON 
RESEARCH AND LESS ATTENDING MEETINGS

This is essential for AEM success. Devote a portion of the 
work week (or weekend) to reviewing trends not only in 
higher education but also in the country and in the world. 
Connect the dots among technology, demographic shifts, 
international events, and the “millennial mind.” Consider 
the impact on your school of “the new normal” created 
by the national and global recession. Will changes in loan 
financing, student debt, and the perception that college is 
too expensive affect your school’s future admission or fi-
nancial aid strategies? What will happen to your retention 
program if admission and financial aid policies shift from 
need blind to need sensitive?

In addition to the “usual suspects,” what publications 
do you read daily, weekly, monthly? Do you include The 

Economist, World Future Magazine, Financial Times, 
Bloomberg BusinessWeek, Foreign Affairs, The Hispanic 
Outlook in Higher Education, and China Daily in your 
reading? Information from these publications may help 
you identify the next new market or academic program 
for your school.

Before investing in attendance at an international trip 
or fair, consider subscribing to Stratfor, a research publica-
tion that provides information about a country’s economy, 
literacy rates, and education enrollments, all of which can 
provide insight into the potential for future students. Be-
fore developing a marketing plan designed to recruit His-
panics, learn about Hispanic student enrollment patterns 
from multiple sources.

Data and research indicate that one out of every two 
college students will transfer to another institution. Are 
members of your enrollment team devoted only to these 
“educational migrants?” What does your research reveal 
about transfer students? How do you plan to increase 
your transfer market share? Have you conducted an insti-
tutional audit of all of your school’s services for transfer 
students? Have you considered creating a Transfer Cen-
ter? Have you considered developing a separate market-
ing plan for “reverse transfer” students, i.e., adult students 
with undergraduate or graduate degrees who return to 
an undergraduate college or university to obtain specific 
skills or to earn another credential? Have you done the 
same for your school’s international students?

ANTICIPATE NEW MARKETS AND  
ACADEMIC PROGRAMS

One of the creative byproducts of a research-focused 
AEM program is the identification of new markets and 
academic programs. In a time of diminishing budgets and 
increasing layoffs, AEM suggests that a good manager can 
“grow the pie” by creating new revenue streams. But rec-
ommendations must be based on research, creativity, and 
transparency and the ability to communicate effectively 
with all major stakeholders about potential new markets 
and programs.

Like all robust enrollment management programs, 
AEM includes retention management as an essential 
component of enrollment stability. How can enrollment 
managers anticipate programs that will result in better 
progression, retention, and graduation rates? How should 
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enrollment managers use their research time to plan for 
the next student service or financial aid policy that will 
help increase student retention and success? Relevant re-
tention research can help create new ways of addressing 
nagging problems of student retention and success.

ADD CRM PRINCIPLES TO YOUR ENROLLMENT 
AND RETENTION MANAGEMENT PROGRAM

Study CRM business practices and add some to your en-
rollment and retention management programs. Add to 
the synergy of enrollment management’s administrative 
functions a holistic approach to all of your school’s inter-
actions with students and parents, from pre-admission 
throughout the college experience and after graduation. 
Solicit input from student services, career services office, 
and alumni affairs office as part of your outreach to stu-
dents and parents. The best enrollment managers know 
that marketing does not end at the time of acceptance and 
admission. That is just phase one.

EDUCATE AND INVOLVE ALL APPROPRIATE 
STAKEHOLDERS IN AEM

There has been, and probably always will be, a natural 
tension between a school’s marketing, admission and en-
rollment team and its faculty. Some teachers consider the 
word ‘marketing’ to be degrading to the academy. How-
ever, AEM managers need the cooperation of all of the in-
stitution’s key players—including faculty—if they are to 
be successful in identifying new markets and suggesting 
new academic programs. My advice to AEM managers is to 
conduct bi-weekly meetings with a small group of stake-
holders to discuss trends that may affect future academic 
offerings. Get buy-in when necessary, and encourage com-
mittee members to bring their ideas, suggestions, and ob-
jections to the table. If meetings are not possible, create 
an AEM newsletter and disseminate it to faculty and staff. 
Let the college or university community know that you 
and your enrollment team are thinking about and plan-
ning and collaborating for the future. Inform your school’s 
officials of anticipated changes in enrollment.

ANTICIPATORY ENROLLMENT MANAGEMENT IN ACTION

The best AEM managers spend a fair amount of time read-
ing and creating a database of trends—particularly in 
national and international education, social media, and 

technology. This information, along with annual evalua-
tion of the institution’s strategic enrollment and retention 
management plans, forms the basis upon which the next 
year’s EM, SEM, and AEM plans should be based.

The information that follows describes a typical day in 
the life of a seasoned AEM manager:

Undergraduate and Graduate 
Admission Staff 9:00 am Meeting

The lead article in the March , 01, issue of Time lists 
the reasons Latinos will determine the next president of 
the United States. That information, coupled with the an-
ticipated future enrollment of Hispanic students in higher 
education, suggests that a strategic enrollment and reten-
tion management plan specifically for Hispanic students 
will be essential to any future enrollment growth. The 
AEM manager distributes copies of the article and solic-
its feedback from undergraduate and graduate admission 
counselors regarding how to increase Hispanic enrollment 
and how to retain Hispanic students after enrollment. 
The directors of graduate and undergraduate admissions 
are tasked with writing a plan and reporting on the plan’s 
progress, in one month’s time.

International Recruitment 
Counselors Noon Meeting

The AEM manager has called a meeting of the admission 
counselors responsible for the international recruitment 
program. Each counselor had the opportunity to review 
last year’s program and to make recommendations based 
on the enrollment of new international freshmen, transfer, 
and graduate students. The AEM manager asks if anyone 
present has read The Economist’s “The World in 01,” and, 
if so, how the articles influenced their recommendations 
of future international recruitment markets.

The AEM manager asks if anyone present saw the March 
11, 01, “0 Minutes” piece on Salman Khan, founder 
and executive director of the Khan Academy. Khan’s on-
line videos provide basic tutorials (mostly in math and 
science) that students can watch anywhere at no cost. To 
date, the lessons have been viewed by more than 0 mil-
lion users in more than 1,000 classrooms and are being 
translated into ten languages. Students receive informa-
tion and learn at their own pace anytime and anywhere. 
Such personalized instruction is perfect for millennial 
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and international students. Funded in part by Bill Gates, 
this type of instruction may revolutionize how students 
learn. The AEM manager asks the group to research the 
Khan Academy and to report at the next meeting on how 
its style of instruction could affect college and university 
students in the future.

At the end of the meeting, the counselor responsible 
for study abroad programs makes a pitch to increase study 
abroad programs in Europe. Did the counselor read “The 
Myth of Europe” (01) in Foreign Policy before making 
the request? How might the information in that article af-
fect future study abroad opportunities in Europe?

Technology Meeting 2:00 pm

In the February , 01, issue of The Economist, one author 
describes Facebook as an emerging Internet passport. In 
the same article (Williamson 01), the Boston Consult-
ing Group estimates that by 01,  billion people will be 
online, up from 1. billion in 010; more than  million 
people access Facebook via their cell phones.

The AEM manager meets with the school’s IT team to 
discuss the implications not just of Facebook but of other 
social media for future enrollment and retention plans. 
The AEM manager asks members of the IT team for their 
opinions on an article that discussed several Midwest 
schools that the author referred to as “innovation” cam-
puses (Smith 01). How can the IT team support techno-
logical changes that, in turn, will support future marketing 
and enrollment plans?

Senior Staff Meeting 4:00 PM

At a meeting of the college’s senior staff, the AEM manager 
references “Colleges at Risk” (Delbanco 01), which de-
scribes the unprecedented changes taking place in higher 
education not only in the United States but also around 
the world. Delbanco’s book College: What It Was, Is, and 
Should Be was published in March 01; the AEM manager 
will read and report to the senior staff on the implications 
of the author’s findings for the school.

Commute Home 7:00 pm

During the commute home, the AEM manager reads “10 
Ideas That Are Changing Your Life” (Konigsberg 01) 
and promises that tomorrow will be a day of no meetings.

The right AEM manager can influence not only enroll-
ment and retention management but also many other 
facets of college administration. AEM managers in action 
suggest a new format and context for conducting staff 
meetings and a different level of preparation and direc-
tion of all participants. They invite staff to move beyond 
the usual way of looking and interpreting data and thereby 
help improve institutional outcomes. Innovation and cre-
ativity are at the core of AEM. And it is an excellent means 
of training the next generation of enrollment and reten-
tion managers. The academy is changing; there can be no 
going back to doing things a certain way because that is 
how we have always done them.

In A Practical Guide to Enrollment and Retention Man-
agement in Higher Education (1998), I define some of the 
qualities of a good enrollment manager. A good enroll-
ment manager:

 W is able to balance the big picture with detail and 
knows the right questions to ask;

 W is goal oriented and can set priorities and remain fo-
cused;

 W can concentrate on making a few good decisions 
based on a clear set of priorities;

 W builds coalitions;
 W is flexible;
 W is a good communicator;
 W demonstrates political astuteness and tolerance of 
and respect for the campus culture;

 W manages time well;
 W is a team player who builds on the strengths of peo-
ple and deals effectively with their shortcomings;

 W is secure enough to take risks;
 W has a good sense of humor; and
 W is a change agent.

A good AEM manager:
 W is future oriented and can articulate a vision for en-
rollment and retention;

 W uses time wisely to plan for the next new market or 
academic program;

 W mentors young members of the enrollment team re-
garding the need for AEM;

 W weaves together research, strategy, and technology 
to identify new markets and programs;

 W applies AEM principles to student retention;

http://ideas.time.com/contributor/ruth-davis-konigsberg/
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 W conducts broad-based research;
 W has the wisdom and creativity to know how relevant 
research will connect to future enrollment success; 
and

 W is curious.

There are never enough hours in the day to accomplish 
everything we want to do. I have struggled with deadlines, 
technology challenges, and the constant pressure to enroll 
and retain the necessary number of students. However, 
over the years, I gradually moved from being a good en-
rollment manager to being one who practiced AEM daily. 
I changed the way in which I allocated my time, and I 
changed how I thought. I have tried to teach younger staff 
that AEM is a new and necessary addition to enrollment 
and retention management and not just another task.

Most of the sessions at education and enrollment 
management conferences present information on cur-
rent enrollment and retention problems or the latest use 
of technology. These constitute the “now” problems. But 
how many conference attendees would attend a session 
presented by a member of the World Future Society? The 
demands of today often trump the needs of tomorrow. 
But if we believe that one of the functions of enrollment 
management programs is to grow the educational pie at 
our schools, then anticipatory enrollment management 
should be a tool in our toolbox.

Lincoln Steffens said, “I have been over into the future, 
and it works.” Anticipatory enrollment management has a 
part in that future.
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in the Admissions and Registrar’s Offices

The education sector is no stranger to fraud, 

unfortunately. This article provides best practice 

guidance in recognizing and dealing with fraud, with 

emphasis on domestic and international academic 

credential fraud. It includes practical approaches to 

academic document review and verification. Success 

in fighting fraud requires becoming informed, 

consulting reliable resources, practicing due 

diligence, establishing effective policies, and acting 

quickly and consistently.

 FIGHTING
Domestic and International
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By Ann M. Koenig & Edward Devlin

I
n the sphere of education, fraud does exist. Al-
though we, as educators and education adminis-
trators, prefer to think that our sector is safe from 
fraud and misrepresentation, the reality is that 
fraud involving your institution has occurred, is 
about to occur or is in progress. Fraud in educa-

tion can take many forms among students, instructors, 
administrators and other members of the institutional 
community. It can include cheating, plagiarism, academic 
and professional misconduct, misuse of the institution’s 
name, misrepresentation of the institution and credential 
fraud. Recently AACRAO has published several resources 
on fraud as it relates to the admissions and enrollment 
management environment, including the Guide to Bogus 
Institutions and Documents (00), Accreditation Mills 
(007) and Counterfeit Diplomas and Transcripts (008). 
Another highly recommended resource is Degree Mills: 
the Billion-Dollar Industry That Has Sold over a Million 
Fake Diplomas (00) by Allen Ezell and John Bear. An 
updated edition of this reference guide is due to be pub-
lished in early 01. Several other web-based resources are 
included in the list at the end of this article.

This article identifies some of the common types of 
fraud encountered in the admissions and registrar’s offices 
and presents suggestions for best practices in admissions 
and student record review processes. The goal is to help 
your institution become proactive about fraud and de-
velop procedures and policies to minimize the incidence 
of fraud in your environment and protect the integrity of 
your institution.

TYPES OF DOCUMENT FRAUD

The most common types of document-related fraud seen 
by the admissions and registrar’s offices are incomplete or 
misleading applications for admissions; altered or fabri-
cated academic documentation; intentionally misleading 
English translations; counterfeit transcripts and docu-
ments from real educational institutions; documentation 
from fictitious or bogus universities or colleges that sell 
“degrees” (so-called diploma or degree mills) and docu-
ments from bogus accreditation bodies that often operate 
in tandem with degree mills. Other offices on campus that 
require students, faculty or administration to present aca-
demic credentials, such as the human resources department 
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or research and development units, might also encounter 
problems with document fraud, including misleading, in-
complete or fraudulent résumés.

MISREPRESENTATION OF THE INSTITUTION AS FRAUD

Every vendor that sells your institution’s name on fake 
documents is misrepresenting your institution and de-
grading the value of its reputation. But misrepresenta-
tion extends beyond the sphere of fraudulent documents. 
Other examples include the unauthorized use of an insti-
tution’s or organization’s materials, products and services; 
false advertising that implies the involvement or endorse-
ment of an institution; unscrupulous recruiting agents 
gaining unwarranted financial benefits from an institu-
tion’s international student applications, and bogus enti-
ties such as degrees mills and accreditation mills including 
an institution’s name in lists of its members, associates, etc. 
without the institution’s knowledge or consent. Registrars 
and admissions officers are sometimes shocked to discover 
such cases of misrepresentation.

THE CAUSES OF DOCUMENT FRAUD AND ITS GROWTH

The value of any product reflects the demand for that prod-
uct. In an environment in which education or a degree is 
seen as a product, the market value of education increases 
as demand grows. When access to education is limited or 
removed, or when authentic academic documentation is 
not available, an opportunity for fraud is created.

We usually think of such things as natural disasters, war, 
political crises, economic disasters and social upheaval as 
conditions that can limit access to education or authen-
tic educational documentation. We must keep abreast of 
current events so that we can give informed and careful 
consideration to applications from individuals who have 
been affected by such conditions. The list of countries and 
regions experiencing disruptive conditions changes with 
world events. As international professionals, we need to 
be familiar with resources that can confirm information 
about these types of conditions and give suggestions as to 
how to handle these cases.

However, we must also pay careful attention to other 
factors that create an opportunity for fraud. One common 
example is countries or regions with high rates of corrup-
tion or very complex bureaucratic systems that make it dif-
ficult for the average person to navigate. Other factors may 

relate to an individual student’s academic history: for ex-
ample, a student with outstanding education-related debt 
who cannot get official transcripts; an applicant who has 
completed coursework requirements but not other types 
of additional graduation requirements; an applicant to a 
graduate program who may have insufficient undergradu-
ate coursework in a particular discipline or an insufficient 
grade average to be eligible for the program; an executive 
who has advanced professionally without commensurate 
formal education. All of these situations might lead an 
individual to resort to presenting fraudulent credentials.

The thread that connects all of these scenarios is the de-
sire to gain access to education. Academic credentials have 
become a commodity in the world market. The prolifera-
tion of fraudulent documents has, of course, been fueled 
by the development of the Internet and e-commerce. Be 
it counterfeit transcripts from real institutions, “replace-
ment” transcripts and diplomas from replica services or 
“novelty” degrees from degree mills “accredited” by bogus 
accreditors, it is the “commerce” in e-commerce that drives 
the growth of this industry. Degrees = dollars (or any 
other currency in the world). What “sells” in this milieu 
is the name recognition and reputation of your institu-
tion and every other school whose name or logo appears 
on fraudulent documentation, or that becomes a victim of 
this type of fraud.

HIGH SCHOOL DOCUMENTS AND FRAUD

Fraud in education is not limited to the higher educa-
tion sector. The answer to the frequently-asked question 
of whether fraud in higher education also applies to the 
high school level is, unfortunately, a resounding “yes.” Al-
though it appears that less fraud is connected with high 
school level documentation, when it comes to the benefits 
that one can gain from presenting fraudulent high school 
transcripts, “diplomas = dollars” remains the standard. 
Consider the case of any individual who has not actually 
completed secondary or high school in the United States 
or abroad, thus being shut out from many types of jobs or 
education/training programs. Or the person who has com-
pleted secondary school in a different country, but is con-
stantly asked for a “high school diploma or GED” by people 
in the United States and is not aware of the existence of 
foreign credential evaluators. Or the high school athlete 
who possesses talent in his/her sport, but does not have the 
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academic ability for college admission. Imagine the pos-
sible results of one of these scenarios when the individual 
discovers the possibility of buying a “high school diploma” 
or “GED” online. It may seem far-fetched or desperate to 
those of us who work at the level of higher education, but 
high school documentation has a “market value,” too.

WHY DUE DILIGENCE IS ESSENTIAL

There are many flags that might alert an international ad-
missions officer to the possibility of fraudulent, altered or 
misleadingly-translated documents, including academic 
records, test results, letters of recommendation and finan-
cial documents. So why is due diligence essential? Why 
should an institution bother to request verification of sus-
picious documents? Why is it not enough to think that 
“the document is probably OK,” or that surely the inter-
national applicant will not get a visa if the visa officer is 
suspicious about the document too? What is the harm in 
admitting a student with altered documents? The answers 
fall into three categories: ethical, legal and practical.

Ethical Considerations

The ethical imperative is simple enough. If a school ad-
mits students on the basis of suspicious or incomplete 
documentation, while denying admission to students who 
submit authentic documents, the institution is supporting 
and rewarding fraud. Good practice and simple fairness 
require that a school take care to ensure that its admission 
and transfer credit practices reward only real achievement 
for all applicants, international and domestic.

Legal Considerations

The legal issue is also straightforward. Institutions that re-
ceive state and/or federal funding, as well as those certified 
to accept international students, have entered into legal 
agreements with legal obligations. Not practicing due dili-
gence is a clear violation of the public trust granted by state 
government support, as well as the partnership with the U.S. 
government that the institution has undertaken by applying 
for and receiving the right to admit international students.

Practical Reasons

The ramifications of ignoring due diligence are also rather 
clear-cut, although the interpretations may be more subtle 
and have long-lasting consequences for the reputation of 

an individual institution. On a macro level, if an institu-
tion admits international students based on suspicious or 
incomplete documents, the reputation of U.S. higher edu-
cation suffers worldwide. The same warning applies more 
obviously to an individual institution. It is common prac-
tice in many countries to sell and buy bogus documents, 
from marksheets and transcripts to complete degree dos-
siers, including U.S. immigration forms. One single ill-
gotten I-0 form from a U.S. institution that is not alert to 
document fraud can be reproduced and sold indefinitely. 
That institution’s reputation is then tarnished. The reputa-
tion of an institution as an “easy mark” for questionable 
application documents is a hard one to repair. Once this 
reputation is public, excellent students will stay away. 
Weak ones will apply, fraudulently or not. Additionally, 
once word gets out about lax admissions standards, the 
number of fraudulent applications will skyrocket. The 
campus then has fraudsters in its midst and must deal with 
the consequences. Given the resource limitations these 
days, it is wiser to do a careful review during the admis-
sions process than to have to manage problems created by 
fraudsters once they are on campus.

GOOD PRACTICE IS THE KEY

To safeguard the authenticity of our institutions, as well 
as to continue to attract quality international students 
who contribute to the vitality, diversity and quality of U.S. 
higher education, it is imperative that we follow principles 
of best practice in the admission of international students. 
This means that international admissions professionals 
should have the training and resources they need to make 
sound professional judgments about the documents that 
applicants submit, that they receive the encouragement 
and support of enrollment managers to research and seek 
verification of questionable documents and that they share 
the results of the verification process with their colleagues. 
There is too much at stake to disregard or fall short on our 
responsibilities in this area.

DOCUMENT REVIEW AND VERIFICATION

Our best protection against fraud is a solid knowledge-
base among our foreign credential analysts and a strong 
network of information-sharing about document fraud 
and verification successes. Best practice in international 
admissions and foreign academic record review calls for:
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 W training and continuing professional development 
for foreign transcript evaluators, so that they are 
knowledgeable and up-to-date about country educa-
tional systems, documentation practices and events 
that impact on international education;

 W clear communication to applicants about the docu-
mentation required for admission;

 W careful review and research of the documents that 
are submitted;

 W requests for verification of suspicious documents;
 W appropriate follow-up when verification is received 
from the issuing institution or educational author-
ity; and

 W the sharing of success stories in the verification process.

The International Evaluator’s Profile

Too often the job of reviewing foreign transcripts is given 
to an inexperienced front-line person. Perhaps nobody in 
the office is familiar with documents from other countries. 
Sometimes a “fear factor” associated with documents in 

strange envelopes written in foreign languages exists. In-
ternational credential analysts need to be experienced, 
engaged, detail-oriented individuals who are given the re-
sources required to develop their expertise. They are the 
first line of protection in the battle against fraud.

Take a Methodical, Consistent 
Approach to Document Review

The following outline presents a step-by-step approach to 
best practice in assembling, reviewing, researching and 
seeking verification of documents. Following these practical 
guidelines will help safeguard your institution against fraud.

Step 1: Assemble the documentation in the 
application file and assess its completeness.

 W Learn where to find accurate information on country 
educational systems, names of credentials awarded and 
the documentation practices in the countries from 
which you most often see applicants — how are docu-
ments issued, in what format, in what language, what is 

www.aacrao.org/publications/catalog/sem.cfm

The Complete
SEM Solution.

strategic enrollment management know-how 
from the most respected leaders in the field

American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers

From complex theory to practical implementation 
advice to real-world case studies, our collection of 
knowledge helps enrollment managers learn and apply 
SEM principles that can elevate their campuses to a 
whole new level of efficiency and success! Choose from 
our wide array of reference books or inquire about 
AACRAO’s Consulting Services to deepen 
your understanding of this important subject. 
Visit our Web site to find out more.
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the procedure for students to obtain official documen-
tation, etc.

 W Establish guidelines for the documentation required 
for a complete application file, including English trans-
lations and the use of translations in the evaluation 
process. Evaluations should never be based on English 
translations alone. See below for more on the use of 
English translations.

 W Develop a procedure for cases in which the required 
documentation is not available.

 W Inform prospective applicants of documentation re-
quirements and procedures as early in the process as 
possible. Be proactive and include this information on 
Web sites and all printed information.

 W Inform prospective applicants of the method(s) for 
submitting application materials and timelines or dead-
lines in the process.

 W Develop a procedure to follow when an applicant sub-
mits incomplete or unacceptable documentation. How 
and when is the applicant informed of this procedure?

 W Are any of the above points negotiable? Under what 
circumstances?

 W In applicant information, clearly define the conse-
quences to the applicant if incomplete, untrue or falsi-
fied information or documentation is submitted.

 W Communicate all of the requirements, procedures and 
timelines clearly. The keys to actually receiving com-
plete application files that include all the necessary 
documentation are to know what you need to receive 
and then communicate to applicants what is required in 
a precise, clear manner. Using indigenous terminology 
for the foreign academic documentation is very helpful.

Step 2: Obtain reliable resources to help 
you review the documentation.

 W Determine what you will need to research about the 
documents in the file, and assemble your research tools.

 W Resources include publications and information on 
educational systems, maps, foreign language diction-
aries, periodical articles, documents and information 
provided by previous applicants, etc. You can find in-
formation about the availability of such materials from 
professional associations like AACRAO, conference and 
workshop materials, online tools, etc. Do not forget that 
experienced colleagues are also an excellent resource.

 W Update and expand your resource collection. As 
new resources become available, educational systems 
change, and technology expands, your research needs 
to change and grow.

Step 3: Using your resources, review and 
analyze the documents received.

 W Arrange the documents in chronological order.
 W Confirm the origin of every document. Is it an original, 
copy or duplicate? How did the documentation get to 
your institution and into the applicant/student’s file? Is 
this pathway appropriate for the country involved and 
the type of document?

 W Review the biographical data provided by the applicant 
and compare with the “story” told by the documents. 
Pay attention to detail (location, age, level of education, 
quality of performance, test results, military service, 
employment history, etc.).

 W Locate and confirm key information on the documents, 
using your resources: name and type of document; bio-
graphical information about student; name, location, 
recognition status, type and level of the institution; 
level, type and length of program or courses shown on 
the documents; dates of attendance and graduation or 
completion dates.

 W If there is a course or subject listing, do the courses cor-
respond to the field of study in which the student was 
enrolled, and were courses completed? Compare assess-
ment or grade results with information about the coun-
try/institution’s grading scale. Does the document show 
credits, units or other relative weighting of courses? Are 
they appropriate for that country/institution?

 W If the document is presented with an English transla-
tion, check the accuracy of the translation by compar-
ing it to other documents from the same country or 
institution. See below for more on the use of English 
translations.

 W Pay attention to the format of the document as well as 
the contents. Does the layout of the document match 
confirmed sample documents shown in resources or in 
your files, including size of paper, typeface fonts, place-
ment of text, signatures, stamps/seals, date, photograph, 
etc.? Are the lines of text aligned correctly? Are borders 
consistent with those seen on verified sample docu-
ments? Does the document appear to be unaltered? 
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Are there any noticeable changes to the document, 
such as erasures, handwritten alterations, deletions or 
covering of text? Is there any information missing from 
the document that should be there? Is there informa-
tion on the document that should not be there? Are 
words spelled correctly in the native language?

Step 4: Handling discrepancies, problems, 
omissions, inconsistencies, etc.

 W Have “another set of eyes” review the document and 
your resource materials with you. Ask colleagues who 
are knowledgeable about the particular country, institu-
tion or field of study to review the document with you.

 l FIGURE 1. Case 1: Suspicious Document

University of Tirana, 
Albania, document 

showing two different 
names (“Jonida XXX” in 

text above and “Andi 
XXX” in text below)
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 W If the problem cannot be resolved by checking resources 
and with input from colleagues, request verification of 
the documents.

A STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH TO VERIFICATION

The following steps are guiding principles for verifying 
questionable documents. To accompany these steps, we 
have included examples of suspicious documents received 
for evaluation by AACRAO International Education 
Services. Figure 1, Case 1 (page ) illustrates an altered 
transcript from the University of Tirana, Albania. The 
student’s name shown in the opening paragraph does not 
match the name shown in the closing paragraph. Figure , 
Case  (on this page) shows an authenticated transcript is-
sued by Cutting University College, Liberia, in the 1980s, 
while Figure , Case  (page 7) is a counterfeit transcript 
purportedly issued by the same institution. In both cases, 
the institutions confirmed that they had no record of the 

individual who had submitted the suspicious document 
ever having been enrolled at their institution.

Step 1: Prepare a verification request.

 W Using reliable resources, identify the office to which 
the verification request should be sent, locate the ap-
propriate contact information for this office or person 
and consider the most effective way to send the verifica-
tion request (postal service, courier service, fax, email, 
telephone, etc.).

 W Formulate the request for verification. It is helpful to 
develop a standard form or letter to request verifica-
tion. Some suggestions:

 ▶Determine whether the letter should be written in 
English or another language, or both, to get a re-
sponse as soon as possible. If in a language other than 
English, prepare the request in English first and have 
it translated by a reliable translator, such as a faculty 

 l FIGURE 2. Case 2: Official Authentic Transcript



College & University | 26 

or staff member. Send the request both in English 
and the other language.
 ▶Clearly state “Request for Verification” in the open-
ing of the request letter.
 ▶ Introduce yourself, your institution and the reason 
you are requesting verification (student has applied for 
admission at your institution; student has requested 
transfer credit based on these documents; etc.).
 ▶ Include the student/applicant’s name and date of 
birth or other identifying information for the insti-
tution. If the documents include a student identifi-
cation number from that institution, include that in 
the letter.
 ▶Be clear and specific about what information you 
need to receive from the verifier. For example, if the 
document is not authentic, what further informa-
tion do you want to know?
 ▶ Include a copy of the documentation. If there are dis-
crepancies in the document, highlight them.
 ▶ If your institution has applicants sign a form autho-
rizing release of information from the individual’s 
file(s) at previous institutions, include a copy of that 
as well. In many countries, student information is 
the property of the institution, not the student. But 
in cases in which student information is protected by 
privacy laws, such an authorization may be required.
 ▶Specify a date by which you need a response, if you 
have a specific time frame, the format in which a re-
sponse would be acceptable (for example, must be 
in writing) and the language in which you need to 
receive the response.
 ▶ Include your contact information for the response.
 ▶Request confidentiality. This information is not to 
be shared with the student or anyone else.
 ▶Thank the reader and offer to assist in the future or 
send informational material from your institution.

Step 2: Keep a record of verification requests.

 W Once you have sent the verification request, put a copy 
of it in the applicant’s file.

 W Also start a “Verification Requests” file for copies of re-
quest letters with attached copies of the questionable 
documents. Cross-reference the files so that you can 
easily retrieve the applicant’s file when the response is 
received.

Step 3: Follow up appropriately 
when a reply is received.

The receipt of a verification letter is one of the most thrill-
ing experiences in the international admissions office. 
There are many countries from which it is difficult to get 
verification due to factors that we in the U.S. higher educa-
tion community may take for granted —limited financial, 
human and technological resources; differences in record-
keeping systems; corruption; or disruptions in civil life 
because of natural disasters or warfare. Despite the best in-
tentions of our colleagues abroad, we cannot always count 
on their cooperation in a procedure that is part of the stan-
dard of professional practice in educational administration 
in the United States. Thus receiving a response to a verifica-
tion request is the first step in the resolution of a tense and 
difficult situation involving the institution and the student.

 W Assess the response:
 ▶Does the information provided adequately answer 
the evaluator’s concerns about the authenticity of 
the document? Is it conclusive?
 ▶ If the information provided is not conclusive, what 
further action needs to be taken? Will another round 
of correspondence be fruitful? To whom should it be 
addressed? What other avenues can be pursued if it 
seems that further contact with the verifying author-
ity would not be productive?
 ▶What if a verification fee is requested? Some educa-
tional authorities have begun assessing a fee for verifi-
cation, particularly in areas where resources are limited 
or a large number of verification requests are received. 
How does the evaluator handle such a situation?

 W Take appropriate action. If the documents are verified 
as being fraudulent, follow-up should be immediate, 
according to established procedures and guidelines for 
the consequences to applicants who submit falsified 
documents. These policies should be defined and com-
municated to staff and applicants well before this stage 
of the admissions review process. See below for more 
on establishing policies and procedures.

COMMUNICATING WITH APPLICANTS ABOUT 
SUSPICIOUS DOCUMENTS AND VERIFICATION

Strategies for communicating with students or applicants 
can range from saying nothing at all to the applicant; to 
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informing the applicant that there 
are concerns about the docu-
ments and asking for explanations 
and/or assistance in getting veri-
fication or “better” documents; 
to informing the applicant that 
verification has been requested 
and that nothing further will be 
done until verification has been 
received. Each case involving 
suspicious documentation needs 
to be reviewed on an individual 
basis and handled with sensitiv-
ity specific to the circumstances 
of the particular case. Working 
with trusted resources, including 
experienced colleagues who have 
successfully navigated cases like 
these, helps admissions officers 
and evaluators to develop good 
professional judgment about how 
to handle cases involving suspi-
cious documents.

USE OF ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS

In order to do an accurate assess-
ment of applicants’ previous edu-
cation, evaluators should insist 
on receiving official documents 
in the original language in which 
they are issued. English trans-
lations may be needed, and evaluators need to establish 
guidelines on how English translations will be used in the 
evaluation process. Evaluation should always be based on 
the original credential in the language in which it is offi-
cially issued, never on an English translation alone.

Translations should be literal, complete, word-for-
word representations of the language in the original docu-
ments, prepared in the same format as the original, by a 
person familiar with both languages. If the evaluator is 
not familiar with foreign languages, a professional English 
translation may be required. However, evaluators should 
keep in mind that the most important feature of a transla-
tion is accuracy in representing exactly what is written in 
the foreign language. The issue of who does the translation 

is secondary to the question of how accurate it is. In some 
cases, a student, friend of the applicant or faculty member 
may be able to provide an English translation that is as ac-
curate as a translation done by a professional translator.

The accuracy of the translation should be confirmed 
by the use of reliable resources on the educational system 
of the country that show the names of institutions and 
credentials in the indigenous terminology. The evaluator 
should base the evaluation on the original document, us-
ing the English translation only as a tool.

If the translation appears to be inaccurate or mislead-
ing, then the applicant should be required to submit a 
different, accurate translation. There is no reason why an 
evaluator should hesitate to request an accurate English 

 l FIGURE 3. Case 2: Counterfeit Transcript
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translation if one is needed. Likewise, evaluators should 
not jump to conclusions about the authenticity of the orig-
inal document, or the applicant’s intentions, if the English 
translation is not accurate. The translation is a tool to un-
derstanding the official document; any judgments about 
the authenticity of an official document should be based 
on the document itself, not on the English translation.

OFFICIAL DOCUMENTATION ISSUED IN ENGLISH

Some countries issue official documentation in English, 
even though English might not be the main or official lan-
guage of the country. In these cases, English translations 
should not be accepted. Only the official document issued 
by the institution in English should be considered official 
for use in the United States.

COUNTERFEIT TRANSCRIPTS AND DIPLOMAS

Counterfeit academic documents are produced and sold 
for the same reasons that counterfeit money exists. Edu-
cation, or at least an educational credential, is “currency.” 
A counterfeit document can be manufactured by an in-
dividual for his or her own use or produced for sale to 
others. In his book Counterfeit Diplomas and Tran scripts 
(008), fraud expert Allen Ezell presents information 
on at least three dozen online vendors that sell counter-
feit transcripts from real educational institutions in the 
United States and around the world. The book also in-
cludes a list of at least eighty Web sites selling counterfeit 
Russian and Ukrainian educational credentials and de-
scribes the large-scale counterfeit document industry in 
the People’s Republic of China. A table in the book shows 
a comparison of the characteristics of a genuine Univer-
sity of Florida transcript with the features of counterfeit 
University of Florida transcripts produced by three ven-
dors of fake transcripts.

Vendors of counterfeit credentials may advertise the 
documents as “replacements,” “replicas” or “novelty” items 
and issue disclaimers that they are not responsible for the 
consequences of attempts by customers to present the doc-
uments as “real.” Some use the wording “fake transcript” 
and “fake diploma” throughout the text of their Web sites. 
Often the Web sites include samples of the documents 
available, testimonials about the quality and usefulness of 
the documents and “special offers.” Some indicate which 
institutions’ transcripts are not available; often they are 

schools who have taken some level of legal action against 
the supplier, such as a “cease and desist” warning.

How can you protect your institution’s documents 
from becoming a victim of this type of fraud? A proactive 
posture is paramount: awareness of the problem is crucial, 
as well as vigilance in following a methodical approach to 
document review that includes a spectrum of verification 
procedures—from the use of standard resources to con-
firm information on transcripts, to written requests for 
authentication if necessary.

How does one determine the authenticity of a docu-
ment from a real educational institution in an environment 
where potentially any institution’s transcripts are for sale? 
Sometimes it is very difficult to tell whether a document 
is legitimate, especially when the fraudsters have stolen 
authentic templates, or even bought them from unscrupu-
lous employees of the issuing institution or authority.

To clear up any suspicions about a document, a request 
for verification of the documentation should be addressed 
to the issuing institution. For guidance on seeking veri-
fication of documents from an institution outside of the 
United States, see the section on document review and 
verification above.

To request verification of documentation purportedly 
issued by a U.S. institution, contact the office of the reg-
istrar of the institution. The Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (FERPA), a set of federal laws protect-
ing the privacy of students in the U.S., includes a provi-
sion that student data called “directory information” can 
be disclosed to the public without specific authorization 
from the student/former student, unless the individual 
has requested that this information not be shared. This 
directory information includes data such as the dates of 
enrollment, level and mode of enrollment (undergraduate 
or graduate, full-time or part-time), major and degree, in-
cluding date of degree, if awarded. For details on FERPA, 
see U.S. Department of Education, Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (www.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/
fpco/ferpa/), as well AACRAO’s FERPA-related resources.

DEGREE MILLS, ACCREDITATION MILLS AND BOGUS 
FOREIGN CREDENTIAL EVALUATION SERVICES

A “diploma mill” or “degree mill” is an entity that pro-
duces and sells documents that appear to be academic 
credentials (diplomas, degrees, transcripts) from what ap-

http://www.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/index.html
http://www.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/index.html
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pear to be universities or colleges, 
but in reality are academically 
worthless documents from ficti-
tious “educational institutions” 
that represent inappropriately 
little academic work or none at 
all. These documents are meant to 
give the impression of academic 
achievement, but in actuality are 
purchased papers that have no 
academic value.

Awareness of diploma mill 
fraud is especially important for 
reviewers of international student 
records because many of these 
entities purport to be “foreign 
universities.” Typically these en-
tities claim to be a university in 
a country outside of the United 
States, while the operators them-
selves may be located in the U.S., 
located in another country or 
have different parts of the process 
located in different countries. For example, in their book 
Degree Mills: The Billion-Dollar Industry That Has Sold 
Over a Million Fake Diplomas (Prometheus Books, 00), 
John Bear and Allen Ezell outline a well-k nown diploma 
mill ring called the “University Degree Program” (UDP), 
an operation masterminded by a rabbi from New York, 
with telemarketing done in Bucharest, Romania, mail-
forwarding services in Ireland, diplomas printed in Israel, 
and banking in Cyprus. The book lists three dozen known 
fictitious “university” names used by the UDP. If one takes 
a comparative look at the documents from these “univer-
sities,” one would see that they have the same format and 
essentially the same content, except for differences in the 
purchaser’s name, the name and date of the “degree” and 
course titles on the transcript, depending on the field of 
“study.” (See Figure , Case  for a copy of a bachelor’s de-
gree diploma from the UDP entity “Sherwood University” 
using the standard UDP degree template.) There have been 
many spin-offs of this operation as former employees have 
started their own diploma mill businesses.

Accreditation mills represent a related area of fraud. 
Some diploma mills use claims of accreditation to sell their 

“degrees.” It used to be more common for diploma mills 
to speak disparagingly of accreditation, stating in their de-
scriptive materials that they did not need accreditation, did 
not agree with the philosophy of accreditors or otherwise 
were somehow exempt from or above the notion of ac-
creditation. It appears that in the last decade or so, diploma 
mills have found that embracing the concept of accredi-
tation can pay off. Some not only create their own bogus 
accreditors to try to add to the appearance of legitimacy 
of the “university,” but also sell this bogus accreditation 
to other bogus entities. Instead of decrying accreditation, 
they have created ways to make it financially lucrative.

Some diploma mill operations are large fraud rings that 
also produce other types of fraudulent documents, such 
as driver’s licenses, social security cards and other identi-
fication documents. Many offer associated “student ser-
vices,” including transcript verification, foreign credential 
evaluation and even alumnae associations. By calling a 
toll-free telephone number, the bogus documents can be 
verified, the accreditation of the “university” confirmed 
and an evaluation of the “foreign transcript” showing that 
the “degree” is equivalent to a U.S. degree received by the 

 l FIGURE 4. Case 3: Diploma Mill Degree, Sample 1
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“graduate.” These “services” are offered by the same people 
who set up the fraudulent diploma operation.

This was the case with the St. Regis University di-
ploma mill operation. The masterminds and agents be-
hind this organization, who operated in Washington 
State, Idaho and Arizona, created virtual “universities” 
and even “high schools” claiming to offer distance educa-
tion from Liberia and recognition by the Liberian Minis-
try of Education. They created a bogus Liberian embassy 
Web site that showed that these “schools” were recog-
nized and accredited by an equally-fictitious “National 
Board of Education.” This was accomplished by bribing 
a Liberian embassy official in Washington, D.C. In ad-
dition, they offered many “student services” and had a 
foreign credential evaluation service on board to give the 
“degrees” U.S. degree equivalencies. It was the tenacity of 
researchers such as Professor George Gollin of the Uni-
versity of Illinois and federal law enforcement agencies, 
combined with the hubris of the operators, that brought 
this outfit down.

How can the international transcript evaluator de-
termine whether an institution is a real, recognized, le-
gitimately-accredited educational institution that really 
teaches and awards recognized educational credentials? 
Understanding the way in which diploma mills work al-
lows for recognition of these entities. Diploma mills oper-
ate in many of the same ways that other fraud operations 
work — by imitating legitimate activity. Their goal is to look 
like a real university. Here are some things to watch out for:

 W Name: The “institution” has a distinguished or tra-
ditional sounding name, or a name similar to a well-
known or legitimate institution. (Is your institution’s 
name being used? Check the Internet regularly to see 
how your school’s name, or variations on it, appears.)

 W Location: The “university” has a Web site but no physi-
cal address, or there is conflicting information about a 
physical location.

 W Foreign: It gives the impression of being a “foreign” uni-
versity, but may be operating from a completely differ-
ent location. See comments above.

 W Internet address: It may use “edu,” “ac” or “uk” in the 
URL, giving the impression of being a U.S. or British 
educational institution.

 W Contact: No contact information is given on the Web 
site. The only way to contact the “university” is by 

e-mailing your contact information or providing it via 
the Web site.

 W Accreditation or recognition: The Web site includes false, 
misleading or meaningless claims of accreditation, rec-
ognition, affiliation, membership or other types of sta-
tus that are meant to give the impression of legitimacy, 
but really mean nothing in the legitimate higher educa-
tion community.

 W Speedy degrees: The amount of time required to get the 
“degree” is suspiciously fast. A large number of credits, or 
the whole “degree,” might be given based on “life experi-
ence” only; “send us your résumé and receive a degree.”

 W Costs: The Web site shows a price list or lump sum 
prices for the various “degrees” and “transcripts.” Dif-
ferent rates might be charged for including specific 
courses, grades, majors, etc. on the transcript. Payment 
may be acceptable by credit card or PayPal. There might 
be special deals or discounts for buying immediately.

 W Sample documents: The Web site shows samples of di-
plomas and transcripts.

 W Network of diploma mills: Several “university” Web sites 
may operate from the same computer or network. Re-
searching IP addresses behind domain names, domain 
registry information and other “behind the scenes” 
computer information can yield valuable results in in-
vestigating a “university’s” true identity.

 W Support services: Diploma mills set up their own verifi-
cation services available through a toll-free telephone 
number; the people answering the phone to verify are 
the same ones selling the degree. The entity might offer 
foreign credential evaluation and “Apostille” services if 
the institution purports to be foreign.

 W Advertising: Print advertisements appear in well-re-
spected publications, as well as in popular tabloids and 
comic books. Electronic media have made worldwide 
distribution easy and cheap and made it difficult to pin 
down just where such activity originates.

Using a methodical approach to document review, as 
outlined above, is essential to identifying whether the 
documents presented are from a real, legitimate and ap-
propriately-recognized institution. Research using offi-
cial and reliable resources is crucial. Mindful of the ways 
in which diploma mills operate, the evaluator first needs 
to identify what country the institution purports to be 
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operating in, then determine the legal body in that coun-
try that supervises higher education. Is it a national min-
istry of education, a commission or council for higher 
education, or a provincial or state authority? Does this 
legal body publish a list of recognized institutions? Does 
the suspected diploma mill appear on the list of officially 
recognized institutions? Once the appropriate author-
ity has been identified, the evaluator should contact that 
office to ask about the status of the institution in that 
jurisdiction.

LEGAL ISSUES IN DEGREE FRAUD

“Aren’t diploma mills illegal?” is a commonly-asked ques-
tion.

The response is, “It depends.” Diploma mills exploit 
legal loopholes. Where laws are weak, vague, complex or 
not enforced, diploma mills thrive. Some diploma mill 
operations move around the United States and the world 
to avoid legal trouble and/or set up various parts of their 
operations in different states/countries so as to make legal 
prosecution difficult.

In the United States, the establishment of educational 
institutions is regulated at the state level. Regulations vary 
from state to state. Some states have no laws, or lax or 
poorly-worded laws, while others have clear laws but little 
enforcement. The number of states that regulate the use 
of degrees is growing and now includes Alabama, Illinois, 
Michigan, New Jersey, Oregon, South Dakota, Texas, Vir-
ginia and Washington. Oregon in particular is a model 
of a state with clear laws, effective law enforcement and a 
commitment to public information on degree fraud. The 
Web site of the Oregon Office of Degree Authorization 
(www.osac.state.or.us/oda/) has a section for informa-
tion on diploma mills, including maps of the U.S. show-
ing states with good and poor track records in controlling 
diploma mill and degree fraud, a list of diploma mills and 
an employer’s guide to college degrees.

On the federal level diploma mill operations have been 
prosecuted successfully on the basis of federal offenses 
such as aiding and abetting, conspiracy, false identifica-
tion, mail fraud, fraud by wire, obstruction of justice, 
money laundering, criminal forfeiture, trademark viola-
tion and tax evasion.

In other countries education is regulated by law either 
at the national level or at a sub-national level. Govern-

ments oversee the establishment, funding, operation and 
administration of educational institutions. Public institu-
tions established by law or private institutions that have 
the same legal standing as public institutions are “officially 
recognized” institutions. Government entities bestow the 
authorization to offer academic programs and awards.

Complex legal systems and cultures of corruption in-
vite diploma mill fraud around the world. Some countries 
or regions are noted for problems with diploma mill activ-
ity. Many examples of diploma mills operating from areas 
outside of the United States that have no higher education 
institutions or where higher education is not regulated ex-
ist, such as some Caribbean islands, some Pacific Islands 
and some cantons of Switzerland. Two well-known ex-
amples of diploma mills hail from internationally un-
recognized “self-declared autonomous” entities within 
sovereign countries, the “Hutt River Province” in Austra-
lia and “The Principality of Seborga” in Italy. For identi-
fication and discussion of problem areas of the world, see 
the section on degree mills in the Boston College Center 
for International Higher Education’s newsletter (www.
bc.edu/content/bc/research/cihe/ihe.html).

CONSIDERATIONS FOR POLICIES ON FRAUD

Be proactive. Proactive policies and clear, viable proce-
dures can be effective tools in fighting fraud. If your insti-
tution does not have policies, or if existing policies are not 
effective, not extensive enough, not current enough or not 
backed up by effective procedures, the following are some 
things to consider in establishing or adjusting policies on 
handling cases involving fraud.

 W Define “fraud.” Identify the types of fraud to which 
your institution is vulnerable and the various scenarios 
in which fraud can play a part. Examine cases of fraud 
that you have encountered or instances you have seen 
or heard about from others. What could/should have 
been done to prevent the problem? What was learned 
as a result?

 W Identify the “market value” of your institution, par-
ticularly to international students. What is attractive 
about your institution? Why would fraudsters want to 
capitalize on your institution? What is the reputation 
of your institution? Is it prestigious or an easy target?

 W Review the policies of your institution on student and 
faculty/administrator behavior (academic dishonesty, 

http://www.osac.state.or.us/oda/
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/research/cihe/ihe.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/research/cihe/ihe.html
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honor code, code of conduct, code of ethics). Are any of 
these relevant to the type of fraud your office might see?

 W Identify the various offices or departments in your op-
erating environment that should be involved in discus-
sions about policies on handling fraud cases.

 W Work with your institution’s legal counsel to become in-
formed about appropriate federal, state, county and city 
laws and ordinances for the cases you might encounter.

 W A procedure or protocol to be followed in fraud cases 
should be clearly spelled out and communicated to all 
those who might deal with such cases. Who does what? 
What is the procedure, step-by-step? Should it be the 
same in every case? Is there an appeal process if the ap-
plicant disputes the findings? What is the procedure 
for that?

 W In addition to policies and procedures, another effec-
tive tool in identifying and preventing fraud is a team to 
coordinate anti-fraud efforts across the campus or orga-
nization: keep an eye on the “big picture,” continuously 
educate and inform, train others, proactively function 
as “watchdogs” and monitor the Internet for usage of 
the institution’s name, assist with questions, prepare 
cases for review and judgment, track results, review and 
critique policy, etc.

 W Publish your institution’s policies and procedures, as 
well as the consequences for breaking the rules in clear, 
concise, unambiguous language and in easily-accessible 
locations (in application packets, in publications, on 
the Web, etc.).

 W Incorporate a section in your application materials that 
must be signed by the applicant, attesting to truthful-
ness, completeness and accuracy of information pro-
vided; the understanding that institutions issuing the 
documents submitted may be contacted for authentica-
tion of the documents or further information relevant 
to the student’s education there; agreeing to abide by 
relevant policies, regulations, etc. and accepting conse-
quences if rules are broken.

 W Act quickly when a case of questionable documenta-
tion is uncovered. Address the situation immediately, 
to squelch the flames that can quickly escalate into 
a raging inferno. Be a confident and assertive first re-
sponder, with appropriate policies and procedures to 
support your work.

 W Seek the advice of experienced, expert, neutral third 
parties if you need help, in accordance with the guid-
ance of your legal counsel. Only use trusted, informed 
resources, keeping in mind that parties that produce or 
use fraudulent degrees and transcripts may also operate 
or use fraudulent verification, accreditation and for-
eign credential evaluation services, thus possibly having 
duped other otherwise reputable institutions and ser-
vices into recognizing their “degrees.”

 W Keep a log or record of cases involving fraud. Cross-ref-
erence information and notes between various files so 
that data is easily retrievable. Note general information 
in generic files and information specific to a particular 
student or applicant in the individual’s file. This record-
keeping is useful should the person ever apply again.

 W Incorporate what you learn from each case into the 
institution’s response to such cases. Each scenario pres-
ents a different set of circumstances, with new twists 
and perspectives. Review institutional policy regularly, 
adjusting it as appropriate.
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By Clayton Smith

The Greatest Gift of All

In the final episode of the Harry Potter movies—Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2—Dumbledore tells 
Harry that “help will always be given at Hogwarts to those 
who ask for it.” He goes on to say, “I’ve always prided my-
self in my ability to turn a phrase. But I would, in this case, 
amend my original statement to this: help will always be 
given at Hogwarts to those who deserve it.” Something 
between these two statements is probably the truth. At 
least, that has been my experience in my professional ca-
reer. The most important thing I have learned is to recog-
nize that I need and deserve help to be successful—and 
that I need to ask for it often.

Mine has been a career that has included positions in 
government and higher education, with the last  years 
having been spent working at four postsecondary institu-
tions in the United States and Canada. In all cases (and I 
mean all cases), I have been blessed by having a caring and 
supportive mentor (sometimes more than one).

As a high school student, I had an incredible history 
teacher by the name of Mr. Kelley who always took time 
to talk with my friends and me after school about how his-
tory lives in current events. He opened up the excitement 
of learning in a way that led to an awakening of my intel-
lect and a lifelong thirst for knowledge across academic 
disciplines.

While in college, I connected with Edwin Pert, who 
then served as clerk of the Maine House of Representa-
tives. I met Mr. Pert while hitchhiking (it was safe then) 
to attend extracurricular events. He and I had many con-
versations about the role of government in changing soci-
ety and improving the lives of all of us. His down-to-earth 
communication skills, which were as much about listening 
as speaking, became the basis of how I relate with peers to 
this day. Mr. Pert also guided me to staff positions in the 
Maine House of Representatives and the U.S. Senate.

I was blessed along the way to have had many excellent 
faculty mentors who gave me the confidence to complete 
four degrees with a number of work gaps in between. I re-
member three faculty mentors, in particular: Dr. Oliver 
Woshinsky shared his faith in the human spirit during 
many conversations after class; Dr. David Leslie inspired 
me to think of how I might foster development in the 
minds and hearts of America’s youths; and Dr. Jon Dalton 
spent countless hours guiding me through the writing of 
my doctoral dissertation. I truly appreciate the time they 
took. It made a real difference in my career path.

The first person in my higher education career with 
whom I connected was Mary Elisabeth Randall, my su-
pervisor at the time and a future president of AACRAO. 
(I am sure I never would have become active in AACRAO 
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without Mary Elisabeth’s support—though she did en-
courage me to go to my first professional conference on 
my wife’s birthday.) Mary Elisabeth taught me the impor-
tance of professional competence and how to work with 
colleagues in a respectful and honest manner. I will never 
forget the necessity of doing so.

Mike Bussell, a community college colleague, taught 
me how to balance the twin responsibilities of creating 
access for underserved populations (and those for whom 
postsecondary education is a reach) and maintaining 
academic quality through decisions made every day. Our 
frequent lunch conversations demonstrated how this gre-
garious and thoughtful colleague lived the community 
college dream and inspired me to embed it in my spirit.

Dr. Kenneth Wing hired me to increase enrollment 
at an institution that was struggling. What I remember 
most is his fatherly guidance throughout the challenges. 
Although he is retired now, he sends holiday updates each 
year. And when I get back to Maine, we always find time 

for a meal together. He is just that type of fellow: support-
ive and caring always.

Professor Neil Gold hired me for my current position 
at the University of Windsor. He taught me patience; how 
to find time to listen and time to act; and the importance 
of internationalizing higher education (which recently 
has become an important focus of my work).

Two of my current colleagues have left their mark as 
well: Dr. Alan Wildeman, my current president, con-
nected with me in his first few months on the job when we 
experienced a faculty strike. He taught me how important 
it is to reach out to students, parents, and staff during such 
moments. His calm during periods of crisis is forever in 
my mind. My current provost, Dr. Leo Groarke, has been 
instrumental in showing me how to establish priorities so 
the important work of the university is foremost in my 
mind. This has been particularly helpful as I balance my 
twin portfolios of student engagement and international-
ization (it is easy to get caught in the “weeds!”).
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Uncertain as to the particular type of enrollment man-
agement practices in place across the Canadian landscape 
when I first came to work in the country, I sought out a col-
league to guide me to a deeper understanding so I might 
avoid making a few mistakes along the way. Our director 
of registrarial services told me one day, “You will need to 
call Susan Gottheil.” I learned much from Susan over the 
years, and my guess is that she learned a few things from 
me. We have presented together at probably no fewer than 
0 conferences; we started and still serve as co-conveners 
of the Canadian SEM Summit; we co-managed Canada’s 
online SEM library; and we edited AACRAO’s first book 
on Canadian strategic enrollment management. Ours is a 
partnership I cherish. (Knowing that we have helped to 
support the development of SEM in Canada is a thrill!)

I have benefited from the influence of many other men-
tors. Some have been supervisors, others colleagues in 
other departments or at other institutions. Some of my 
most long-lasting mentors have been AACRAO members, 
and some are AACRAO Consulting colleagues. I remain 
friends with many of them to this day.

Looking back over my career, I believe that the most 
important thing I have done as a leader has been to learn 
from my mentors and to serve as a mentor not only to 
those with whom I work but also to colleagues throughout 
my career network. There is nothing more influential than 
a mentor who knows you, cares about your future, and re-
mains connected to you over an extended period of time.

In recent years, it has been my privilege to serve as a 
mentor to student government leaders and the leaders of 
student clubs and societies at the University of Windsor. 
Some of my most enjoyable moments have transpired dur-

ing a barbecue at my home when I have listened to the 
plans of student leaders and have been privileged to help 
them to their next stop. I am hopeful that I will remain 
connected to these people throughout their careers. This 
may be one of the best ways I have found to live out my 
educational values. I hope to do so for many years to come.

If you are reading this in search of some morsel of wis-
dom, let me encourage you to first seek out the mentors 
that are already in your world. They are waiting for you to 
ask them for help. They have so much to offer! Also con-
sider becoming a mentor yourself (after all, giving is more 
important than receiving…or, at the least, it is another way 
of receiving). Don’t worry about how experienced you 
are. One can serve as a mentor at any age and with any 
amount of experience. It just takes a willingness to share 
and to enrich those around you. Being a mentor really is 
the greatest gift of all.
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By Christine Kerlin

Reflections on the Essentials of Leadership

Two “philosophers” on leadership have had great influ-
ence on me: Warren Bennis and John W. Gardner. I can-
not speak or write about leadership without referring to 
one or both of them. I regard their perspectives as timeless.

Yes, I have also adopted the mantras of Kouzes and 
Posner, Max DuPree, and Robert K. Greenleaf, and I have 
paid attention to Covey’s seven habits. And I would hope 
that you would consider their propositions as well, because 
they are solid and provide positive direction. But I will use 
this opportunity to discuss my interpretation of Bennis’s 
(199) “guiding vision, passion, and integrity” and Gard-
ner’s (191) “excellence” perspectives because they are 
essential ingredients for those who are regarded as lead-
ers—or who wish to act as leaders—in higher education 
and elsewhere. These perspectives illustrate how leaders 
can plant and cultivate the seeds of success in an organiza-
tion or society, doing more than what is necessary simply 
to keep the farm’s machinery running (though, of course, 
we value those people who keep the machinery running).

GUIDING VISION

Do you have a clear idea of what you want to do, and do 
you have the strength to persist? Your vision may include 
how your milieu is organized, how it functions, its goals, 
and its culture. You have looked beyond the immediate 

horizon and have envisioned “the best.” This vision is the 
result of your own education and experience, your values, 
and consultation with others.

Most of us have several visions that guide us. We live in 
a complicated world where the ability to adjust, change, 
and transform is critical. We also have many divergent en-
terprises, such that a single vision just won’t do. We have 
personal, community, and professional lives that call for 
different responses. That said, I believe that having a larger 
sense of how things should be—and the stamina to work 
toward its attainment—defines a leader.

How do these visions manifest themselves? On the indi-
vidual level, we have seen colleagues lead committees, be-
come executives, serve on boards, author chapters of books, 
and give conference presentations. In our organizations, we 
have seen examples of guiding visions: re-defining admis-
sion processes to recognize diverse learners; incorporating 
innovative technology for instructional and administrative 
purposes; internationalizing campuses; and, in AACRAO’s 
case, in particular, advocating for public policy that is fa-
vorable to higher education and its constituents. On a 
larger scale, we have seen such examples of guiding visions 
as the GI Bill, the community college movement, and the 
Fulbright program. All of these—and more have required 
leadership and the strength to move beyond the status quo.
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PASSION
We need to love what we are doing. That may be difficult 
to do every minute of the day, but we need to have an over-
riding passion for the promise of what we are doing.

Passion is linked to our guiding vision. It fires us up to 
carry through with our vision and our course of action. 
Passion also enables us to articulate our vision and build 
hope and inspiration in other people. Passion is conta-
gious; used well, it encourages other people to buy in and 
strengthens their sense of purpose. This can put energy 
into a meeting, into a day, into a project—even into those 
times when things otherwise seem either a bit dry or ter-
ribly overwhelming.

In eleventh grade, my class was required to read Man’s 
Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl. There are many les-
sons one can choose to internalize from this book, but the 
lesson I have returned to over and over again is that we 
need to find what we love and hold on to its expectations 
of us; doing so provides the meaning and fulfillment that 
sustain what we need or want to do. This is, in short, the 
passion that energizes us.

Leaders work within systems, such as enrollment ser-
vices offices, where some people may not occupy positions 
of any particular power and where their work may be tir-
ing, routine, or monetarily unrewarding (or all three). 
Where is the passion there? I have found it particularly 
important to communicate the vision and the meaning 
(i.e., the passion) of the work to such individuals and to 
recognize the ways in which their work has meaning and 
impact (often more than my own!). Kouzes and Posner 
(1990) offer insightful and relevant examples with their 
principles of “Model the Way,” “Inspire a Shared Vision,” 
“Enable Others to Act,” and “Encourage the Heart.”

INTEGRITY

We often refer to people we respect as having integrity. 
What is that intangible characteristic? Bennis (199) 
identifies three essential aspects of integrity: self-knowl-
edge, candor, and maturity.

Self-knowledge: How well do you know yourself—your 
strengths, your weaknesses? Do you vanquish the lies you 
could easily tell yourself ? Do you identify your flaws and 
your assets and deal with them?

Candor: As the key to self-knowledge, are you honest 
with yourself ? Have you identified the principles upon 

which you stand, and do you acknowledge them? Are you 
honest in your communications and actions?

Maturity: Are you able to locate within your own ex-
perience of being a follower the qualities of dedication, 
observation, teamwork, and honesty? Do you recognize 
those qualities and observe them in others? Have you 
learned from your errors?

I would add one further aspect of integrity: conscience, 
an inward sense of right and wrong. Stephen Covey 
(00) notes that conscience is the one quality that is the 
difference between “leadership that works” and “leader-
ship that endures.” We can ascribe such values as fairness, 
respect, and contribution to the person with a conscience.

These personal characteristics enable the leader who 
possesses them to be a whole person—one with the capac-
ity to develop a compelling and viable vision, to commu-
nicate an honest passion, to do the right thing, and to earn 
others’ trust.

Many of us have worked with individuals who have 
been appointed leaders but who are neither honest nor 
fair, who have not faced their flaws, and whose experiences 
have not matured their perspectives. We don’t respect or 
trust them. Such experiences in themselves should inform 
us of how we can strengthen our own integrity.

As leaders with integrity, we can point to the director 
who realizes that one of her shortcomings may be a poor un-
derstanding of the emerging technologies needed to achieve 
a vision or goal; who does not pretend that she does; who 
locates and acknowledges those who do possess that knowl-
edge; and who engages openly with them on such issues. 
She demonstrates integrity even as she models how to em-
power others and direct their passion toward a vision.

EXCELLENCE

One aspect of excellence to link to the essential ingredients 
of leadership is the ability to recognize and extoll excel-
lence in its many forms. Key to the success of an enterprise 
is the leader’s recognition of the contributions that many 
make and that excellence comes from many quarters. No 
activity or action is too lowly to be regarded as valuable; 
neither does any high position ensure excellence simply 
because of its rank. Gardner’s (191) oft-quoted view is 
this: “The society which scorns excellence in plumbing 
as a humble activity and tolerates shoddiness in philoso-
phy because it is an exalted activity will have neither good 



College & University | 41 

plumbing nor good philosophy: neither its pipes nor its 
theories will hold water.”

The virtue of striving for excellence as we seek to achieve 
our mission goes almost without saying. Nevertheless, 
leaders, in emphasizing and recognizing excellence and 
value in their diverse forms and sources, can address those 
disquieting issues that arise when there are hierarchies—
or even simply false distinctions—between leaders and 
followers. All of the people on our teams should be aware 
of their value and should be expected to produce excellent 
results; after all, it all has meaning, and it all matters.

SUMMARY

The power of these essential ingredients produces a leader 
who becomes a servant. In the end, this is truly the role 
of the leader. The leader is attuned to the knowledge that 
she alone cannot achieve a vision or be the only one with 
passion. By recognizing the excellence and value present 
within the enterprise, the leader builds and shares vision 
and models and fuels passion. As a result of her self-knowl-
edge, candor, and personal maturity, the leader inspires the 
trust of her colleagues to accept her service in the interest 
of moving forward together. Empowerment is shared.

I do not intend that the brevity of this essay should im-
ply that leadership is simple and easy. Rather, leadership 
is a continual work in progress, and it certainly springs 
from more “ingredients” than those described here. Fur-
ther, leadership is situational. We slip in and among roles 
of leader, follower, manager, and team member. Each role 
has its challenges and requisite skills.

These, however, are the essential points that inspire 
me. They have proven relevant to the situations I have en-
dured. Whether I have lived up to the mark of leader is 
something for which my colleagues would have to vouch. 
I only know that it is a daily—if not hourly—challenge.
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By Amy McCoy

The Challenges of On-campus Recruitment Events

With thousands of colleges and universities in the United 
States, how does a typical high school senior select a college 
to attend? There is no doubt that the recruitment efforts of 
college admissions offices are one of the many factors influ-
encing a student’s decision. By the time a college-bound stu-
dent is a senior in high school, she will have received direct 
mailings, e-mails, social media updates, and telemarketing 
calls from current college students. She will have attended 
local college fairs and will have had college representatives 
visit her high school. But on-campus admissions events are 
the secret weapon that colleges and universities use to con-
vince students to apply and enroll.

On-campus events vary depending on the size, location, 
and type of institution; they include campus visitations, 
open houses, preview days, scholarship events, admitted 
student events, and summer yield events. These events take 
months to plan, and admissions staff members spend end-
less hours ensuring that event details are executed efficiently 
and effectively. The purposes of this article are to identify 
four challenges institutions must overcome when planning 
and implementing on-campus admissions events and to 
provide specific suggestions for addressing these challenges 
in a proactive manner. The four challenges are scheduling 
around conflicting events; marketing and advertising ef-

forts; budgetary constraints and cost concerns; and in-
volving faculty and academic department staff. Certain 
key components can help ensure admissions events’ suc-
cess, including the avoidance of problems through careful 
planning.

SCHEDULING AROUND CONFLICTING EVENTS

The first challenge admissions staff typically face is setting 
an event date that does not conflict with other campus or 
community events. In order to identify a suitable date for 
an on-campus event, admissions staff should research pos-
sible conflicting events, including other campus events, 
national holidays, festivals, community events, SAT/ACT 
testing dates, and high school functions. Despite staff 
members’ best efforts, it is sometimes impossible to sched-
ule an admissions event so it will not conflict with other 
events. This can be problematic—especially if the conflict-
ing event will require the sharing of campus resources such 
as venue, transportation, parking, and catering.

A few strategies can be utilized to avoid the logisti-
cal nightmares that can arise as the result of a conflicting 
event. The first is to confirm logistics as soon as possible. If 
concerns arise during the planning process, meet with the 
planners of the conflicting event to discuss logistics. To-
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gether, the respective event planners can work to address 
concerns and to brainstorm creative solutions. This will 
facilitate clear communication and may help prevent the 
particular event conflict from arising in the future.

MARKETING AND ADVERTISING EFFORTS

The second challenge admissions event planners often 
confront is how to market and advertise the event effec-
tively. There are many ways to advertise college admissions 
events, including invitations, reservations, web sites, social 
media, and signs. Admissions staff first must identify the 
target audience; this will determine which advertising me-
dium is most appropriate. If invitations are to be extended, 
the number of invitees—based in part on the size of the 
venue and other factors—must be determined. Histori-
cal trends and economic factors also can play key roles in 
determining how many guests to invite. Event planners 
should use attendance at past events to predict how many 
students should be invited to yield the maximum number 
of registrants the venue can accommodate.

A related challenge is determining how to have guests 
register for the event. An admissions professional should 
consider the type and size of the event before identifying 
the most appropriate registration method. For example, 
if an event is somewhat intimate—a formal dinner, per-
haps—then the planner may consider having invitees call 
or e-mail the admissions office to RSVP. However, if the 
event is much larger—like an open house preview—then 
a reservation web site might be the best option.

Another challenge related to advertising is deciding 
which materials to provide attendees to enhance their 
experience. Admissions professionals should think about 
guests’ needs and determine how marketing materials 
such as agendas, maps, and signs could help meet them. 
The size and location of the event will determine at least 
in part which marketing materials will be needed. For ex-
ample, an event at which guests choose which sessions to 
attend may require a program and a campus map; if guests 
are to attend a dinner party with the president, a schedule 
of events likely will not be necessary.

BUDGETARY CONSTRAINTS AND COST CONCERNS

The third challenge is working within budgetary con-
straints and addressing cost concerns. Higher education 
institutions—and, consequently, campus offices—are ex-

periencing drastic budget cuts. Admissions offices play a 
vital role in generating revenue through enrollment. As a 
result, spending thousands of dollars on recruitment ef-
forts can seem wasteful and unnecessary. Some specific 
ways to address concerns relating to costs are to demon-
strate the impact of admissions events through assess-
ment—to include yearly reports that present data such as 
the number of attendees and the percentage of attendees 
that later apply to and/or enroll at the institution.

Event planners also must keep budget records from 
year to year. Data in these records can be used to inform 
decisions to revise the format of certain events as well as to 
eliminate certain event costs. To ensure the support of the 
campus administration, admissions professionals should 
examine the event budget carefully and make appropri-
ate adjustments to expenses for such line items as food, 
promotional items, and printing. If budgetary concerns 
regarding an on-campus gathering are significant, one op-
tion may be to charge admission. Some institutions have 
no choice but to do so and are able nevertheless to stage 
successful events. (Of course, consider carefully whether 
requiring guests to pay might discourage their attendance 
and so hurt the institution’s recruitment efforts.)

INVOLVING FACULTY AND ACADEMIC DEPARTMENTS

The final challenge is to involve faculty and academic de-
partment staff. It is imperative to get buy-in from these key 
constituents. On most campuses, student affairs depart-
ments (e.g., student life, study abroad, the career center) 
are eager to participate in on-campus events. However, 
faculty and academic department staff typically are less 
enthusiastic about attending admissions events. Given the 
importance of having faculty and other department rep-
resentatives available to speak to prospective students and 
their parents, time and effort should be spent recruiting 
them to participate.

Two important strategies for enhancing the participation 
of faculty and academic department staff are communicat-
ing the details of the event and providing data that demon-
strate the impact of faculty and departmental involvement. 
Focus, too, on when and how communication about on-
campus admissions events is disseminated. For example, if 
faculty members are notified about an event too far in ad-
vance, they may forget about it; alternatively, if they receive 
the invitation too near the date of the event, their calendar 
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may already be filled. Determining who will communicate 
the details of the event and the role faculty and academic 
departments will play is also key to securing participation. 
For example, faculty will be far more likely to attend if they 
are invited to do so by the president or provost.

Once faculty and department staff agree to participate, 
it is imperative to clearly communicate the role they are 
expected to play (e.g., presenting information sessions, 
leading tours of the department, staffing a booth at an aca-
demic fair, etc.). These details can be provided informally 
via e-mail or a letter or formally via an information session 
or a presentation at a faculty-senate meeting.

Communication with faculty and departments must 
continue up to and even after the event. It is always a good 
idea to send reminders about the time and location of the 
event, parking, and other logistics. , A number of things can 
be done after the event is over to help ensure faculty partici-
pation in future events: First, the admissions event planner 
can send faculty a survey soliciting feedback and sugges-
tions regarding how to improve the event. Second, send 
personalized thank you cards and/or a small gift to demon-
strate the office’s gratitude. Third, notify faculty members, 
chairs and/or deans of their participation in the event and 

describe how their involvement made the event a success. 
Finally, share with faculty the assessment of the event; high-
light comments about faculty members’ participation.

CONCLUSION

Admissions event staff confront many challenges when 
planning and implementing on-campus events. Four of 
these challenges are scheduling around conflicting events; 
marketing and advertising; budgetary constraints and 
cost concerns; and involving faculty and academic de-
partments. One of the most rewarding aspects of working 
with college admissions events is overcoming the unantici-
pated challenges that inevitably arise; but good planning 
can minimize the number of surprises.

About the Author

AMY MCCOY is the Coordinator of Special Events at the University of 
South Carolina. She has worked at USC since 2008, serving as an Admis-
sions Counselor for two years before transitioning into her current posi-
tion. Along with the Assistant Director of Special Events, Amy currently 
plans and coordinates all on- and off-campus events for the admissions 
office. Just recently, she received her Master’s degree in Higher Education 
Student Affairs at the University of South Carolina in spring 2012. A native 
of Pittsburgh, she earned a B.A. in public relations in 2008 from the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh at Bradford.



forumResearch in Brief

College & University | 47 

By Chris Tilghman

Flying Blind:  
National Graduation Goals  

and Adult Student Retention

The Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) 
recently cited a mid-sized private university in California 
for failing to benchmark undergraduate student retention 
levels against those of similar universities or against na-
tionally available norms. The trouble is that this university 
exclusively serves adult and professional students through 
its main campus and online programs. As such, it faces 
the same problem that most universities serving nontra-
ditional students face: where can benchmarks of student 
success for working adult students be found?

Were this institution serving primarily traditional, full-
time students, such a citation likely would not have been 
issued. Universities that accept U.S. Department of Edu-
cation Title IV funding must report first-to-second-year 
retention rates of all first-time, full-time students, as well 
as four- and six-year graduation rates for those students. 
Those figures are made public through IPEDS and are eas-
ily viewed on the Department’s College Navigator website 
(http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/). However, part-
time and transfer students are not included in the reten-
tion or graduation calculations, with the result that most 
working adult enrollees are uncounted in these standard-
ized retention figures. Now, however, the Department is 
angling to include part-time student data in institutions’ 
graduation rates.

Despite the WASC reviewers’ charge, institutional data 
regarding part-time, non-traditional students’ retention 
and graduation rates are not widely available. Nor is there 
a standard in the United States for recording and report-
ing such data. Moreover, the national, federally mandated 
definition of retention—focused as it is on first-time, full-
time students matriculating in a second academic year—
certainly is not the right metric to apply to universities 
and programs that primarily serve working adults. The 
vast majority of these students are enrolled part time and 
have transfer credit that is the result of prior college en-
rollment, work experience, and/or military training.

The goal of this article is to shed light on a variety of 
metrics institutions and some accreditors currently use to 
track the retention of working adults. Further, it identi-
fies a number of important principles that all stakehold-
ers should consider when creating a standard measure of 
adult student retention. Finally, it describes a few errors to 
avoid in developing and mandating such a standard.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DEFINING AND 
MEASURING ADULT STUDENT RETENTION

Why does any of this matter? The refrain is familiar: 
The United States’ international standing with regard to 
higher education attainment is declining. Of the  mil-

http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/
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lion students who begin degree programs here each year, 
1. million ( %) will never graduate (http://nces.ed.gov/
programs/digest/d09/tables/dt09_198.asp). To regain the 
nation’s leadership, President Obama has charged it with 
increasing the number of - to -year-olds with a college 
degree by 8 million—to 0 percent (just 0 percent!)—
by 00—an achievement that several organizations 
have noted must include increasing degree attainment 
by traditional-aged college students as well as work-
ing adults (www.whitehouse.gov/issues/education and 
http://chronicle.com/article/To-Reach-Obamas-00-
Goal//). In collaboration with the U.S. Department 
of Education, the U.S. Department of Labor launched the 
 billion Trade Adjustment Assistance Community Col-
lege and Career Training grant program, which provides 
community colleges and other eligible institutions with 
funds to increase completion rates and to better prepare 
students for employment in high-wage, high-skill occu-
pations (www.doleta.gov/taaccct/). Philanthropies such 
as the Lumina and Gates foundations also are leading the 
charge, establishing large-scale college-completion ini-
tiatives into which they are investing considerable sums 
(www.gatesfoundation.org/postsecondaryeducation/
Pages/why-college-completion.aspx and www.lumin-
afoundation.org/goal_0.html).

The trouble is that while this remarkable consensus 
on the nature of America’s higher education attainment 
challenge has emerged (as has consensus on the need to 
produce more qualified college graduates), no concomi-
tant agreement has arisen regarding how to measure inter-
mediate progress toward increasing the graduation rates of 
part-time, adult students. Even the Department of Educa-
tion’s current efforts seem to focus more on community 
colleges than on the broad population of degree-pursuing 
students at all types of universities, including those offer-
ing online and hybrid programs.

How can senior administrators, policy makers, and phi-
lanthropies manage people, processes, and resources toward 
improved graduation rates of this critical population if they 
cannot manage first toward improved student retention 
rates? The answer is that no one can reliably measure inter-
mediate progress toward the long-term goal of increasing 
graduation rates at either an institutional or national level, 
given current circumstances. The fact is that we do not even 
have a common definition of “adult student retention.”

CHALLENGES IN DEFINING AND  
MEASURING ADULT STUDENT RETENTION

Most institutions define adult students as those older than 
 years of age who are pursuing a degree, certificate, or 
diploma. (This excludes intentional one-time course-tak-
ers.) In some cases, universities further refine their defi-
nition to include only working adults—i.e., students who 
are attempting credits at a pace slower than typical full-
time undergraduate or graduate students but not formally 
part time, as defined by financial aid rules.

“Retention,” on the other hand, has no shared defini-
tion as it pertains to adult students. At some universities, 
the definition includes adult student participation in any 
credit-bearing activity over the course of a year. At others, 
it means the rate at which adult students complete indi-
vidual courses. Still elsewhere, adult student retention is 
defined as the persistence of a cohort of in-coming stu-
dents by academic term through graduation.

Mechanisms for measuring adult student retention 
vary in three important dimensions:

 W length of period (“over what time span is retention 
measured?”);

 W enrolled student cohort (“who is being measured?”); 
and

 W qualifying activities (“what counts as retention?”).

“Length of period” for adult student retention varies 
from the first academic term, usually defined as a course 
or two, to as long as seven to ten years. Enrolled student 
cohort filters vary from students in a single course to the 
entire student body. Qualifying activities for retention 
run a wide gamut that often reflects the character of the 
institution itself.

Length of Period

Some retention metrics focus on retention over the dura-
tion of a single course—and sometimes, over only the first 
one or two weeks of a course. A brief period of measure-
ment allows institutions to see quickly how many students 
are persisting in the early stages of their enrollment. Usu-
ally, attrition is highest in the initial terms—that is, from 
term one to term two—and then it decreases over time. 
Knowing the retention rate of a group of new students af-
ter a brief period may signal where an institution’s gradua-
tion targets will be at risk over the long term.

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d09/tables/dt09_198.asp
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d09/tables/dt09_198.asp
http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/education
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/postsecondaryeducation/Pages/why-college-completion.aspx
http://www.gatesfoundation.org/postsecondaryeducation/Pages/why-college-completion.aspx
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By contrast, measuring retention over a longer period 
can also be useful, especially if the period includes the 
graduation of many students (repayment of student loans 
correlates closely with graduation rates). Finally, longer 
periods of measurement allow for “smoothing” of the 
data that reflect the natural “stop-in-stop-out” model that 
many institutions experience with regard to adult students 
(particularly those on active or reserve military duty). 
Over time, students’ entries, exits, and re-entries balance 
out to yield a curve that reflects the real retention of a 
group of students.

Enrolled Student Cohort

Institutions “slice” retention along a number of dimen-
sions — level of financial aid, completion of a trial course, 
number of incoming transfer credits, gender, academic 
program, student age, term of entry, number of credits 
attempted per term, first course attempted, and market-
ing code — to name a few examples. Often, a university 
determines the cohort to study following an institutional 
analysis of underlying causes and correlates of retention. 
Institutions typically show better retention rates when the 
student body is slightly older, has higher incoming levels 
of education, has higher income, is more heavily female, 
and avoids enrolling in difficult math 
classes in the initial semesters of ma-
triculation. Whatever sub-analyses 
they may run, many institutions also 
track retention of the student body as 
a whole—particularly as overall reten-
tion correlates with such other impor-
tant factors as total tuition revenue 
and institutional fiscal health.

Qualifying Events

How institutions count a student as 
being retained varies widely. For some 
universities, “satisfying a retention 
requirement” means that a student 
makes a grade-worthy attempt at a 
course. For other universities, a student is retained when 
he transfers in credits from another institution, completes 
a prior learning assessment, or takes a credit-bearing exam, 
regardless of course participation. Another group of in-
stitutions counts students who participate in such non-

credit-bearing activities as meeting with a faculty member 
or using an academic support resource as retained.

EXAMPLES OF ADULT STUDENT RETENTION METRICS

In establishing their own definitions of adult student re-
tention, institutions implicitly answer the questions “who 
was retained, over what period, and how do we know?” in 
their own ways. Those that have well-developed systems 
for the measurement and management of adult student re-
tention typically use more than one metric, because they 
track the retention of multiple populations over various 
lengths of time for a number of strategic reasons. Com-
mon adult retention metrics include:

 W Term-over-term re-enrollment of the entire student 
body in courses. This metric answers the simple ques-
tion “how many of the students who were enrolled in 
courses last academic term remain enrolled this term?” 
Some institutions add to this figure the number of new 
enrollments in the same period to yield a “net” enroll-
ment figure that tracks changes in the overall size of the 
student body.

 W Term-over-term re-enrollment of all students entering 
the university and taking courses for the first time on a 
specified start date. Many institutions refer to this met-

ric as “cohort-based retention,” with “cohort” meaning 
a group of students who share a common start date at 
the institution, not necessarily those who attend classes 
together and know one another.

Table 1. 
 Term-Over-Term Re-Enrollment of the  

Entire Student Body, Including New Enrollments

Fall Spring Summer Fall

Total Enrollment 100 95 75 105

New Starts 15 10 40

Retention from Prior Term—Count 80 65 65

% Retained (Term-Over-Term) 80% 68% 87%
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 W Year-over-year qualifying activity (broadly defined) by 
any student. This definition is based on the idea that 
adult students are retained if they remain actively en-
gaged with the university. Such measures are often used 
at institutions that offer self-paced curricula. “Quali-
fying activity” may include course enrollment, use of 
academic support resources, attempts at credit-bearing 
exams, attempts at practice exams, successful transfer of 
credit from another institution, and the award of credit 
on the basis of an assessment of prior learning.

In addition to these fairly straightforward metrics, 
some universities calculate annual retention metrics 
based on their accreditors’ definitions. For example, 
the Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges and 
Schools, which accredits many for-profit institutions, has 
a standardized definition of retention that incorporates 
data pertaining to continuing students, new students, and 
re-entering students.

PRINCIPLES FOR A COMMON NATIONAL METRIC

Given consensus on the nation’s need for more graduates 
and the consequences of failing to produce them, it would 
be too easy to rush headlong into defining a national 
metric for adult student retention without considering 

the consequences. Any effective metric would need to ac-
count for a number of important principles in order to 
prevent misinterpretation.

Simplicity and Comparability

A common metric would need to be simple enough to al-
low one institution’s results to be compared meaningfully 
to another’s. To do so would require taking into account 
a wide variety of academic term structures and program 
lengths; this is not impossible. Though widely divergent 
in their details, most adult-serving institutions’ academic 
calendars share important characteristics. For example, 
they enroll significant cohorts of new students in August-
September and January-February of each year. Thus, a 
common metric could focus on the retention of students 
entering the university for the first time at these times of 
year—just as the standard measure for traditional students 
focuses on fall-to-fall retention.

Validity and Seasonality

Retention measures are subject to seasonality effects that 
can easily obscure changes caused by administrative policy. 
Consider this example: University A tracks retention of the 
entire student body from one academic term to the next 
as its primary measure of retention. Most new students en-

Table 2.  
 Cohort-Based Retention

Term of First 
Enrollment

% Students (of Initial Pool) Still Enrolled in…

2009 2010 2011

Fall Spring Summer Fall Spring Summer Fall Spring Summer

Fall 100 85 70 80 70 55 60 50 40

Spring 100 70 85 75 60 70 60 50

Summer 100 90 80 65 75 70 55

Fall 100 85 70 80 70 55

Spring 100 70 85 75 60

Summer 100 90 80 65

Fall 100 85 70

Spring 100 70

Summer 100
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ter the university’s academic programs in the fall semester. 
Every year, the university posts relatively good retention 
results in the fall semester, relatively poor retention results 
in the spring semester, and middling results in the summer 
term. Why the variation? Because most new students enroll 
in the fall, and because attrition is highest among new stu-
dents, the spring semester retention report is more heavily 
influenced by high-attrition-risk students than the report 
for any other semester. A more insightful measure would 
compare like-semester retention—i.e., this year’s spring se-
mester retention and last year’s spring semester retention. 
Such a comparison would be more likely to yield a true 
picture of changes in retention based on incoming student 
demographics and changes in university policies.

Accounting for Stop-Outs

Most administrators at adult-serving institutions—partic-
ularly those serving students on active or reserve military 
duty — note that many of their students stop in and out 
of course-taking as their priorities shift. 
Every institution has a story—often, 
many—about the student who took ten 
or more years to graduate. Such stories 
become totems in the argument against 
any standardized measure of retention of 
adult students. It makes sense to exercise 
caution when comparing metrics used to 
define the retention of traditional, full-
time undergraduate students to those 
used to measure adult student retention. 
However, caution should not obscure 
the clear need for a standard indicator 
of adult students’ contribution toward 
national graduation goals.

Still, frequent breaks in enrollment by 
adult students are a reality, so we need 
standard measures of retention that take 
a longer view than from the fall of a student’s first year of 
enrollment through her (possible) enrollment a year later. 
This can be achieved by looking at like-cohort performance 
over a long time period. For example, if a college enrolled 
approximately 00 new students in fall quarter 008, what 
are the retention and graduation rates of those students 
in subsequent quarters? The rates could be compared to 
those for a group of 00 similar students (similar in terms 

of academic program and incoming characteristics)—who 
first enrolled in fall quarter 009. This is an example of the 
cohort-based retention analysis described above.

Any intra-institutional comparisons must take into ac-
count the relative portion of the average student’s overall 
degree requirement that was completed prior to his ma-
triculation. It will be no surprise to find that institutions 
that tend to enroll students who have high numbers of 
prior credits earned produce graduates at higher rates—all 
else being equal—than those that do not.

Remembering Transfers

A large portion of adult students who enroll at an institu-
tion transfer credits for coursework completed elsewhere. 
Any national measure of retention must account for this 
pattern. Adult students move for work-related reasons. 
They stop out, and they stop in again. But many continue 
their education at institutions better suited to their new 
circumstances than the institutions they attended origi-

nally. Should universities be penalized for the behaviors 
of students who do not graduate but who continue their 
studies at other institutions—particularly when they do 
so within a limited amount of time? No.

One solution is the National Student Clearinghouse 
(www.studentclearinghouse.org), which already gathers 
data pertaining to students who recently transferred out 
of their academic programs. These students can be “added 

Table 3.  
 Retention as Year-Over-Year Qualifying Activity

Satisfactory for Retention:
Jan 1 2010 – Dec 31 2010

Student #1 Student #2 Student #3

Attempted Course? Yes No No

Attempted Practice Exam? No No No

Met with Academic Advisor? Yes Yes No

Transferred Credit In? No Yes No

Taking Gen Ed Course at  
Partner Community College?

No No No

Retained? Yes Yes No

http://www.studentclearinghouse.org
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back” to a national retention number so as to provide 
some proxy for students making academic progress, re-
gardless of at which university they are enrolled.

Other Correlates with Graduation

Is retention really a leading indicator of graduation? David 
Kalsbeek and the institutional research team at DePaul 
University make one of the sharpest arguments against 
using retention as a leading indicator of graduation. Kals-
beek, in his presentation, “Putting the Spotlight of Reten-
tion Strategy on Progress” (delivered July , 010 at the 
InsideTrack Leadership Forum in Atlanta, GA — available 
for download at www.insidetrack.com/downloads/file/
put ting_the_spotlight_of_retention_strategy_on_prog 
ress/), provided evidence from his research that the gradu-
ation rates of traditional undergraduates correlate more 
closely with annual academic progress than with annual 
retention. Stated simply: A number of first-time fresh-
men return for their sophomore academic year without 
having met the requirements for sophomore status. These 
students are much less likely to graduate than are simi-
larly retained students who earned sufficient credits for 
sophomore status (www.insidetrack.com/videos/s/7). 
Is the same pattern true of adult students? The question 
deserves consideration. If it becomes clear that academic 
progress is a better indicator of graduation than retention, 
then we should engage the task of standardizing a national 
metric for it.

CONCLUSION

Why has no standard means of measuring adult student 
retention yet emerged in the United States? There are at 
least two answers: One is that retention information is 
sensitive. Compared to the graduation rates of institu-
tions that serve traditional undergraduate students, those 
for institutions (and the divisions thereof ) that cater to 
part-time, working adult students look very low.

Another answer has to do with institutional non-com-
parability. Adult-serving institutions meet a wide variety 
of educational needs; consequently, they serve students 
from a variety of backgrounds. “Apples-to-apples” com-
parisons thus are difficult to make in a way that adminis-
trators believe to be fair. Almost by definition, institutions 
that serve larger numbers of at-risk students have lower 
graduation rates than those that do not. Should they be 
penalized for serving such students? Certainly not. Never-
theless, this same challenge exists with regard to measures 
of traditional undergraduate retention. The solution is to 
compare like institutions’ results, not to create different 
metrics altogether nor to dismiss the need for some com-
mon metric.

Until the United States has at least one standard for 
measuring and comparing adult student retention, we will 
know whether we are producing more college graduates 
in the United States only when we find out how many 
graduates we are producing each year. This is a lagging 
indicator, not a leading one. Surely, at a moment when 
achieving higher levels of educational attainment is such 
a prominent national goal, we ought not to spend bil-
lions to fly blind when it comes to student success and 
economic growth. Rather, we should define at least one 
national standard for tracking and reporting adult student 
retention.
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By Karl E. Burgher and Michael Snyder

Non-Profit/Higher Education 
Project Management Series: 

The Project Plan

Welcome to the second installment of the AACRAO man-
agement series focusing on project management in the 
academy. In this article, we focus on white papers (often 
called charters, briefs, or fact sheets) and their partner, the 
work plan.

These documents are the foundation of all work we do. 
Typically, a work plan is written once a proposal has been 
funded. At times, a work plan may need to be written to 
help sell an idea—that is, to demonstrate that a solid and 
complete plan of action exists to deliver results. But most 
work plans are written once the “sale” is complete. The 
work must be clearly defined, with precise schedules, bud-
gets, responsibilities, deliverables, and assessment plans.

White papers are used as proposal and short status 
documents. Often, they are scaled-down versions of work 
plans that are used to pitch ideas to the busy people who 
hold the purse strings. In this article, we focus primarily 
on work plans; a few paragraphs at the end of the article 
are devoted to white papers. (White papers almost always 
come first in the work planning process, but they are easier 
to understand in the context of an established work plan.)

In our previous article, we explained why we can (and 
should) treat so much of what we do as a series of projects 
and why we respond by applying project tools and tech-
niques. Remember the context within which we work—

i.e., the compression of the product/project lifecycle, the 
knowledge explosion, global competition (which really 
just means lots of competition), downsizing and the use 
of contractors and consultants, mass customization, inter-
national development and an increased focus worldwide 
on western education, and lots of small projects that can 
give us fits if they are not well organized (Clifford Gray 
and Erik Larson (007), Project Management: The Mana-
gerial Process, 4th Edition, Irwin/McGraw Hill). As part 
of an effort to help align your people with various types of 
projects, we also described eight types of project manag-
ers. Every person has a unique skill set that can and should 
be optimized.

Work plans document all activities to be undertaken, 
keep everyone moving in the same direction, and allow for 
comparison with and prioritizing against competing proj-
ects. If we do not know where we are in our work at any 
given point in time, we cannot accurately plan, schedule, 
or proceed with future efforts. Once projects are under 
way, we need a map to remind us of what is next, when it 
is due, and who is responsible for it. Work plans are not 
only for construction and IT but for anyone who must ac-
complish work quickly and efficiently. Work plans allow 
for unit capacity building and even promotion. (If some-
one else cannot track the work, how can sponsors see that 
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it has been done well, and how can subordinates advance 
the work?) Before we turn our attention fully to work plan 
development, we need to give some thought to time. The 
topic has a special place in our next discussion, as available 
time (and thus our schedule) correlates and holds causal-
ity with money, efficiency, balance, productivity, family, 
and—ultimately—relationships and personal health.

THE ILLUSION OF “CATCHING UP”

We would like to introduce you to what we believe is a 
workplace illusion: the concept of “catching up.” We be-
lieve it is a fallacy to think that one day we finally will get 
caught up with our work and that our lives will get back to 
normal, whatever that may mean. How many times have 
each of you said one of the following?

 W “That project will have to wait until I catch up.”
 W “Once I finish a few things, we will finally get orga-
nized.”

 W “Once we get over the top on this one, we will exam-
ine your proposal.”

 W “This time of year (applied to any time of year) is al-
ways busy.”

 W “Let’s have lunch…right after I get a few things off 
my plate.”

 W “When I catch up at work, we’ll take that vacation I 
promised you.”

 W “Once work slows down, I will start coming home 
earlier and we will [fill in the blank].”

Over time, the thought process reflected in these state-
ments crushes morale and destroys workplace productiv-
ity—especially as it begins to take its toll at home. Think 
about it honestly: Do you ever really catch up? And if 
you do, how long does it typically last? For most, work-
ing at 110 percent is the daily reality. We strive to com-
bat this reality by working more hours. (After all, being 
the last one out of the parking lot and saying you worked 
all weekend have become badges of honor.) But consider 
this: Working all weekend means not only that employees 
are working ineffectively but also that they are being man-
aged ineffectively. (After learning that Karl was working 
Sunday afternoons, a former mentor would ask, “What’s 
wrong with you? You slow?”) The longer the pattern con-
tinues, the more the stress builds, the more morale goes 
south, the greater the risk of project blunders, and the 

greater the likelihood that good employees will feel that 
they are failing one another and becoming unproductive. 
This is burnout, it is real, and it leads to inefficiency and 
poor physical health.

Certainly, we do not pretend that we always understood 
that catching up was an illusion; we have made plenty of 
mistakes over the course of our careers. Nevertheless, we 
understand it now. And we reject the notion that most 
will ever catch up. There is more work than ever and fewer 
resources to complete it. It is time to let go of that thought 
process and embrace the competitiveness.

So how do we survive in this new world? We know 
you want to choose to get home at a reasonable hour and 
actually watch your child ride a two-wheeler for the first 
time. But how do we let go and do that? First, we accept 
“crazy.” It is the new normal. We must get past that and 
move on. Next, we integrate our deliverable schedule with 
our life. What does that mean? It means you learn to inte-
grate your work life with the rest of your life but not at the 
expense of the rest of your life. Did you know that some 
companies have adopted such practices as no time clock 
and unlimited vacation? Instead, they measure success ac-
cording to deliverables and projects.

What we have long understood is that one must be or-
ganized to manage a heavy work load efficiently. We must 
learn to use our hours as effectively and efficiently as pos-
sible. We also must learn to walk away from the chaos for a 
time so that we have time to rest, to eat, to exercise, and to 
be with family—in other words, to have a life. It is possible 
to have a robust career and a life, but one must be efficient 
and organized to do so. Project management techniques 
and tools can help.

Once we accept that we are never going to catch up, the 
next step is to stop sprinting all the time. Rather, accept 
that we are running a marathon and that we are perpetu-
ally at the 1th mile. What is needed is a consistent pace 
through each project. People can give 110 percent much 
of the time—but not 1 percent; that means  hours a 
week but not 0 (let alone 0). This refers to actual work 
time, not time at the water cooler or mere “seat time.” (Ac-
tually working  hours typically might take at least 0 
hours to accomplish.)

Getting organized can be a huge project in itself—one 
that must be prioritized and integrated into an already full 
schedule. But stay committed, and within three months, 
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you may be able to exhale. At six months, life will start to 
get better, and people will begin to have fun. A year later, 
you will be good to go. A year seems like a long time, but 
in context it is not. It is well worth the time to save your 
office, your health, and even a relationship or two from 
chaos. Our blue skies may be a bit too clear for some, but 
we are believers. This is how we work.

Our goal is to teach you how to survive inside in chaos 
with PM. The secret is to accept, engage, and embrace the 
chaos. Then we can excel, deliver, and learn how to live 
both inside and outside of the workplace.

Between the two of us, we manage or are responsible 
for well over 100 efforts, with 0 to 0 teams, in a matrix 
organization. We are well organized, we make choices, we 
plan, we run only efficient efforts, and we communicate 
as effectively and as often as we can. We know the status 
of our efforts at all times, we keep our schedules, and we 
use our time deliberately. What we do not do is work all 
the time.

We start between 7:00 and 7:0 am, and we are home 
between :0 and :00 pm—90 percent of the time. Our 
commutes are between 10 and 0 minutes. We rarely work 
on weekends at any extended level of effort; instead, we 
ensure that we get sufficient rest and faith and family time. 
We do admit, however, to being tied somewhat to our 
phones. In part, this is to avert project bottlenecks. The 
mantra of a program manager (and, ideally, of any man-
ager) is to never slow the progress of anyone else’s work. 
That said, we do not let the devices run our lives. We also 
choose to observe what we call “zero tech time,” when we 
turn off our gadgets for hours at a time so we can focus on 
family and restoration. We are paid by deliverable, not by 
seat time (this is another newer paradigm; the old term is 
“managed by objective”). Pay attention, bosses: Quit mi-
cromanaging today’s knowledge workers, and free them to 
deliver and manage their whole lives, not just their work 
lives. Empower your employees!

WORK PLANS

Now consider how to prioritize and schedule—that is, 
how to write robust work plans. Work plans protect man-
agers from over-scheduling their resources; better yet, 
they protect managers from others who might over-sched-
ule their resources. When a department’s resources can be 
shown in detail exactly how they are to be utilized for the 

next six months, the planning argument shifts from “just 
piling on more work” to the prioritizing, scheduling, and 
delivering of the work. Indeed, that is the foundation of 
the following exercise.

Work Planning, Work Writing

At Indiana State University, we used fairly simple textbook 
project management techniques to initiate more than 00 
projects led by  teams that were based on our five-year 
strategic plan This included using project management for 
the proposal and work planning stages of eight education 
and research centers. We now use hardened PM techniques 
within information technology as we are gradually building 
a project management office (PMO). We spent the last year 
working through the process of work planning with the 
registration and records office, examining well over 0 proj-
ects and 0 recurring activities that we treated as projects 
for planning purposes. It works, and it does not have to be 
complicated. But that does not mean that it is easy. It is dif-
ficult to write about work—to stay organized, on schedule, 
and to keep folks focused. But the use of project manage-
ment principles can improve all aspects of an organization.

Many people believe that when they draft a proposal or 
develop a schedule, they are writing a work plan. However, 
this usually is not the case. Writing work plans is an art 
form in that it is done well by some and poorly by most. 
Authors often leave out far too much detail. While it is not 
necessary to write a novel, it is preferable to “over-com-
municate.” The work plan should be sufficiently detailed 
to allow another team to take over the work once one has 
finished writing about it. Write well; define, schedule, and 
cost out work; determine who is going to do the work; 
and, finally, determine how the work will be assessed.

Work Plan Outline

The basic work plan consists of the following seven sec-
tions:

 W Introduction/background/specification: “The what” 
is it we are doing?

 W Proposal/purpose/justification: “The why” should 
we bother?

 W Work/action steps/process: “The how” in painful 
detail.

 W Reporting and deliverable schedule: “The when” 
things get done, including completion?
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 W Cost estimate/budget: “The how much” in terms of 
dollars and people?

 W Stakeholders/management plan: “The who” cares 
and “the who” is in charge?

 W Outcome assessment/testing: “The how well” did 
we do, and how do we know we are finished?

There is nothing magical about these sections. You will 
find them (or something similar) in many a project plan or 
project charter template. But if it is not common for you 
to negotiate a process like this, it can be difficult even for 
great writers to write simply and clearly about each topic.

Why? First, it can be difficult to describe an entire proj-
ect step by step. Second, to do so requires defining exactly 
what will be done, by whom, and when. This is manage-
ment with full accountability; both are difficult to master, 
but they are well worth the effort.

This process forces managers and their teams to evalu-
ate all work across the organization in a standard format 
that facilitates comparison. Allocations of time, scope, 
and resources can be evaluated quickly and easily, and de-
terminations can be made as to which projects have prior-
ity and what the dependencies are.

Clearly, everyone’s work cannot be given top priority; 
nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that all serve 
on the same team and so must work toward common 
and well-understood goals. When each team member is 
successful, the team is successful—and so is the manager. 
Everyone needs to contribute to help get the win. This is 
good for projects—and for careers.

Drafting A Work Plan

The Introduction/Background/Specification: 
“The what” is it we are doing?

It is here that we define our project. We introduce the un-
informed reader to the task at hand, our science, and per-
haps a brief history. Most important, we specify what it is 
we plan to do. We all need to be able to write a thesis state-
ment about our work, and we must place it in a context 
the reader can understand. If the people who control the 
resources do not know exactly what we want to do, then 
how can they determine whether it should be supported? 
Many work plans are doomed by their opening sentences. 
If “the what” is not communicated clearly, the plan will be 

moved to the bottom of the pile or even to the recycling 
bin. There is a saying that “paper keeps people friends.” Pa-
per also can define a project so that everyone knows what 
she is supposed to do and when he is supposed to do it. 
Specify, clearly and completely.

The Proposal/Purpose/Justification: 
“The why” should we bother?

This section is for the pitch. If the introduction was so 
fantastic that the project is already sold, then this section 
will justify why the plan is what it is. This section does 
not repeat specifications; rather, it explains why resources 
should be allocated to the project. Instead of “we will cre-
ate a process to collect co-curricular data to better under-
stand the non-academic activities of at-risk students,” the 
pitch might specify “we will create a co-curricular data col-
lection process so we can determine which activities most 
benefit students in terms of retention behaviors; then we 
will allocate time and money to those activates in order to 
increase retention.” Consider the difference. Be sure the 
work plan specifically addresses the project’s contribution 
to the organization or to the system.

It is no longer acceptable simply to get the work done 
for the sake of getting the work done. There is not enough 
money to just “do work.” Instead, we need to do work that 
increases stakeholder success and that has an immediate 
purpose. Those who lose sight of why their work should 
be done either spend their careers working on others’ proj-
ects or are invited to find other work. Carefully describe 
how your project helps the organization as well as your 
team, your area, and your unit.

Work/Action Steps/Process: “The how”

This section describes in detail how the objectives will 
be accomplished. Project management professionals may 
utilize Microsoft Project and Primavera to manage work 
for large construction or IT projects; others may utilize 
Excel or even Gantt charts to depict the dependencies as-
sociated with a project, allocate labor, and identify critical 
steps toward a completed build. We like to hang our de-
pictions of project processes on the wall so everyone can 
be reminded of progress and of who is supporting whom. 
Sometimes there is nothing better than a transparent peer 
management process.
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It is in this section that we describe the allocation of re-
sources to the various aspects of the project; this, in turn, 
helps us develop the schedule (see below). (Often, the 
work activities and the schedule are determined in con-
junction with one another.)

This part of the work plan can prove tedious as you 
record in detail each step in the process. “Just do it” (the 
project) it is not sufficient. People need a “road map” if 
they are to accomplish work effectively and efficiently in 
an environment defined by chaos. Tightly scheduled ac-
tion steps can decrease the re-mobilization time that is 
required between efforts. People will know what to do 
next without having to allocate much time to thinking (or 
meeting) because they will have done the thinking and the 
organizing in advance.

While the steps should be clear and concise, we encour-
age you nevertheless to use more language than a basic 
technical writer would. Write so the project manager can 
understand what to do—and thus can undertake the proj-
ect. Also be sure to leave yourself plenty of time to write; 
this particular section—and work plans in general—will 
require considerable effort, particularly in the begin-
ning. (Limit work plans to ten pages and white papers to 
two; long documents are easier to write than short ones.) 
Thinking through the action steps is a critical component 
in the development of any work plan.

The Schedule: “The when” are we going to 
meet milestones and finish this project?

This step is not all that hard to accomplish if the action/
work steps have been laid out in detail. However, if the 
work and action steps have not been clearly defined, 
then you likely will find yourself in trouble because you 
will lack a sense of when various project milestones can 
be reached or when the final deliverable will be complete. 
This section is about making promises to the sponsor: 
faculty, students, your boss, the provost or president, or 
even an external stakeholder. Why is everything so often 
late? Many times it is because of the lack of well-defined 
action steps that provide for the determination of accu-
rate levels of effort and the achievement of certain mile-
stones; absent these, it is virtually impossible to estimate a 
project completion date. Action steps also help determine 
how long processes will take given project resources. This 
is important to the organization as a whole: Balancing 

resources among projects correlates with prioritization, 
scheduling, and completion, and it protects against re-
source re-allocation, new work, and lost labor.

Allow us to digress for a moment. Once everyone is 
organized and knows what to do when, and all is good 
and working nicely, life has a way of introducing change. 
Someone always ends up disrupting the system. In most 
cases, the disruption takes the form of yet another proj-
ect; alternatively, someone quits or a mid-year budget cut 
is introduced. In such circumstances, you ask yourself, 
“How are we going to get that done with our already over-
allocated budget and extended faculty and/or staff—on 
top of all of the other things we have to do?” Your first 
step needs to be to write a work plan for the new proj-
ect—or to rewrite old work plans (at least the schedule 
portion) based on the new set of resources. Once the plans 
are complete, you will have a new understanding of time 
and money requirements, as a result of which you will be 
prepared to defend a request for additional resources; al-
ternatively, you can ask your sponsors what the new proj-
ect’s priority is so you can adjust schedules, labor, money, 
and deliverable dates on other work accordingly.

Without project definition, you will not be in a position 
to push back with regard to deliverables and schedule. (In 
higher education, time—and, thus, schedules—typically 
are what are modified; very rarely is additional money or 
FTE support awarded.) You must be able to demonstrate 
that your people are allocated, busy, successful, and pro-
ductive. Do this with work plans. In the past, those most 
adept at bargaining typically were awarded the resources. 
We contend, however, that this is not so much the case 
anymore. Instead, it is mostly about the work (and if it is 
not, then it should be).

If you are not organized, you will not be able to defend 
anything because everything—and, consequently, noth-
ing— will be a priority. Your team members will become 
grumpy and inefficient. Eventually, they will experience 
burnout. In contrast, good PM ensures that faculty and 
staff know what they are supposed to do. They feel accom-
plished because they are accomplishing work. They work 
well with one another and are efficient and productive; as 
a result, your job as manager/leader is simplified. (It may 
not seem so when you are developing and implementing 
your first work plans/PM organization drills, but it will get 
better—we promise!)
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The Cost Estimate/Budget: “The how 
much” in terms of dollars and people?

Most PMs perceive budgeting, resource allocation, esti-
mating, and costing as other painful processes. Certainly, 
they can be difficult and tedious, but if you do “the how” 
rigorously, then this step can prove more a “bean-counting 
exercise” than a philosophical discussion. If you know ev-
ery activity that is expected, then you can estimate how 
long those activities should take, how many people will 
be required, and what contracting needs, supplies, equip-
ment, and software will be needed.

This is called “bottom-up cost estimating.” “Top-
down” is beneficial when a quick estimate is required, but 
more accurate estimates are the sum of the needs for all of 
the tasks associated with a project. Bottom-up cost esti-
mating is laborious—and it can seem restrictive if a client 
or sponsor holds you to it—but it must be done. For ex-
ample, when you and the sponsor agree to a cost estimate, 
there may be some complicity. Thus, if something hap-
pens to the project externally, you can point to your tasks, 
milestones, and cost estimate and show what happened 
that was beyond your control; on that ground, you may 
argue for a change order. (A change order is a request to 
the sponsor to adjust the work plan because of an outside 
perturbation to the project.)

If you are not organized, how can you ask for a change 
order? By contrast, once the sponsors learn what hap-
pened despite your tightly defined work plan, they may 
extend a little more sympathy. If your work plan lacks de-
tail, you can expect your cause to be lost. You will look 
bad, the organization will suffer, people will be upset, and 
the likelihood that you will obtain additional resources 
may approximate zero. Economically challenging and 
competitive times call for detailed cost estimates so as to 
reduce project risk. Remember: It is not that risk exists; it 
is about managing risk.

The Stakeholders/Management Plan: “The 
who” cares and the “who is” in charge?

This section comprises two separate but important items. 
The first is a definition of who your project’s stakeholders 
are. Who cares, who should care, and who will be affected 
by the work you plan to do? Once the plan is written, you 
will want to share it with the project’s stakeholders both 
so they can take some ownership of the work and so they 

can evaluate and define it. We encourage full transparency. 
We must make sure that we are good stewards of taxpayer 
and student money. We cannot afford to waste resources; 
everything—every step—needs to be a “win.”

The second part of this step is about putting a name—
i.e., that of a responsible party—on each piece of the work/
intermediate deliverable to be accomplished. Everyone 
must know who is responsible for what and what kinds of 
dependencies exist for the people as opposed to the work. 
This step can make people nervous—particularly when 
schedules (and, perhaps, Gantt charts) and work efforts 
are defined and posted on the wall. People also become 
nervous when everyone can see how everyone else is do-
ing all of the time (“Did you finish your work?”). Man-
agement plans are tied to schedules, and staff can see the 
interdependencies. Note that staff do not necessarily like 
being dependent. Nevertheless, we believe this is a good 
thing. (A bad thing is when others do not know that you 
are waiting, for example, for Bob to finish work on his 
component of the project, and they think instead that you 
are late.) A good management plan delineates who is re-
sponsible for what task, who is the lead project manager, 
who the stakeholders are, and who is the sponsor of the 
work. If a team member is delaying progress, the manager 
needs to give him the opportunity—and the require-
ment—to change.

Outcome Assessment/Testing: “The how well” 
did we do/how do we know we are done?

Prior to starting a project, we need to define how we will 
know when we are done and how well we did in terms of 
accomplishing the objectives that were set. This seems as 
though it should be simple, but it often proves to be one 
of the more difficult sections to write. If a process is be-
ing assessed, we need to be able to define how well we are 
doing, perhaps by utilizing benchmarks and metrics. If 
a tool or product is being assessed, we need to determine 
how well—e.g., how quickly, how easily, how efficiently—
it is working, thus requiring the use of more metrics and 
benchmarks. Metrics and measures not only help us assess 
our progress but also help us know when we are finished; 
and they help us communicate as much to our stakehold-
ers. We need to assess all work, not just those aspects of 
work we are accustomed as academics to assessing. It is far 
preferable to help define how your work will be assessed 
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than to be judged according to a metric created by a party 
that is comparatively unfamiliar with your work.

Like every other section of the work plan, the section 
on assessment is important. Two key items must be com-
municated: how success will be judged by predetermined 
metrics (qualitative and quantitative) and how to deter-
mine when project objectives have been accomplished. 
Only then can we can avoid scope creep, declare victory, 
and move on to the next project. If we fail to define in 
advance when we will be done, we may never be done; this 
is the paradox of projects that never end—of projects that 
are always only 90 percent complete because assessment 
and deliverable definitions were never defined.

WHITE PAPERS

White papers are written for two primary reasons: First, 
only rarely will a senior administrator read much more 
than two pages. These individuals are very busy, and they 
have short attention spans. You must sell or “brief ” your 
idea very quickly. Second, white papers allow for the quick 

comparison of a wide variety and number of projects. 
Sponsors cannot read hundreds of pages to make go/no go 
decisions or to determine which projects should advance 
to full proposal stage.

When we present our projects, we strive to “make the 
sale”—including “the ask”—in  minutes or less. When 
we brief our boss on a project, we seek to describe all of 
the project’s components in  minutes or less, thereby get-
ting to the question (and, hopefully, to the “yes”) quickly.

It important to quickly get an answer—whether yes 
(great!) or no (so we can move on)—concerning our proj-
ect’s status. (One must be careful of the ego: While it may 
be tempting to feel that we are being treated unfairly in that 
we are getting only a few minutes to talk about something 
to which we plan to devote ourselves, we need to let that go. 
This isn’t about us; it is about work.) Let the deliverables 
speak for themselves. Let the idea speak for itself. Prepare as 
best you can, but then let the project be judged on its merit.

It can be difficult to communicate your message in two 
pages or less. Anyone can write a novel. But not anyone 
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North America is not an exact science. Admissions professionals must have 
the background and flexibility to weigh the available information both objec-
tively and subjectively. Authored by uC-berkeley’s Dona G. bretherick 
(Assistant Director, Graduate Admissions), AACRAO’s new Guide is an 
eleven-chapter overview of the practical information you need to make the 
right decisions for your institution and is a valuable addition to 
any international education library.

Visit  <https://www.aacrao.org/forms/publicationForm/> or call 
(301) 490-7651 to order your copy today.



College & University | 60 

can write an ego-less document that provides a complete 
description of work in two pages. Fewer still can sell an 
idea in five minutes or less.

In a previous life we spent a lot of time obtaining con-
tracts. The white paper was the tool of choice and needed 
to be concise so the sale could be completed quickly (rela-
tionship building often was primary). Five minutes and two 
pages could gain the next 100,000 contract or project. Do 
not ask busy people to listen or to read any longer. (They 
would much rather talk about something else for  min-
utes of your half-hour meeting, if only to get some relief !) If 
you have a concise two-page document, you can chat about 
the weather, pass out the document for all to read, and then 
ask the question in the next five minutes. Everyone will get 
to network a little, read the facts, and respond to your ques-
tion. Thus, you can leave knowing what to do next.

So how exactly does one write a white paper? Under-
stand that they are hard to write well. Expect some pain, 
and budget ample time. (The white paper may take more 
time to write than the work plan!) In time, you will be able 
to write a white paper in about an hour, but getting to this 
point will require persistence, practice, and patience.

Ask yourself: what are the most important things about 
the project to emphasize? They will differ for each project, 
schedule, budget, deliverable, and author.

The white paper takes the same format (almost) as the 
work plan:

 W The introduction: “the what.” You need a thesis 
statement.

 W The justification: “the why.” Include a few sentences 
about the business use.

 W The process: “the how.” Describe the five (or so) 
high-level steps.

 W Reporting and deliverables: “the when.” Specify the 
status/schedule and finish date.

 W The cost: “the how much” in terms of dollars and 
people (hours per week) and, thus, the total dollar 
amount.

 W The management plan: “the who.” Who cares, and 
who will do the work?

 W Assessment/finish: “the how well” did we do, and 
when are we finished?

The detail for these sections follows that of the work 
plan. The text needs to be brief, and the writing needs to be 

impeccable. Find some good white papers/briefs/propos-
als and read them. Conduct Google searches of the EPA, 
the DOE, white papers, briefs, and even fact sheets. (We 
also recommend our own strategic planning site, www.
indstate.edu/strategicplan; click on the link to the “Doc-
ument Warehouse.” Also click the “Initiative Fact Sheet” 
button at the top of the page. Read ten of the proposals/
white papers in the warehouse. Read ten fact sheets, and 
then begin your effort. You may wish to utilize a template 
from the resource document section. Recall that each 
white paper should have a budget section that accounts 
not only for cash but also for faculty and/or staff hours.)

Write a white paper for every process and project for 
which your office is responsible. Total the hours, calcu-
late the budget, and determine available capacity. This in 
turn will help you determine how many more projects the 
administration (or “them over there”) can “gift” you with 
next week.

We will discuss budgeting and capacity in much greater 
detail in a future article. A case analysis will demonstrate 
how an office of registration and records described every 
aspect of its work (e.g., maintenance items, activities-pro-
cesses, and projects) into separable white papers/work 
plans. Doing so enabled the office to prioritize and man-
age staff efforts and to attempt to manage the number of 
new responsibilities it was assigned. Of course, success is 
always mixed, and some would assert that “the higher-ups 
just want you to work harder anyway.” But in this case, our 
methodology of unit organization enabled the office to 
demonstrate that it was working at full capacity and thus 
allowed it to relinquish responsibility for certain less im-
portant tasks. The office does get assigned new work, but 
its organization has justified its discussion of prioritiza-
tion, schedules, and deliverable dates.

SUMMARY

We hope you have learned two things from this article: 
First, get over “the illusion of catching up.” Most of us 
never will. We must accept this and then learn to flour-
ish anyway. There is no free time anymore—only managed 
time. Accept it, schedule it, and be efficient: Make choices, 
and move on. Second, a primary tool for flourishing in the 
new world is the rigorous work plan—a detailed docu-
ment that defines each aspect of a project. The work plan 
is often preceded by a white paper—a two-page version of 
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the work plan that is used as a proposal or brief. Once the 
work plan and white paper are written, introduce them 
to the stakeholders, owners, clients, management parties, 
and anyone else who needs to understand your project 
and/or allocate monetary or political resources.

Work plans help us run projects; they also help us un-
derstand our work. You have to understand your work if 
you are to prioritize it. And to become efficient, you must 
understand how your resources are being allocated; only 
then can you protect your people from “the project of the 
day,” someone’s most recent vision, or the new political 
paradigm for the semester. The next time you are “gifted” 
another project (or piece of work or responsibility, or 
functional oversight because of budget cuts, or because 
someone quits and is not being replaced), you need to be 
prepared to pull out your plans and define “where you are.” 
Then you can have an honest conversation about priori-
ties. Set the stage so you can ask how the schedule will be 
modified, whether by adjusting dates or removing work. 
Ideally, you will achieve compromise and avoid burnout.

The first leap into this territory will be time consuming. 
Nevertheless, it can lead to a much more productive, ef-
ficient, and happier environment for all as work is finished 
on time (most of the time), with purpose, with satisfied 
stakeholders, in an environment where everyone acknowl-
edges existing dependencies.

We help one another move forward, we share the work 
load, and we get along better because we are not disorga-

nized, stressed, and, thus, “grumpy.” The mantra is this: 
“Tightly defined work presented in a transparent manner 
leads to higher performance, project success, and civility.” 
Try it—it works if you work it.
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REFRAMING ACADEMIC LEADERSHIP

BY LEE BOLMAN AND JOAN GALLOS 
JOSSEY-BASS, 2011. 288 PP.

Reviewed by Jerry Ross

How does a good leader in higher education develop? That 
is the question that Bolman and Gallos seek to answer in 
Reframing Academic Leadership. Concepts of leadership 
vary greatly from one person to another, and definitions 
often are determined by individuals’ experiences and per-
sonality traits. We know good leadership—and bad lead-
ership, for that matter—when we see it. Although some 
in higher education set out to be leaders, it is more often 
the case that individuals find their way into leadership po-
sitions over time. We all bring to our positions our past 
experiences as well as what we learned from those who pre-
ceded us. Sometimes this occurs when we become respon-
sible for managing others; at other times, it occurs when 
we manage a project or a program for our institution.

Leadership and management are related but distinct 
constructs. Leadership has been defined as the “act of lead-
ing” or “providing guidance or direction”; management, 
more simply, is “to exercise authority.” Both are important 
qualities for any leader to have, but they sometimes are 
mutually exclusive. Certainly, most leaders manage people 
and/or projects, but not all managers are leaders. Perhaps 

the most important task for any leader (or for someone 
striving to be one) is to improve his own leadership skills 
while cultivating leadership qualities in those around him. 
Reading books such as Reframing Academic Leadership 
can help with both of those tasks.

Although far from perfect and not entirely new con-
ceptually, Reframing Academic Leadership is a useful text 
for those who hope to improve their leadership. Theo-
retically, this book is a descendant of other works by Bol-
man—in particular, his classic, Reframing Organizations 
(008), co-authored with Terrence Deal. Bolman and 
Gallos (011) apply many of the same concepts from Bol-
man’s earlier works to higher education, and they cite sev-
eral interesting cases to illustrate their theories. In contrast 
to many other works on leadership, Reframing Academic 
Leadership is clearly an academic effort targeted to that 
audience (consider many of the more corporate-focused 
works in this genre). By focusing on higher education, the 
authors provide a highly applicable text.

Reframing Academic Leadership is well written and is in 
three sections: leadership epistemology, reframing leader-
ship challenges, and sustaining higher education leaders. 
Although the ideas in the book build upon one another, the 
independence of each chapter permits the reader to delve 
into (and, it is hoped, put into practice) each part separately. 
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The authors’ style and use of fictitious examples enables the 
reader to draw on his own experiences. The underlying 
theory of the book is that leadership in higher education 
is not always cultivated. Rather, administrators advance 
through institutions of higher education without benefit-
ing from clearly defined leadership development pathways. 
This is particularly evident in registrars’ and admissions of-
fices because their work often is shaped by these leadership 
challenges. In addition, we sometimes are plagued by the 
same problems. We do not always have the intentionality 
we need for our own leadership development.

The first section of Reframing Academic Leadership 
is summarized by the opening sentence: “Thinking and 
learning are at the heart of effective academic leadership.” 
This quote describes how the authors approach this sec-
tion and provides the reader with a clue as to the thesis 
of the work: that higher education institutions are learn-
ing organizations, and leaders of these institutions should 
continue to learn themselves. The crux of this work is in its 
second chapter, “Sensemaking and the Power of Refram-
ing.” To the authors, ‘sensemaking’ is the lens through 
which we evaluate our surroundings and what shapes our 
ability to make good decisions. It is deeply personal, in-
complete, and interpretive—as well as action oriented. 
For example, it helps us decide which course of action to 
take when we are confronted by a challenge. As they do 
in each chapter, the authors begin with a fictitious case—
here, a new college president asks her peers for advice on 
how to proceed. The chapter ends with guidance on how 
to make better decisions through reframing, though it 
fails to make definitive recommendations on how best to 
proceed. The authors conclude the chapter by providing 
five suggestions for enhancing one’s reframing skills. The 
theory is that if we are better able to reframe individual 
situations, we will make better decisions.

Section two provides useful guidance for higher educa-
tion leaders as it demonstrates the complexity of leader-
ship in higher education. Leadership in general—and in 
higher education, in particular—requires a multitude of 
responses. As leaders, we have to adapt according to the 
situation and our audience. That is, our response to any 
given situation—our leadership—will vary according to 
several factors, including audience, severity, needs, and 
power. The authors illustrate this through four chapters 
that identify the many roles leaders must play. At any 

given time, we must be analysts and architects, compas-
sionate politicians, servants and coaches, and prophets 
and artists. How we manage each of these roles, as well as 
how we determine which part to play (a choice based on 
organizational need), will determine how successful we 
are as leaders.

Shared governance is one of higher education’s unique 
identifiers. It means that decision making often is a collab-
orative or team process. Leadership in this environment 
is often about moving people in the direction you want 
them to go. The authors explore this application of sense-
making in chapter five, “Leader as Compassionate Politi-
cian,” in which they describe four essential political skills 
for academic leadership: setting agendas; mapping the ter-
rain; networking and building coalitions; and bargaining 
and negotiating. Successful leaders build coalitions and 
work with their “opponents” as well as their supporters to 
advance their goals. For those in the registrar’s office, these 
are important skills. We must utilize different strategies 
according to the environment and the players involved. 
We must build coalitions because our power often derives 
from our ability to obtain buy-in from administrators and 
governance groups.

The final section of Reframing Academic Leadership 
identifies core challenges so higher education leaders can 
develop the skills to address them. The authors’ thesis is 
that there are never going to be prescriptive answers for 
these situations; rather, to succeed, we need to know the 
right processes to use when difficulties arise.

Those of us in registrar and admissions offices often feel 
the crush of being in the middle. We are subject to pressure 
from above and below as well as from the side. Affected by 
factors inside and outside the university, our reality is what 
Bolman and Gallos (011) describe as “managing from the 
middle.” We must balance roles of influencing policy with 
implementing changes on our own. Bolman and Gallos 
(011) identify strategies for leaders to implement to en-
sure success even while leading from the middle.

Bolman and Gallos (011) have provided an important 
text for current and aspiring leaders in higher education. 
They believe that good leadership can be developed and 
nurtured and that it can cure higher education’s ills. I 
would submit that in fact, this is one of the book’s faults: 
Good leadership is vital, but it will take an institution only 
so far. Many other factors help determine its success or 
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failure. Nevertheless, the concepts articulated in this book 
are worth considering. Higher education administrators 
should not restrict their intellectual curiosity to their aca-
demic pursuits but instead should also apply it to their 
own leadership development. We must cultivate leader-
ship skills in ourselves as well as in those around us. “Be 
thankful for all you have learned in the past, but recognize 
it won’t be enough to get you where you really aspire to go. 
Recognizing and accepting this is important to your own 
future, but it’s not just about you. It’s about the people and 
the institutions you serve. They need more than your cur-
rent best—they need you to keep getting better” (Bolman 
and Gallos 011).
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HOW WE DECIDE

BY JONAH LEHRER 
MARINER BOOKS, 2010. 320 PP.

Reviewed By Beth Wolfe

The world of enrollment management revolves around the 
decisions students make. Their choices—from where to 
enroll to which courses to take—shape our work in count-
less ways. We strive to base our work on data, yet we can 
never account fully for students’ personal decisions. If we 
knew more about how the brain works when confronted 
with a choice, could we better serve our students and ac-
complish our enrollment goals? How We Decide may pro-
vide us with information to help us do so.

Lehrer draws on extensive brain research to challenge the 
centuries-old idea that reason makes human thought supe-
rior to that of animals. While emotions sometimes must be 
ignored for success or even survival, they can promote bet-
ter decisions. An effective storyteller, Lehrer provides both 
anecdotal and scientific examples of how each part of the 
brain controls different types of thought and the strengths 
and weaknesses of each. These examples can help us better 
understand or even predict our students’ choices.

The first three chapters, “The Quarterback in the Pocket,” 
“The Predictions of Dopamine,” and “Fooled by a Feeling,” 

describe how emotions can win Super Bowls or lead to fi-
nancial ruin. Prior to the NFL draft, the National Football 
League administers a brief IQ test known as the Wonderlick 
to prospective players. Quarterbacks’ average score is  
(computer scientists’, by way of comparison, is 8); coaches 
get nervous if a hot prospect has a much lower score because 
quarterbacks are key offensive decision makers. Yet several 
Hall of Fame quarterbacks, including Dan Marino and 
Terry Bradshaw, scored well below the benchmark of . 
Why is the Wonderlick an insufficient predictor of a quar-
terback’s potential? The reality is that there is a significant 
difference between succeeding on an IQ test and executing a 
complex football offense: A quarterback does not have time 
to calculate throwing angles and velocities when a defensive 
lineman is in his face; he has to know immediately when, 
where, and how to throw the ball. That instinct is made pos-
sible by emotion, which is fueled by dopamine. A chemi-
cal in the brain, dopamine underlies perceptions of fear 
and pleasure. But many of its releases are responses learned 
through repetitive experience. Patterns do not have to be 
obvious, however, to influence the release of dopamine: 
“Dopamine neurons automatically detect the subtle pat-
terns that we would otherwise fail to notice; they assimilate 
all the data that we can’t consciously comprehend” (p. 8). 
So when a new student is asked why she chose a particular 
university and she responds that she “just knew” or that it 
“felt right,” she has not had a mystical experience. Rather, 
her brain has taken in information through observation and 
research; as it has done so, it has identified favorable pat-
terns and revealed the student’s choice through the release 
of dopamine—recognized by her as a positive emotion.

The ability of dopamine to signal future events and re-
spond to patterns also has a negative side. For example, 
dopamine drives gambling addiction. Because the brain 
cannot understand “randomness” (characteristic of slot 
machines and roulette wheels, in particular), it tries to 
identify a pattern where none exists and thus is continu-
ally surprised. The release of dopamine in response to sur-
prise is three to four times greater than when an outcome 
is predicted accurately. Consequently, the brain becomes 
conditioned to striving obsessively to determine the pat-
tern that precedes a payout; the addict will continue to 
play without conscious regard of the consequences.

Chapters  and , “The Uses of Reason” and “Chok-
ing on Thought,” explore the benefits and drawbacks of 
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rational thought. Reason generates in the prefrontal cor-
tex, the final area of the human brain to mature. As a result 
of the timing of this development, our traditional-aged 
freshmen sometimes “make bad decisions because they are 
literally less rational” (p. 11). The prefrontal cortex regu-
lates impulses and helps individuals realize, for example, 
that ground beef labeled 8 percent lean is exactly the same 
as that labeled 1 percent fat—even though emotionally-
driven thought might suggest that 8 percent lean is pref-
erable. Similarly, when considering different institutions’ 
scholarship offers, students may consider either the net 
cost of attendance or the scholarship amount. Thinking 
that is focused on the net price is generated by the rational 
prefrontal cortex; that which is focused on the scholarship 
amount— even if the net price is greater—is generated by 
the amygdala, the emotional center of the brain.

Reason is the superior basis upon which to evaluate col-
lege costs, but it has its limitations. The prefrontal cortex 
can process only about seven pieces of information at one 
time. And the rational brain is particularly bad at ignor-
ing facts—even those it knows to be worthless. College 
guides, recruitment materials, and presentations during 
campus visits are full of facts and figures. We tell students 
our average class size, the number of full-time faculty, the 
percentage of our students accepted to medical school…
virtually any statistic a student wants, we provide. Students 
themselves attend college fairs, lists of questions in hand, 
and inquire about student to faculty ratios and the institu-
tion’s most popular program. This exchange of information 
seems on the surface to be thorough and helpful. Yet how 
relevant is an institution’s average class size if its tuition is 
unaffordable? Does it matter which major is most popular 
if the institution does not offer the one in which the stu-
dent is most interested? It is entirely possible for a student 

to be led astray by random pieces of information that have 
no bearing on his personal education-related needs and as-
pirations. This is why students need to utilize both reason 
and emotion in making their college decisions.

The final three chapters, “The Moral Mind,” “The Brain 
is an Argument,” and “The Poker Hand,” describe how emo-
tion and reason can work in concert. For choices as compli-
cated as which college to attend, Lehrer offers this advice: 
“We often make decisions on issues that are exceedingly 
complicated. In these situations, it’s probably a mistake to 
consciously reflect on all the options, as this inundates the 
prefrontal cortex with too much data” (p. ). Rather, it is 
best to gather all the relevant information needed to make 
a decision and then step away and allow the unconscious, 
emotional brain (which Lehrer calls the “supercomputer 
of the mind”) to process the data. The best decision will 
manifest itself as a positive instinctual emotion.

How We Decide is an accessible, entertaining, and 
educational read. From the viewpoint of enrollment 
management professionals—particularly those in recruit-
ment—this book is invaluable. Knowing how students 
make their decisions and which parts of their brains are 
involved should enable us to tailor our messaging to appeal 
to them within that context. We will always face the chal-
lenge of students’ decisions being highly personal, but in-
corporating knowledge about the brain into our planning 
can help us help students make the best choices possible.
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