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By Wendy Kilgore

What We Learned: A Look Back at the  
Findings of the 2015 AACRAO Research Agenda

Thanks to the active and ongoing participation of our 
membership, 2015 was a productive year for AACRAO 
research. Among other insights, we learned about staffing 
for admissions and registrars, data quality practices, 
transcript and admissions practices, the career profile of a 
registrar, international student recruitment practices, and 
practices for tracking student identity preferences. These 
initiatives were designed to help meet our research goals:

 W Contribute to a better understanding of the factors 
and conditions that impact higher education aca-
demic and enrollment services.

 W Use the Research Advisor Board to engage the mem-
bership in determining the focus of the research.

 W Develop new insights and information for our mem-
bers to help them successfully lead their institutions 
in a continually evolving environment.

 W Maintain current partnerships and develop new 
partnerships with other organizations and associa-
tions who share common interests with AACRAO.

We are fortunate to have a membership that is highly 
engaged in our research initiatives. Over the thirteen sur-
veys conducted in the last year (eleven “60-Second Sur-
veys” and two special topics surveys), an average of 818 
institutions responded to the surveys. This average repre-

sents just one institutional response per survey. It excludes 
those surveys that were intended to collect responses from 
individual members. In that light, we captured the prac-
tices, policies, staffing models and opinions of 31 percent 
of our 2,600 member institutions. Similarly, because most 
of the responding institutions are U.S. institutions, we also 
captured a representative1 sample of all U.S., Title IV eli-
gible, degree granting institutions.2

Over the course of the year, a few trends in practice, 
policy and staffing overall became apparent. First and 
foremost, there is no “one size fits all” for any of the 
above. Variety and variance (i.e., standard deviation) are 
the norm across and between institution, size, type, and 
control. Since we send the 60-Second Surveys to all active 
members, it is not wholly unexpected that the raw data 
often contain instances where more than one person per 
institution responds to the same survey. However, due 
to the topics in the 60-Second Surveys (basic practice, 
policy, etc.), I anticipated that I would be able to simply 
select one set of responses from all of an institution’s re-
sponses because I assumed that all would be the same. 
Unfortunately, the majority of the time the responses are 
not the same or even close to the same. This is often true 

 1 Confidence level 95%, Margin of Error 5%.

 2 See <https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=84>.
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even when the respondents are from the same depart-
ment. While some of the differences could be accounted 
for by different interpretations of the survey questions 
and/or separate colleges within a university functioning 
as separate units with similar responsibility but different 
practices, the occurrence rate is too pervasive across all 
topics to be wholly accounted for with these explanations. 
What this data appears to illuminate is perhaps a need for 
additional training, practice documentation, policy clari-
fication or improved inter- and intra-office communica-
tion. However, this is only conjecture at this point based 
on anecdotal feedback from some institutions contacted 
for clarification. Perhaps these differences just represent 
what William Louis Stern found in his experiments where 
a chain of people told and retold a story, and by the end 
of the chain the story was not the same as when the first 
person told it. Policies and procedures are often shared 
in an informal way with new employees and with other 
departments, so perhaps the differences in understanding 
of the policies and procedures exist simply because of the 
context in which the persons responding to the survey 
learned about it in the first place. Further qualitative re-
search would help us understand how and why these dif-
ferences are reported and perhaps lead to ways in which 
AACRAO can be of assistance to its members in this regard.

There is enough data collected now to conduct some 
benchmarking across practices by institution size, type, 
control and to some degree region/location. A few insti-
tutions have asked for some of the data to be disaggregated 
to compare their institution to their peers. As the research 
continues to build a benchmarking portfolio, this func-
tion should grow.

Included here is a summary of the key findings for each 
2015 survey.

60-SECOND SURVEY: INTERNATIONAL STUDENT 
RECRUITMENT PRACTICES — JANUARY 2015

This survey sought to gain an understanding of institutional 
international student recruiting practices including creden-
tial evaluation, international travel and the use of agents.

Key Findings

 W Comprehensive institutions are much more likely to 
actively recruit international students than lower-divi-
sion only institutions.

 W More than half of those that actively recruit do so for 
both undergraduate and graduate students.

 W Out-of-country travel is the norm for most interna-
tional recruiters.

 W One-third use agents to assist with recruiting.
 W 38 percent report that international student credential 
evaluations are completed by internal staff.

60-SECOND SURVEY: DISTANCE EDUCATION 
PRACTICES — FEBRUARY 2015

For the purpose of this survey, respondents were provided 
with the following definitions:

 W Online course—100 percent online course content 
with either synchronous or asynchronous learning. 
These courses may be self-paced or paced. They do 
not require any proctored course content.

 W Hybrid/blended course—online courses that require 
a physical on-site presence for any reason, includ-
ing proctored exams or other course content. These 
courses may be self-paced or paced.

Key Findings

 W Almost nine out of ten offer distance education classes.
 W In general, the larger the institution, the more likely it 
is to offer distance education and public institutions are 
slightly more likely to do so than other types.

 W Most taught both hybrid courses and 100 percent on-
line courses.

 W Self-paced distance courses is the least used delivery 
method.

 W Slightly more than half of undergraduate hybrid 
courses require proctored exams, and business related 
courses are more likely that other subject areas to re-
quire a proctored exam.

 W Only 83 percent identify a course as a distance course in 
their schedule of classes.

60-SECOND SURVEY: TRACKING STUDENT 
IDENTITY PREFERENCES — MARCH 2015

This survey asked respondents to identify how, if at all, 
their institution enables students to indicate their identity 
preferences including preferred pronouns, preferred 
gender, and preferred name.
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Key Findings
 W Just 10 percent allow students to select their preferred 
pronoun.

 W Almost half allow students to indicate their preferred 
gender identification, but this was most often limited 
to just female or male.

 W About two-thirds track a student’s preferred name.
 W For purposes of reporting a student’s preferred name, 
nearly three-quarters utilize the class roster (and/or 
LMS), while less than half use identification cards or 
diplomas.

 W The registrar’s office and application for admission are 
the most common mechanisms for a student to indi-
cate his or her preferred name.

60-SECOND SURVEY: REGISTRAR’S 
OFFICE STAFFING — APRIL 2015

More than half of our member institutions responded to 
this survey. Given that there are many institutional per-
mutations of how the registrar functions are staffed and 
distributed across institutions, this survey attempted to 
differentiate between a “traditional” registrar’s office and 
offices that support additional functions. The following 
introduction was included to assist in the differentiation.

“This is a brief survey asking members to report on the 
number of staff associated with traditionally registrar 
related functions (e.g., student records, registration, 
class scheduling, etc.). We recognize that not all insti-
tutions have a stand-alone “Registrar’s Office” so this 
survey attempts to capture the number of staff across 
the institution responsible for registrar related func-
tions regardless of the name of the office. We are also 
aware that Canadian members and other member 
countries define the role of the Registrar’s Office differ-
ently than most U.S. institutions. Where we know this 
difference exists, we will differentiate the responses in 
the report. For this survey, traditional registrar func-
tions are defined in U.S. context, which includes stu-
dent records, registration, class scheduling etc. but not 
typically bursar, financial aid, or admissions.”

Key Findings

 W The number of full-time staff varies widely across and 
between all institutional types, sizes and controls so it 
is difficult to compare “apples to apples” in this sample.

 W Roughly half of all institutions reported some decen-
tralization of registrar-related functionality.

 W Included in the decentralized functions are: student 
schedule changes, performing graduation checks, 
determining course equivalencies and others.

2015 U.S. HIGHER EDUCATION TRANSCRIPT PRACTICES 
AND BEST PRACTICE OPTIONS—APRIL 2015

In April 2015, AACRAO released an updated version of the 
2009 “Transcript Practices, Student ID Numbers, and 
Name Changes” survey. This was a two-part survey. In 
part A, respondents were queried about their institution’s 
official transcript and related database records practices. 
In part B, respondents provided their personal opinions 
on best practice for official transcripts.

Key Findings

 W With few exceptions, most practices remain virtually 
unchanged from the 2009 survey.

 W One of the exceptions is the percentage of institutions 
reporting that they include the entire social security 
number on official transcripts. The practice declined 
from 26 percent to 13 percent.

60-SECOND SURVEY: PARTICIPATION, FREQUENCY 
AND TOPIC PREFERENCES — MAY 2015

The 60-Second Surveys were initiated in June of 2014. By 
May 2015, we wanted to touch base with the membership 
about these surveys both seeking new topics of interest 
and confirming that the current once a month frequency 
works well for most.

Key Findings

 W Seven out of ten indicated they had responded to at 
least one other 60-Second Survey.

 W More than half indicated that the current once a month 
frequency is appropriate and several others responded 
“as needed,” “as often as necessary” and “weekly.”

 W A few of the topics of interest mined from the responses 
have already led to other 60-Second Surveys includ-
ing “data quality practices,” “course repeat practices,” 
“AACRAO online professional development topics” and 
various admissions topics.
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2015 U.S. REGISTRAR CAREER PROFILE — MAY 2015
Similar to the 2014 AACRAO chief enrollment 
management officer report,3 this report details the results 
of a first-of-its-kind survey conducted by AACRAO. The 
report attempts to build a foundation of understanding 
of the career profile and position responsibilities for 
collegiate registrars in the United States. It will serve as a 
benchmark for trends in this field as we complete future 
editions of the survey.

The survey consisted of five short sections with 
questions about the respondent’s:

 W Current position
 W Career path
 W Career aspirations
 W Current portfolio of responsibilities and  
levels of involvement for each

 W Basic demographic information

Key Findings

 W We have concluded that a registrar in the United States 
likely has these characteristics:

 ▶ female
 ▶ identifies as white
 ▶ is probably over 50 years old
 ▶ spent most of her career in higher education
 ▶has a master’s degree
 ▶has more than 20 years of experience    
in higher education
 ▶ reports to the Vice President    
Academic Affairs/Provost
 ▶has 3.8 direct reports
 ▶has worked at more than one institution
 ▶has been in her current position less than five years
 ▶ views communication as the most important skill  
for the position
 ▶ is generally satisfied in her position
 ▶ views a work-life balance as important factor   
in position retention
 ▶holds quite a complex job

 W 38 percent indicated they intend to retire or seek an-
other position in three years or less, and 5.9 percent are 
intent on making this change in one year or less.

 3 See <www.aacrao.org/resources/resources-detail-view/chief-enrollment-
management-officer-careerprofile-report>.

 ▶Because the sample (n=703) is representative4 of all 
U.S. degree granting institutions (n=4,294),5 it is 
probable that there will be a high turnover in regis-
trar positions in the near future.

 W We can anticipate some 1,672 registrars will change 
their employment in three years or less and of those, 
254 will do so in a year or less.

60-SECOND SURVEY: DATA QUALITY 
PRACTICES — JUNE 2015

The purpose of the June 2015 60-Second Survey was to 
gain a snapshot understanding of if and how institutions 
attempt to manage data quality. With the understanding 
that data quality practices (DQPs) may vary across depart-
ments within the same institution, this survey asked re-
spondents to indicate their department.

Key Finding

 W Three-quarters use some type of formal DQP.
 W Graduate and/or professional institutions appear less 
likely than other institutional types to actively engage 
in DQP.

 W Some type of internal quality/compliance audit was 
the most used technique, followed by exception reports 
while root cause analysis the least.

 W Exception reports are the most effective of the 
techniques with 98 percent rating it either “very 
effective” or “somewhat effective”.

 W Just about a third have at least one employee dedicated 
to data quality management.

60-SECOND SURVEY: ADMISSIONS 
PRACTICE SNAPSHOT — JULY 2015

The purpose of this was to gain a snapshot understanding 
of a handful of admission practices that were suggested as 
topics of interest by the membership. This is one of the first 
surveys where respondents were asked to indicate which 
student population they represented with the practices 
reported in the survey. They could take the survey twice, 
once to cover undergraduate practices and another for 
graduate practices. This differentiation was made solely by 
institutional type for other surveys. This approach enabled 
us to capture both undergraduate and graduate practices 

 4 Confidence level 95%, Margin of Error 5%.

 5 See <http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_csa.asp>.

*** Copyright 2016 AACRAO. Originally appeared in College and University 91(2). Reproduced/distributed with express permission. ***



College & University |  61 

at comprehensive institutions (i.e., undergraduate and 
graduate/professional). This technique has been used 
when appropriate for all subsequent surveys.

Key Findings

 W Less than half use a common admissions application 
(e.g., the Common Application, Apply Texas, Ontario 
Universities’ Application Centre, etc.).

 W Private, proprietary institutions are less likely than 
other types to use a common application.

 W Admission practice use varies widely both in the 
aggregate and when disaggregated by undergraduate 
and graduate/professional practices.

 W Overall, the least common practice is to apply different 
admission criteria for wholly online programs as com-
pared to hybrid or campus based programs.

 W Most allow students to defer their enrollment period.
 W Slightly more than half have a “holistic” admission pro-
cess.

 W Undergraduate practice is much more likely than grad-
uate and/or professional practice to allow students to 
enroll in their first term with an undeclared/undecided 
major.

 W Less than half of the participating institutions require 
an admission deposit.

 W Private, not-for-profit institutions are more likely than 
any other type of institutional control to use a deposit.

 W On the whole, just under half of institutions take less 
than a week to make an admission decision once the 
application is considered actionable.

 W More than three quarters use enrollment projections to 
determine admission targets.

60-SECOND SURVEY: AACRAO MEMBER’S 
LEVEL OF INTEREST IN ONLINE PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT TOPICS — AUGUST 2015

The purpose of the August 2015 60-Second Survey was 
to survey our members on their level of interest in several 
proposed and under-development online professional de-
velopment topics.

Key Findings

 W Our members are most interested in:
 ▶ staff development and performance improvement;
 ▶ legal issues in the profession; and

 ▶what technology can and cannot do for you.

60-SECOND SURVEY: COURSE REPEAT 
PRACTICES SEPTEMBER 2015

The survey was a snapshot of if and how institutions apply 
course repeat practices at the undergraduate and graduate 
level. The introduction acknowledged that institutions 
often grant exceptions to course repeat policies and prac-
tices and that this survey was not meant to capture all of 
the nuances to policy and practice; rather it was intended 
to “…capture the intent of an institution’s policy and how 
that policy is applied in practice to most students.” As 
such, most of the questions only allowed yes/no answers. 
However, respondents were given the opportunity to pro-
vide further policy and practice details in an open-ended 
text answer.

Key Findings

 W Undergraduate practices (UG)
 ▶Course repeat policies and practices vary widely and 
some are quite complex.
 ▶More than three-quarters of UG respondents indi-
cated that their institutions do not limit the total 
number of credits that can be repeated.
 ▶The same percentage of institutions report that they 
do not limit the number of courses that can be re-
peated either.
 ▶ It is more common for the “most recent grade 
earned” to apply to the student’s record than for 
“highest grade earned.”
 ▶Less than half allow students to transfer a course 
from another institution for a course repeat.
 ▶Sixty-seven percent set a maximum grade earned on 
the original course as a threshold for whether a stu-
dent is eligible to repeat a course for better grade.

 W Graduate practices (GR)
 ▶Similar to UG practices, nearly three-quarters do not 
limit the number of credits a graduate student can 
repeat.
 ▶Graduate students are more likely than undergradu-
ates to require permission in advance to repeat a 
course.
 ▶The most common grade earned threshold for 
repeating GR students is a B- or better as compared 
to a C or above for UG.

*** Copyright 2016 AACRAO. Originally appeared in College and University 91(2). Reproduced/distributed with express permission. ***



College & University |  62 

60-SECOND SURVEY: GED HIGH SCHOOL 
EQUIVALENCY CREDENTIAL, POLICY, PRACTICE 
AND PERCEPTION OCTOBER 2015

This survey focused on the GED® High School Equiva-
lency Credential (GED®) (Appendix A). AACRAO and 
the American Council on Education (ACE) partnered 
on this survey to better understand institutional policies, 
practices and perceptions of students who enter postsec-
ondary education after having successfully completed 
the GED® test, thereby earning their states’ high school 
diploma or equivalency credential. For more than 70 
years, the GED® program has provided a second chance 
for adults who lack a high school diploma to pursue their 
educational and career goals. The GED® test is primarily 
an English-language U.S.-based exam, although Spanish-
language and Canadian (available in English and French) 
versions are also offered. Within and outside the United 
States, the test is viewed as a value-added credential for 
individuals pursuing both postsecondary and career goals.

Key Findings

 W GED High School Equivalency credentials are ac-
cepted by nearly all of the U.S. institutions responding 
to the survey.

 W For 2015, most institutions reported that GED cre-
dential holders made up less than five percent of their 
applicants, admits or enrollees, consistent with the 
often-cited6 reports that one in 20 students entering 
postsecondary schools holds a high school credential 
earned by passing the GED test.

 W Almost two-thirds reported being aware that the GED 
test changed in 2014, although most were not famil-
iar with the specific changes. Respondents were most 
aware that the test is now “more rigorous and was 
normed on the performance of graduating high school 
seniors in 2013.”

 W Nearly all stated that the enrollment processes are the 
same for traditional high school graduates and GED® 
graduates.

 6 National Center for Education Statistics report in 2002, Condition of Educa-
tion, Indicator 35, Table 35–1, cites 5.2% of undergraduates having a “GED or 
other equivalency.”

 W The majority indicated that their institution’s general 
perception of and experience with GED graduates is 
that these students have demonstrated that they are 
equivalent to an applicant who earned a traditional 
high school diploma.

60-SECOND SURVEY: ADMISSIONS STAFFING 
AND RESPONSIBILITY NOVEMBER 2015

This survey focused on the size of admissions staff and 
their collective responsibilities.

 W The number of reported full-time employees varies 
widely among institutions of similar size and type (i.e., 
standard deviations are large relative to the averages).

 W Admissions offices are more likely to have student 
employees than part-time staff.

 W “Director of Admissions” is the most prevalent 
position title responsible for the daily operations of 
both undergraduate and graduate admissions staff.

 W “Office of Admissions,” or a permutation thereof, is 
the most common office name for admissions ser-
vices at both the undergraduate and graduate level.

 W Over three-quarters of respondents indicated that 
manual document management is still a part of their 
admissions staff ’s responsibilities.

 W As expected, more undergraduate staff make admis-
sions decisions for domestic students than graduate 
staff.

 W More than half of the responding undergraduate 
institutions process international student admissions 
in a different office from domestic students.

 W There is no “one size fits most” staffing model for 
either undergraduate or graduate admissions.
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AUTHORS NOTE:  I’d like to thank all of the AACRAO members who make 
this research possible. If you have any research ideas or any questions 
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