
With 
Support 

From

ART ICLE 
COLLECT ION

Managing 
the Transformed 
Institution



Dear Summit Participants, 

Three decades ago, Pearson Online Learning Services pioneered online learning 
by creating the Online Program Management model. As you’re managing 
transformational changes within the field of online education at your institutions, 
and as the world's leading provider of online learning services, we are helping 
colleges and universities do just that each day — helping them transform their 
learners, programs and brands. This is why we we’re sponsoring this event 
and recently launched Pearson Pathways, an innovative marketplace offering 
certificates, short courses and full online degree programs to help connect you  
with the future learner. 

This personalized search engine and online marketplace is designed to 
help grow enrollments faster and get you considered by more students. 
It’s simply another channel of student acquisition that supports your internal 
efforts and represents an opportunity to reach high-intent learners you’re 
not already reaching, at scale.

Pathways: 
• Increases starts and grows online programs by connecting you to motivated,
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offerings, Pearson is here to help navigate changes in online education, allowing 
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SVP, Learner & Partner Innovation

https://www.pearson.com/us/higher-education/products-services-institutions/online-learning-services/what-we-do.html


Managing the  
Transformed Institution

©2021 by The Chronicle of Higher Education, Inc. No part of this publication may be reproduced, forwarded (even for internal use), 
hosted online, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or 
mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical 
reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For bulk orders or special requests, contact The Chronicle 
at copyright@chronicle.com.

Cover image: Chronicle Illustration, iStock

For questions or comments about the collection, email ci@chronicle.com

I
t was true before the pandemic, and it’s arguably 
even more critical now: Leading today’s colleges 
and universities means being an agent of change. 
But as the outbreak of Covid-19 drags on, leaving 
higher ed still far from normal, how do leaders 

both lay the groundwork for innovation while navi-
gating a prolonged emergency? 

This collection of news and opinion articles is 

meant to help offer guidance. It also serves as a pre-
view of discussions Chronicle reporters and editors 
will lead with college presidents and other experts 
at a virtual event on April 20-22, titled “Higher Ed’s 
Reset.” 

This collection includes advice on how to navigate 
leadership challenges posed by the current environ-
ment and lessons campus leaders have learned.

4 Preparing for the Post-Pandemic World
Anticipate and plan for change rather than merely hope that it will not arrive.

7 Leadership in a Virtual World
What it takes to start a new role in a remote environment.

11 What Equity and Student Support Should Mean to College Leaders
Leaders of minority-serving institutions discuss ways to build equitable climates. 

15 The Long Tail of an Unprecedented Crisis
Helping faculty members thrive during Covid-19 is key to institutional success. 

19 How Much Has the Pandemic Cost Colleges?
By one count, it’s $183 billion. But colleges have a fighting chance if they stay focused. 

https://connect.chronicle.com/LeadershipSummit_HigherEdsReset_April_2021
https://connect.chronicle.com/LeadershipSummit_HigherEdsReset_April_2021
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The Future of the 
Academic Work Force 

How will the pandemic change the way higher education works?

ADVICE

CHRONICLE ILLUSTRATION, iStock

Preparing for a Post-
Pandemic World

Anticipate and plan for change rather than merely  
hope that it will not arrive.

By BRIAN ROSENBERG
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I
f one were to invent a crisis unique-
ly and diabolically designed to under-
mine the foundations of traditional col-
leges and universities, it might look very 
much like the current global pandemic. 

An industry that for decades has seemed 
immune to radical change has been con-
fronted by an enemy that appears to turn 
its strengths into weaknesses and its de-
fining characteristics into vulnerabilities.

Higher education, in its traditional 
form, promises many things — vocational 
preparation, rites of passage, a broaden-
ing of the mind — but at its heart what it 
promises is closeness: closeness between 
students and their teachers, closeness 
among students in classrooms and res-
idence halls, closeness on sports teams 
and in organizations, lifelong closeness 
among graduates. Whether it is a small 
liberal-arts college promoting a low stu-
dent-to-faculty ratio or a Division I power-
house promising cheering crowds of stu-
dents at football games, the narrative that 
draws students to college campuses is one 
of community.

Alma mater, “generous mother”: Alumni 
of a college imagine themselves as part of 
a family, bound together by common ex-
periences and common values.

Now we have a disease that has patholo-
gized closeness. Working side by side with 
a professor in a laboratory? Forbidden. 
Meeting with an adviser in an office to dis-
cuss one’s academic future? Impossible. 
Living together, dining together, studying 
together? Banned by medical advice and 
often by governmental edict.

It is true that some of these activities can 
be approximated by their virtual equiv-
alents, but if the virtual is an adequate 
substitute for the real, what is the point — 
what is the value — of the real?

Certainly it is possible that at the con-
clusion of this extended period of forced 
isolation, people will so crave contact that 
the traditional college experience will be-
come even more prized. There are, howev-
er, reasons to doubt whether that outcome 
is likely.

First, that traditional experience is stag-
geringly expensive, and the pandemic is 
likely to leave economic devastation in 

its wake. If families were struggling to af-
ford the cost of college a year ago, imag-
ine the financial challenges many will face 
in 2021. Colleges that have lost enormous 
sums of money will be attempting to at-
tract students from families that have lost 
income and savings: That does not seem 
like a recipe for success. The wealthiest 
and most prestigious institutions might 
be able to resume something approaching 
business as usual, but they will be the ex-
ception, not the rule. Most will be forced 
to provide more financial aid and fewer 
services with fewer people.

Second, it seems almost inevitable that 
the current period of forced isolation will 
be followed by a period — perhaps an ex-
tended period — of voluntary separation. 
Until and unless a vaccine is developed 
and universally distributed, Covid-19 will 
remain a recurrent part of our lives. Even 
after the virus is eradicated, the fear of 
contact will not immediately dissipate. 
One of the great unanswerable questions 
of the moment is how people will behave 
in a post-Covid-19 world. How soon will 
people return to baseball games? How 
soon will they re-patronize restaurants? 
How soon will they return to college cam-
puses? The viral epidemic will almost cer-
tainly be more short-lived than the epi-
demic of anxiety and the instinct to re-
main apart.

Finally, and most interesting, will people 
find the model of distance learning that has 
been forced upon us to be satisfactory? Al-
most no one will claim, I believe, that it is 
in most instances as good as the teaching 
and learning that take place on most college 

Colleges that have lost 
enormous sums of money 
will be attempting to at- 
tract students from families 
that have lost income and 
savings: That does not seem 
like a recipe for success.
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campuses. My own early experience with 
an exclusively virtual world is that it is ser-
viceable but exhausting and, in some ineffa-
ble way, deeply unsatisfying. But the ques-
tion will not be whether distance learning 
is as good as on-campus learning; rather, it 
will be, Is distance learning good enough 
in a world of sharply diminished resources? 
For no small number of families, I suspect, 
the answer will be yes.

Assuming that my rather dire assump-
tions are correct — and I hope they 
are not — what is the best way for 

colleges to prepare for the post-pandemic 
world? In this instance, as in most others, it 
is better to anticipate and plan for change 
than merely to hope that it will not arrive. I 
would focus on two areas that seem partic-
ularly ripe for evolution and that hold some 
potential to lower the cost while preserving 
much of the value of traditional colleges.

I would be looking right now at potential 
changes in the traditional academic cal-
endar, which is almost unique in its ineffi-
ciency. Many campuses across the country 
are in full operation for only eight or nine 
months a year. This is a luxury that we can 
no longer afford and — more important 
— that students can no longer afford. My 
guess is that many colleges will be forced 
in 2020-21 to experiment with variations on 
the traditional calendar that include a full-
er use of both winter and summer breaks. If 
at least some of those changes became per-
manent, it would allow colleges to educate 

more students or to educate them more ef-
ficiently or both. The simplest way to lower 
the cost of college is probably to eliminate 
the long breaks and make it easier for stu-
dents to graduate in three years.

I would also pay careful attention to the 
lessons learned from this period of dis-
tance learning. What works and what does 
not? For what courses and subjects is a 
distance model a less expensive but still 
highly effective way to teach. Can a hybrid 
model of in-person and online instruction 
bend the cost curve of higher education? 
Like it or not, we are living in a real-time 
laboratory in which such questions can be 
asked and answered. The answers should 
not be ignored or casually dismissed.

For decades traditional higher educa-
tion has not deviated from its fidelity to 
the aphorism attributed to the future U.S. 
president James Garfield, that the ideal 
college was embodied by Mark Hopkins 
— a former president of Williams College 
— on one end of a log and a student on 
the other. Now, for the first time, we must 
add a qualifier: The log must be more than 
six feet long or, better still, a virtual back-
ground on Zoom.

Things have changed.

Brian Rosenberg is president emeritus of 
Macalester College and president in resi-
dence of the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education.

Originally published April 13, 2020
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Leadership in a Virtual World 
By RYAN CRAWFORD AND MELISSA FINCHER

T
his fall, like every other, higher education has welcomed a new 
cohort of leaders who are doing what new hires always do in their 
first months on the job — listening, discovering, planning, ad-
justing. But of course, Covid-19 means this fall is unlike any oth-
er, and so is the experience of settling into a new leadership role.

What has it been like to take on a new position — sometimes in an 
unfamiliar campus and city — in this confusing semester? Campuses 
feel unusually empty, and in-person meetings are rare. Many recent-
ly hired leaders have yet to move into their offices, while most orien-
tation and on-boarding have taken place virtually. In fact, some new 
leaders haven’t been able to relocate yet to their new cities, given the 

iStock
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complexities of the housing market in a 
pandemic and the challenges of home life 
for those with children.

As search consultants, we have talked 
with some newly hired senior administra-
tors to get a sense of their transition and 
of how they’ve managed their first days 
and weeks on the job.

Building relationships at a distance. 
Most institutions that 
were recruiting senior 
administrators last 
spring opted to finish 
the process with on-
line interviews. When 
those hires joined their 
new institutions this 
fall, many were faced 
with virtual on-board-
ing as well. Gone were 
the traditional ways of 
getting to know new 
colleagues — meet-
ing for a cup of coffee, 
sharing a meal, roam-
ing the halls to chat 
and introduce yourself.

Thankfully, by the time these leaders 
started their new positions, most people 
had adjusted to working inside a Zoom box. 
So while building relationships with new 
colleagues certainly looks different this se-
mester, people have found effective solu-
tions. One client arranged a virtual “fire-
side chat” in which the new administrator 
was interviewed by a fellow leader on the 
campus. All employees could join and were 
able to submit questions ahead of time. The 
conversation blended personal and profes-
sional topics, and helped introduce the new 
hire to a large group.

Some institutions have sought to build 
one-on-one relationships in structured 
ways — for example, assigning mentors or 
peers to new hires. Others have been fortu-
nate to have a departing or interim leader 
who can help make introductions and de-
sign a transition agenda.

Some of the unintentional effects of 
working from home have even turned out to 
be useful in helping people on the campus 
get to know a new leader. Pets unexpectedly 

joining Zoom meetings, and children mak-
ing noise in the background, open the way 
to personal connection and comic relief that 
you don’t often get in the office. Sure, such 
interruptions can create challenges and 
awkward moments, but they also present 
opportunities.

“I am intentionally looking for ways to 
make the best of this remote work environ-
ment,” said Stephanie Oberhausen, who 

recently started as vice 
president for advance-
ment at the School of 
the Art Institute of Chi-
cago. “One of the ben-
efits is that I feel I’ve 
had the opportunity 
to get to know people 
on a more personal 
level, in an expedit-
ed way. If your cat or 
kids join your meet-
ing, it humanizes you. 
I have 3-year-old twin 
boys. My co-workers 
wouldn’t have seen that 
side of my life in a pre-

Covid office environment. I think it’s al-
lowed my team to see that I am willing to be 
vulnerable in my personal life, and, as lead-
ers, we must be patient, kind, and flexible as 
we all work through this next chapter.”

Understanding a new culture. To be ef-
fective, new leaders often need to bring 
the lens of a sociologist or anthropologist 
to their work. Understanding the campus 
culture, and the history behind it, is criti-
cally important for a leader who is trying 
to help an organization improve or evolve. 
Through their own research and conversa-
tions, new hires this fall said they’d been 
able to get a sense of the mission and values 
of their new campus.

What’s been harder to discern remotely, 
they said, is when people talk about barri-
ers that affect their work. Some barriers are 
within the structure of the organization — 
in the way decisions are made, in a lack of 
communication across departments, or in 
informal precedents that are apparent only 
with experience. Such barriers are harder to 
uncover and understand in Zoom meetings.

Understanding the 
campus culture, and 
the history behind it, 
is critically important 

for a leader who is 
trying to help an 

organization improve 
or evolve.

https://www.chronicle.com/article/as-classrooms-go-virtual-what-about-campus-leadership-searches/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/as-classrooms-go-virtual-what-about-campus-leadership-searches/
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A virtual environment has also made it 
difficult to fully grasp some of the phys-
ical or geographical barriers within an 
organization. Brad Ringeisen recently 
started as executive director of the Inno-
vative Genomics Institute at the Universi-
ty of California at Berkeley. The pandemic 
prevented him from visiting the institute 
during the interview process, and he has 
worked remotely since taking the posi-
tion, in July. While he has been able to 
get a sense of the culture, he has come to 
realize some of the challenges of not un-
derstanding the space and location. How 
does office location affect internal dy-
namics? How do physical distance and 
travel times affect relationships with 
partners around the Bay Area? While col-
leagues can point to these issues, they 
can be hard to fully grasp without experi-
encing them on the ground.

Establishing a leadership style. New 
leaders have had to establish their style, 
voice, and presence virtually. It’s easier 
to demonstrate empathy and openness in 
person, in formal meetings or water-cool-
er conversations, than via Zoom.

The new chancellor of Southern Illinois 
University at Carbondale, Austin A. Lane, 
said, “I envisioned my next chancellor-
ship to start in an auditorium full of com-
munity members to express my sincere 
enthusiasm to lead the university. I am a 
‘handshaker’ and get energized by being 
out and about on campus — meeting as 
many students, staff, and faculty as possi-
ble. Instead, I find myself one member of 
the never ending ‘Brady Bunch.’”

But he has adjusted well: “At first, it 
seemed odd, but, as this has become my 
new reality, I have grown to embrace the 
value. Even with hundreds of people, I’ve 

still been able to individualize my inter-
action. This virtual format is allowing me 
to have access to people in my first two 
months that may have otherwise taken 
six to sit down with.”

Monica J. Casper, newly appointed dean 
of the College of Arts and Letters at San 
Diego State University, said that she sees 
some benefit in how videoconferencing 
can flatten the sense of hierarchy in an or-
ganization. Gone (for now) are the days of 
arriving at the dean’s office and waiting 
to be announced formally and escorted 
to a seat at an expansive conference table. 
“There is a sense of inflated pageantry to 
that experience,” she said. “This new vir-
tual format is freeing and more democrat-
ic.” In a gallery view on Zoom and other 
platforms, everyone occupies the same 
amount of space in the “room.”

Some leaders enthusiastically encour-
age an open-door policy, but a physically 
closed door can discourage outreach. A 
quick Zoom session provides the face-to-
face interaction that may have otherwise 
required 10 email exchanges. This virtu-
al environment provides an opportunity 
for expediency and ally-building that new 
leaders can take advantage of.

Setting an urgent agenda. New leaders often 
want to spend their first 90 days on a listen-
ing tour to understand their new environ-
ment before making critical decisions. Un-
fortunately, a pandemic, budget challenges, 
and issues of racial injustice have placed 
urgent decisions on the agenda of new lead-
ers much earlier than usual in their tenures. 
There is no honeymoon period and no time 
to ramp up. Leaders must hit the ground 
running with decisions that may influence 
the institution for years to come.

“It’s like drinking from the fire hose,” 
said Oberhausen of the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago. “There isn’t a lot of 
runway to figure out what was or wasn’t 
working in the past because this is a whole 
new era. I am assessing as I go and then 
making a decision that is well founded 
with appropriate urgency.”

Many of the new leaders we spoke with 
emphasized that it was more important 
than ever to rely on people with institutional 

This virtual environment 
provides an opportunity 
for expediency and ally-
building that new leaders 
can take advantage of.



m a n a g i n g  t h e  t r a n s f o r m e d  i n s t i t u t i o n  the chronicle of higher educ ation10

knowledge. An incoming dean may bring ex-
tensive experience on accreditation but will 
need advice on the pressing local context. 
On issues that are politically charged or sen-
sitive, a new leader may have to look to ad-
ministrators with more history on the cam-
pus to help lead the way.

Despite the challenges of remote working, 
new leaders can’t be afraid to speak up, said 
Ringeisen, of the genomics institute. “There 
is a tendency to be quiet in virtual settings, 
especially if you are new,” he said, “but peo-
ple still look to you. There’s a reason they 
hired you for a leadership role.”

Other new leaders this fall stressed the 
importance of relying on stated institutional 
values and goals, and then being clear about 
what is driving critical decisions. Since her 
first day as a dean at San Diego State, Casper 
has been engaged in responding to certain 

budget cuts for her college. “Transparen-
cy helps in these tough decisions,” she said. 
“It’s really clear what this college values: ex-
cellent teaching, commitment to general 
education, and supporting faculty research. 
We have approached evaluating cuts by 
looking at our values.”

In the past, higher education has dragged 
its feet in embracing drastic change. But 
2020 is forcing academe’s hand. Constitu-
ents must feel confident that a new leader is 
facing those challenges with the best inter-
ests of the institution in mind.

Ryan Crawford is a principal in the education 
practice of the executive-search firm WittKief-
fer. Melissa Fincher is a consultant in the edu-
cation practice at the company.

Originally published October 1, 2020
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A
t a time when the nation is in the 
throes of both a movement for ra-
cial justice and a raging pandemic 
that is disproportionately affecting 
people of color, what can leaders 

across higher education learn from mi-
nority-serving institutions, especially in 
terms of supporting students and becom-
ing more inclusive?

Last week The Chronicle brought togeth-
er presidents who hailed from historically 

Black institutions, a tribal college, and com-
munity colleges serving Hispanic and Asian 
American and Native American Pacific Is-
lander students. The discussion — co-host-
ed by Michael J. Sorrell, president of Paul 
Quinn College, and Sarah Brown, a senior 
reporter at The Chronicle — included Twyla 
Baker, president of Nueta Hidatsa Sahnish 
College; William Serrata, president of the El 
Paso County Community College District; 
Walter M. Kimbrough, president of Dillard 

Coronavirus robbed graduates of the ritual of commencement this past spring.

What Equity and Student 
Support Should Mean to 

College Leaders
By CHRONICLE STAFF

ADVICE

ROSS D. FRANKLIN, AP

https://zoom.us/webinar/register/7715950065004/WN_wIh-Xg1WSmWtru_1tCbFUg
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University; and Rowena M. Tomaneng, 
president of San José City College. The 
event was underwritten by the Bill & Melin-
da Gates Foundation.

The leaders discussed how they’re prior-
itizing the academic success, basic needs, 
and activism of students of color. They also 
offered advice for other leaders, particu-
larly those from predominantly white in-
stitutions, on moving ahead with goals on 
diversity, equity, and inclusion after the 
killing of George Floyd and a social and 
political reckoning over systemic racism. 
And they described what the past several 
months have been like for them on a per-
sonal level. The following excerpts have 
been edited for length and clarity. This was 
the third event in a continuing series on 
race, class, and education.

Meeting Students’ Needs

William Serrata: Our students are missing 
rites of passage. Being the first in their fam-
ilies to walk across the stage. Their whole 
family graduates when they cross that stage.

Rowena M. Tomaneng: We sent personal-
ized commencement kits to all of our  
students. Nevertheless, it was heartbreak-
ing. When I was doing videos for the various 
virtual ceremonies, I found myself almost 
tearing up reading my remarks. I was just 
thinking about how the families were not 
going to have that opportunity to celebrate.

Serrata: I’ve had students reach out direct-
ly to me. One said, I’m borrowing some-
one’s laptop so I can finish my course, 
and your safety and security protocol is 
too difficult. I replied to the student and 
said, Have you checked this and this? He 
was like, No, I haven’t. The only reason I’m 
reaching out to you is because I get up-
dates from you on a regular basis of what’s 
happening on campus. When you’re a 
first-generation college student — over 70 
percent of our students are — you don’t 
know the system of higher ed. And when 
you’re trying to navigate that virtually, it’s 
even more difficult. We’ve implemented a 
calling campaign to reach out to every sin-
gle one of our 29,000 students and check 

on them. How are you doing? Is there any-
thing else that we can do for you? Have you 
taken advantage of the Cares Act — have 
you applied for that so we can get you re-
sources? Do you need a laptop? One of the 
basic needs that we’re seeing more and 
more is broadband internet access — both 
devices and reliable internet. We used a 
significant amount of our Cares Act dol-
lars to purchase technology to distribute to 
students, to lend out hotspots and laptops. 
We’ve partnered in many communities 
with AT&T and with Spectrum. They were 
offering internet free through June. Now 
they’ve reduced their costs to about $10 a 
month, which is very affordable.

Tomaneng: We don’t need to argue for more 
resources to care for our students. That is 
something that doesn’t cost any money.

Taking a Stand Against Racism

Walter Kimbrough: Students are saying, 
Man, I’m pent up with all the stuff that’s 
going on, I’m getting out in the streets. 
This is a way to channel the energy and 
the frustration of how everything closed, 
dealing with Covid, the fear of it. It gave 
them a renewed sense of, I have purpose, 
and I know why I’m here. Particularly as 
we’re in an election season, how can we 
keep doing that? Whether you’re in person 
or virtual, there is an opportunity to help 
channel that.

“When I was doing videos 
for the various virtual 
ceremonies, I found myself 
almost tearing up reading 
my remarks. I was just 
thinking about how the 
families were not going to 
have that opportunity to 
celebrate.”
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Tomaneng: Within the broader Asian 
American community, there has been a lot 
of solidarity around Black lives. There are 
also conversations happening about voice 
and visibility, because when Covid hit, 
there were already civil-rights organiza-
tions tracking xenophobia and anti-Asian 
sentiment. One of the policy institutes at 
San Francisco State recorded about 1,500 
hate crimes and discrimination actions di-
rected towards Asians within two months.

Serrata: We’re institu-
tions of higher learn-
ing. These are the kinds 
of robust topics and 
rich topics that we take 
on. This is how our stu-
dents learn how to be 
active. We haven’t been 
able to hold those di-
alogues in person, but 
we’ve seen our students 
take part in protests 
and hold events virtu-
ally. They’re also en-
couraging their fellow 
students to register to 
vote. In El Paso, August 
3 will mark one year 
since someone from 
the Dallas area drove 550 miles, picked 
what is deemed the Mexican Walmart, and 
ended up killing 23 individuals from our 
community. It certainly still stings to see 
where our country is and where we still 
need to go. But I am heartened to see this 
sustained effort of raising consciousness.

Tomaneng: This is an opportunity for col-
laboration and working with other institu-
tions locally. Right when Covid hit, my dis-
trict was already engaged in a collaborative 
around the 2020 census and having our stu-
dents learn organizing skills and interface 
with the community. The more opportuni-
ties we can give for students to be engaged, 
that will contribute to sustained action to 
tackle systemic inequalities. 

Kimbrough: The president has to view 
themselves as the chief diversity officer. 
Not somebody that you hire, you give them 

a nice title, a little money, no staff, and then 
say, OK, I’ve done my job. It happens far too 
often. It’s got to be modeled from the top 
— that person is engaged with a diersity of 
students and showing that.

Michael Sorrell: You have to be comfort-
able with the issues to be the chief diversi-
ty officer as a person. But you also have to 
acknowledge that it’s the right thing to do. 
And you’re going to have to step on some 
toes to do it.

Twyla Baker: We ob-
served Juneteenth here 
on Fort Berthold Indi-
an Reservation — the 
middle of North Dako-
ta, where there’s not a 
whole lot of presence 
of Black people. I had a 
student reach out to me 
and say, Can we as the 
college do something 
to mark Juneteenth? 
It was as simple as me 
saying yes. We did it in 
a very particular tribal 
fashion. We had a June-
teenth justice ride — 
we rode 15-20 miles on 

horseback. In doing so, we raise awareness 
amongst our own people. We’re broadening 
their understanding of our connections to 
the larger world and that, Hey, this needs to 
be important to you, too. It builds that coa-
lition, and it helps them to understand that 
there’s so much more out there than just 
the reservation.

Tomaneng: I have an expectation that my 
management team will also be at the next 
level in terms of doing this work. I told them, 
If you are not comfortable facilitating dia-
logues internally within your areas, then I 
will support you in acquiring those tools. 
Then secondly, showing up — especial-
ly when your students invite you — just for 
even a few minutes. It makes a difference.

Sorrell: I went to a predominantly white 
institution for college. Everyone had their 
own stuff. There was African Heritage 

“The president has 
to view themselves 

as the chief diversity 
officer. Not somebody 
that you hire, you give 

them a nice title, a 
little money, no staff, 
and then say, OK, I’ve 

done my job.”
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House. There was Hebrew House. There 
was Asia House. As I became a college lead-
er, I said: The greatest compliment that 
I can make to anyone is to fully embrace 
their cultures. While it’s great to have or-
ganizations solely devoted to those things, 
it’s even better to recognize how much we 
share in common. I’ve gotten criticized 
about that. Twenty percent of our student 
population happens to be Hispanic. I’ve 
had some segment of individuals say you’re 
trying to turn this into a Hispanic insti-
tution. First of all, we live in Texas. If you 
don’t have at least a 20-percent Hispanic 
population, it’s because you’re trying not to 
have Hispanic population in your school — 
and then we’re just behaving as the major-
ity culture does. And that’s despicable. For 
us, it’s finding ways to champion others just 
by genuinely and authentically caring — by 
saying, Look, I don’t know everything, but I 
am absolutely willing to sit here and learn. 
If we can’t be those leaders, who else will 
be? I look at a lot of predominantly white 
institutions, and they make this so much 
harder than it has to be. It just isn’t that 
hard if you genuinely care.

Baker: There’s this sense of pushing the 
myth of scarcity in driving those divisions 
between the different groups. That’s how 
you keep people in line, so to speak. I feel 
like we need to be actively pushing back. 
We need to be building community con-
stantly. What are we here for if we’re not 
trying to help educate each other about 
each other?

Personal Impact

Kimbrough: Initially, after we made the 
conversion to go online, I realized within 
a couple of weeks that my energy level was 
off. I was trying to figure out, Dude, what’s 
going on? What’s wrong with you? I’m in my 
16th year as a president. My normal end of 

the school year is that, after spring break, we 
have Honors Day, and we have our big Re-
search Week, then we start getting to all our 
awards ceremonies, and then we have bac-
calaureate and commencement. That’s the 
day that makes everything special. It took 
me a while to realize, Man, I’m not going to 
have that moment.

Baker: The pandemic is impacting in-
digenous people in multiple ways, due to 
things like lack of funding in our health 
systems. That’s been an issue for a long, 
long time. We don’t have a hospital out 
here. Tribes are trying to respond as best 
they can to protect their own people. Being 
from a tribal community, I’m not necessar-
ily a tribal member who is a president. I’m 
a community member who happens to be a 
president. My tribe actually has tapped me 
and my grant-writing capabilities to help 
the tribe itself respond. We have all been 
supporting each other at a distance, try-
ing to keep each other safe, reaching out to 
each other, checking on elders. We’ve been 
trying to keep our spirits up and trying to 
find refuge. I’m trying to be gentle with 
myself and with other people.

Sorrell: I talk often about how students will 
be dealing with mental-health issues. But 
we as a community of leaders will be deal-
ing with mental-health issues. It’s tough.

Originally published July 27, 2020

“I look at a lot of 
predominantly white 
institutions, and they make 
this so much harder than it 
has to be.”
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The Long Tail of an 
Unprecedented Crisis

How can college leaders support faculty  
members during this difficult time?
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W
e are nine months into the pan-
demic. Campuses are teaching 
remotely and moving interac-
tions online — all of which has 
had a profound effect not just 

on students, but on professors as well. 
Faculty members are stressed. They’re 
tired. They’re anxious. And they’re find-
ing less enjoyment in teaching. Some 
have even thought about leaving the 
academy altogether. Those are some of 
the results from a national survey The 
Chronicle and Fidelity Investments con-
ducted in late October.

What can college leaders do to bet-
ter support faculty members during this 
difficult time? The Chronicle convened 
a virtual event to discuss the challenges 
and possibilities of this harsh new teach-
ing landscape. The panelists were Sian 
Beilock, president of Barnard College; 
Jonathan Holloway, president of Rutgers 
University; Kiernan Mathews, executive 
director of the Collaborative on Academic 
Careers in Higher Education at Harvard’s 
Graduate School of Education; and Kath-
erine Rowe, president of William & Mary. 
The event was hosted by Liz McMillen, 
executive editor at The Chronicle.

Liz McMillen: Does anything about the 
survey findings surprise you?

Katherine Rowe: I’m not surprised. We’re 
managing unprecedented challenges 
and doing things for the first time with 
very high stakes. It’s understandable to 
feel skeptical and fearful. The level of 
uncertainty has been really, really high  
for everybody.

Sian Beilock: Faculty are not just faculty. 
They’re often parents, and they’re often 
caring for their parents. Something that 
I’m acutely focused on is that women in 
the survey tended to feel much more neg-
ative about work-life balance. That comes 
down to child care and who is doing a lot 
of the tasks in the home. As administra-
tors, but also as faculty looking at ten-
ure dossiers, we’re going to have to think 
about that, not just this year but well into 
the future. Frankly, it’s a really hard task.

Jonathan Holloway: The last thing that 
Sian said is worth emphasizing. We’re go-
ing to come out of this, somehow, in about 
a year’s time, but this is a three- or four-
year challenge in terms of faculty job  
satisfaction, job security, the market, 
work-life balance, etc. That’s the thing we 
haven’t fully wrapped our head around 
yet. I don’t know how we can, but ac-
knowledging that there’s going to be a 
long tail to this virus is an important 
thing to point out.

Beilock: Yeah, and the tail will not be uni-
form for everyone.

McMillen: Like so many things with this 
pandemic, it’s worse for the already vul-
nerable. What about the first-year profes-
sor who landed on campuses this fall — 
they’ve only known their colleagues and 
their students virtually. Jonathan, you 
were in the same position, in some sense. 
You started at Rutgers in July, five months 
into the pandemic. What insight does this 
give you into what new faculty members 
are dealing with right now?

Holloway: Rutgers is by and large remote 
this semester. So the things that, for me, 
make a campus feel real are not here — 
foot traffic; being in a classroom; going 
out and talking to people. So being a pres-
ident feels like an abstraction in many 
ways. For new faculty members, I imagine 
it’s much the same.

The first year or two are about social-
ization — trying to understand your col-
leagues. That’s body language, small con-
versations with the person in the office 
next door. That’s not available now. What 
will the effects be in two and three years, 
when that first-year faculty member is up 

“This is a three- or four- 
year challenge in terms of 
faculty job satisfaction, job 
security, the market, work-
life balance, etc.” 
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for a mid-term review? What expectations 
are we going to have?

Kiernan Mathews: Orientation has tradi-
tionally been a one-day affair, if that. They 
show you where the bathroom is and hand 
you the keys. But more institutions are see-
ing an opportunity throughout the whole 
first year to create opportunities for social-
ization. The research tells us that the first 
year is when we create that bonding, that 
social capital, that stickiness that keeps 
faculty loyal, committed, engaged. What ef-
fect will a year of Zoom meetings have on 
that stickiness?

Rowe: I want to pick up on a couple of 
themes — flexibility and the dispropor-
tionate labor for women and underrepre-
sented faculty. It’s possible that there are 
some silver linings here. The kinds of in-
visible labor that have been so hard to fac-
tor into our working lives are visible now. 
On Zoom, we can see the family members 
you’re juggling 
work with. There’s 
some real benefit, 
I think, culturally 
and organization-
ally, if we attend to 
that in very inten-
tional ways. A key 
part of doing that 
is the imperative of 
flexibility.

Beilock: There’s a place for higher-edu-
cation leaders here in terms of not only 
encouraging that f lexibility but thinking 
about how your campus can be reorient-
ed or rejiggered to support that. For in-
stance, we’ve deployed hundreds of our 
work-study students to tutor faculty kids, 
especially while faculty members are 
teaching. Our students have said that it’s 
been so amazing to get to know the fac-
ulty in such a personal way. And what’s 
more personal than interacting with 
someone’s children?

McMillen: We know women are shoul-
dering the burden of caretaking. Their 
research productivity is declining in this 

moment. How can your institutions ame-
liorate those effects long-term?

Beilock: When I was pregnant with my 
daughter and I was at the University of  
Chicago, we still didn’t have a policy where 
both spouses could take leave. If you both 
worked at the university, only one par-
ent got to take it. That’s changed now, and 
that’s really important. The research shows 
that where we thought extending the ten-
ure clock for a childbirth would be really 
beneficial to women, it turns out that it’s of-
ten men who are able to use this time to ad-
vance their careers. Women are taking care 
of the children. These one-size-fits-all pol-
icies don’t always work the way they’re in-
tended. You need a tool bag of approaches.

Mathews: The problem with tenure de-
lays right now is that a tenure delay is also 
a pay delay. It’s a delay in all of the benefits 
and all of the rewards of being promoted. 
It’s clear already that women are going to 

be delaying their 
clocks a lot lon-
ger. People of col-
or, who are more 
likely to know 
somebody who 
has been harmed, 
if not killed, by 
this pandemic, are 
more likely to be 
delaying their ten-
ure clocks. So the 

concern that I have is that if we don’t turn 
to the policies, the structures, the narrow, 
status quo definitions of excellence that we 
use to promote people, we’re going to have 
a whiter, more male academy in the future.

McMillen: Can you give an example of how a 
tenure and promotion policy would change 
to reflect different criteria for excellence?

Mathews: All of the service that we ask the 
faculty to do, particularly women and fac-
ulty of color — we expect so much more of 
them. But so little of that is genuinely rec-
ognized in tenure and promotion. A more 
inclusive definition of excellence would 
reward faculty members for the labor that 

“The kinds of invisible 
labor that have been  
so hard to factor into  
our working lives are 

visible now.”
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we’re actually expecting them to under-
take when we hire them. Look at the 
Faculty Workload and Rewards Project at 
the University of Maryland. It’s a tool kit, a 
real hands-on approach.

McMillen: Pandemic conditions might 
continue for another six or 12 months. 
What have you learned about how to help 
faculty members thrive? What would you 
change next year?

Beilock: We made a decision very early on 
that deciding how you’re going to teach — 
online or in person — is part of academic 
freedom. It’s just like deciding what you 
teach and where you teach. And so we’ve 
really left that up to our faculty.

Rowe: We radically expanded the group 
that consults on decision making. What 
had been about 20 people has become 80. 
We meet every other week: administrators, 

staff, and faculty members from all of 
our five schools. So one lesson for me was 
to adapt a kind of nerve hub of problem 
solving and communication. Also, lean 
into shared governance.

Holloway: Communication and consisten-
cy. The more an administration can be me-
thodical — almost to the point of boredom 
— when it comes to providing information, 
the calmer everybody will be. Everybody is 
stressed, and angry, and scared, and ner-
vous. Communicating openly and being 
steady is the best way forward.

Mathews: When we looked at our Fac-
ulty Job Satisfaction Survey and saw the 
pre-shutdown and post-shutdown data, 
the biggest difference was in faculty at-
titudes on leadership. Faculty members 
were much more likely to view their lead-
ership favorably because they acted swift-
ly. They did the right thing. They shut 
down and were willing to do whatever it 
took to be safe. If you survey faculty mem-
bers now, they might say something dif-
ferent. Too many colleges and universities 
are stringing the faculty along. They are 
beleaguered. They are exhausted. So my 
message: Work with your faculty.

This conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity.

Originally published November 18, 2020

“If we don’t turn to the 
policies … that we use 
to promote people, we’re 
going to have a whiter, 
more male academy in  
the future.”

https://facultyworkloadandrewardsproject.umd.edu/
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W
hat a year. Higher ed came into 
2020 facing its share of financial 
challenges: a negative outlook for 
the entire sector, widespread op-
erating deficits, stark enrollment 

challenges. Enter Covid-19, along with its at-
tendant declines in enrollment, net tuition, 
and auxiliary revenue — to say nothing of 
Covid-related expenses.

How bad is it? To answer that, my 
colleagues and I sought to go beyond 
surveys. We conducted an extensive review 
of publicly announced revenue and budget 
news from the top 400 universities in U.S. 
News & World Report, as well as its top 100 

liberal-arts colleges, drawing from news 
released from March through December. 
We were able to obtain data from 107 of 
those institutions (21 percent). The results 
are dire. Our research suggests that we are 
experiencing the biggest financial losses our 
sector has ever faced. The institutions we 
tracked averaged an estimated 14-percent 
aggregate decline in revenues across fiscal 
years 2020 and 2021, and further losses loom 
as drops in enrollment, tuition freezes, and 
Covid-related expenses continue.

The 14-percent average revenue-de-
cline estimate may even be overly optimis-
tic: Many state legislatures have not yet 

How Much Has the  
Pandemic Cost Colleges?

The financial situation is dire. But colleges that stay focused have 
a fighting chance.

By PAUL N. FRIGA

ADVICE

JOHN W. TOMAC FOR THE CHRONICLE

https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/articles/200401-all-u-s-public-finance-sector-outlooks-are-now-negative-11416952
https://www.chronicle.com/article/where-did-all-the-students-go/
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adjusted higher-education budgets to ac-
count for the new reality. Among those that 
have, the early signs are not positive. The 
University of Nevada at Las Vegas has seen 
a 20-percent decline in state support. The 
University of Missouri at Kansas City has 
seen a 12-percent decline. The Colorado leg-
islature went as far as to cut higher-ed fund-
ing by 58 percent (though federal money 
eased the blow and the governor is aiming 
to restore funding this year, but who knows 
how that will shake out).

What do these 
cuts and losses 
add up to? We es-
timate the impact 
as follows: $85 
billion in lost rev-
enues, $24 billion 
for Covid-relat-
ed expenses, and 
$74 billion in an-
ticipated future decreases in state funding. 
That adds up to a whopping $183 billion.

A few caveats: Our data are early esti-
mates of financial impact with a focus on 
revenue losses and Covid expenses. The ac-
tual numbers will not be known until fiscal 
year 2021 concludes — typically the end of 
June. And these numbers will change over 
time as new publicly announced estimates 
emerge. (In cases where revenue losses are 
not broken out from the anticipated bud-
get deficit, we assumed revenue loss as 78 
percent of that total budget deficit based 
on the ratio reported by the Association of 
Public and Land-Grant Universities based 
on fall 2021 results.) Total hits to budget will 
be contingent on final revenue impacts and 
cost-reduction efforts.

At America’s more than 4,000 colleges, 
there is certainly diversity in strategy and 
student composition, but the sources of 
revenue are fairly consistent across insti-
tutions: tuition, government support, en-
dowment returns, auxiliary operations, 
and philanthropy. Unfortunately, all five of 
these sources are under great pressure due 
to the pandemic.

Net tuition is on the decline due to low-
er enrollments and increased discounting, 
which is on the rise as colleges — especial-
ly small- and medium-sized private col-
leges — struggle to maintain enrollments. 

Decreases in the number of international 
students (who often pay full tuition) fur-
ther exacerbate the net-tuition picture. 
State-government support is declining 
due to lower tax revenues and increased 
health-care costs.

Endowment returns thankfully are so 
far holding steady or increasing, but the 
underlying conditions of our economy sug-
gest that continued growth in 2021 is far 
from certain. One of the areas hardest hit, 
especially for large institutions with signif-

icant numbers 
of students not 
on campus, was 
auxiliary reve-
nue. This would 
include losses in 
housing, dining, 
other spending, 
and especially 
athletics.

One small silver lining: While early in-
dications suggested fund raisers would 
struggle to meet their goals, recent market 
performance may have buoyed those con-
cerns. Still, while endowments can con-
tribute to a university’s operations, they 
are not typically a source to fill short-term 
financial losses.

Tuition-pricing strategies vary widely, 
but the majority of institutions seem 
to be holding tuition steady — which 

is in essence a decrease given inflation and 
the traditional annual increases in tuition of 
3 to 5 percent over the past decade. Shown 
below are the data from our research on an-
nounced changes to tuition. Interestingly, 
26 percent of the private institutions in our 
study have actually announced tuition de-
creases. Reasons cited for such decreases 
and freezes include concerns about losing 
students due to closed campuses and the 
possible lower perceived quality of remote 
instruction.

At Georgetown University, for example, 
David Green, the chief financial officer, de-
scribed the rationale for a 10-percent re-
duction in tuition: “Despite potential sig-
nificant financial headwinds, we felt that 
we needed to do what we could to help our 
students and their families. At the same 
time, we are working hard on finding cost 

Tuition-pricing strategies 
vary widely, but the majority 
of institutions seem to be 

holding tuition steady.

https://www.chronicle.com/article/higher-educations-nightmare-scenario
https://www.aplu.org/members/councils/governmental-affairs/CGA-library/aplu-97b-heerf-request-and-justification/file
https://co.chalkbeat.org/2020/5/19/21264509/lawmakers-cut-58-percent-from-colorado-public-colleges-3-3-billion-budget-hole
https://www.opencampusmedia.org/2020/11/03/colorado-governors-budget-would-restore-money-to-higher-ed/
https://www.aplu.org/members/councils/governmental-affairs/CGA-library/aplu-97b-heerf-request-and-justification/file
https://www.chronicle.com/article/this-will-be-one-of-the-worst-months-in-the-history-of-higher-education
https://www.chronicle.com/article/this-will-be-one-of-the-worst-months-in-the-history-of-higher-education
https://www.philanthropy.com/article/43-of-higher-education-fundraisers-dont-expect-to-meet-goals/?cid=gen_sign_in
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THE MAJORITY OF INSTITUTIONS HAVE CHOSEN TO FREEZE TUITION

THE LOSS OF REVENUE IS SIGNIFICANT

The percentage of selected institutions that have reduced, frozen, or increased tuition, by institution type.

The percentage of selected institutions that have seen the following estimated bands 
of revenue loss, by type. (Revenue loss as a percentage of 2018 revenue by fiscal year.)

Population for analysis included top 400 universities and top 100 liberal-arts col-
leges according to U.S. News & World Report. Source: HelioCampus analysis

Population for analysis included top 400 universities and top 100 liberal-arts col-
leges according to U.S. News & World Report. Source: HelioCampus analysis
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saving opportunities as you cannot just 
keep increasing spend each year, it is  
unsustainable.”

Zooming out to include the other factors, 
our research suggests an average drop in 
revenue of approximately 5.5 percent in fis-
cal year 2020 and 8.6 percent in fiscal year 
2021. The private institutions in our study 
are experiencing much more severe drops 
in revenue, with an average of 10 percent ex-
pected in fiscal year 2021 versus 7 percent in 
public institutions.

And yet, there is still hope, especially 
when it comes to federal assistance. 
Colleges have learned not to count 

on these funds to fully rectify strained bud-
gets, but every little bit of federal funding 
helps. The Cares Act passed in March pro-
vided $14 billion to institutions, with about 
half going to student aid. In December Con-
gress passed more aid for higher ed — an 

additional $23 billion, again with about 50 
percent designed for student grants — and 
an additional $35 billion for higher educa-
tion is included in the early drafts of the new 
$1.9 trillion stimulus package, half of which 
would go to colleges (a GOP counterpropos-
al leaves higher ed out).

In sum, we are looking at between $19 
billion and $37 billion in support for high-
er education institutions with a matching 
amount for students, depending on the pas-
sage of the Biden proposal. If colleges incur 
the estimated $183 billion loss suggested 
earlier, this leaves a shortfall of $146 billion 
to $164 billion. No wonder the higher-edu-
cation lobby is asking for more. (The latest 
APLU request is for an additional $97 bil-
lion.) It’s crucial that we view any additional 
aid as an investment and not a bailout, and 
strategically plan for the funds as well as for 
the accountability that will come with them.

With a potential ongoing gap of around 
$150 billion, we have a lot 
of work to do, and among 
the highest priorities for all 
colleges this year has been 
cost containment. “High-
er ed has been feeling fi-
nancial pressure for many 
years, but is only beginning 
to tinker with the underly-
ing business model,” says 
Kasia Lundy, partner in the 
higher education practice at 
EY-Parthenon. “Covid-19 has 
accelerated the financial im-
pact to a point where insti-
tutions are forced to address 
budget shortfalls and oper-
ating-model changes more 
holistically and much faster 
than ever before.”

Academic leaders have 
shown an unprecedented 
nimbleness in adjusting op-
erations to the pandemic, 
from the dramatic shift to 
remote learning to new cam-
pus protocols for Covid safe-
ty. Scenario planning has 
become commonplace cabi-
net nomenclature as univer-
sities model varying levels of 
financial strain.

JOHN W. TOMAC FOR THE CHRONICLE 
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And yet, while this is all promising, 
boards and campus leaders need to push 
harder for long-term changes to our operat-
ing model. Quick solutions such as increas-
ing debt may help with cash management 
but will not bring about long-term fiscal 
sustainability.

The most common cost control strate-
gies are short term: Our research reveals 
that 75 percent of institutions have in-
stituted hiring freezes, a dramatic shift 
to the annual growth in personnel that 
has been routine. Half of the campuses 
we studied have implemented furloughs. 
No-travel policies, cuts to benefits, and 
elimination of on-campus events and pur-
chases have also helped curtail spending. 
Fifty-two percent of universities we re-
searched have put in place leadership and 
staff pay cuts, and over 38 percent have 
announced delays in capital-spending 
projects (it is likely that many more have 
done this but not disclosed it publicly).

My home institution, the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, is imple-
menting many of these strategies with a 
goal of freeing up 3 percent of personnel 
costs and 15 percent of operating funds 
over fiscal years 2020-21 and 2021-22. They 
have identified $100 million in structur-
al deficits to fill, in addition to a $200 mil-
lion gap directly related to Covid. “It is the 
responsible thing to do for the future of 
the university,” explained Chancellor Kev-
in Guskiewicz at a recent faculty and staff 
meeting. The budget-reduction efforts will 
be developed collaboratively; will work to 
avoid blanket, across-the-board cuts; and 
will examine all options, including reduc-
ing the number of senior administrators. I 
applaud such a clear-eyed approach.

And yet few institutions are tackling 
these difficult, long-term cost-contain-
ment challenges. The higher-ed work force 
has shrunk between 337,000 and 500,000 
since the pandemic began, though the 
majority of these appear to be temporary 
furlough arrangements. According to our 
research, only 38 percent of institutions 
have announced formal layoffs. Other like-
ly strategies include delays in filling open 
positions, early retirements, and voluntary 

separations. All of this is painful, but it 
may be necessary in certain cases.

Higher ed is hurting. Our entire oper-
ating model is under siege, the rev-
enue losses are unprecedented, and 

campus leaders are beginning to respond 
to the historic challenges. They are real-
izing that cost cutting alone is not the an-
swer, and that this is a time to clarify their 
institution’s unique value to their students 
and communities.

Morgan State University is adopting a “cut 
and grow strategy.” As Sidney Evans, the 
chief financial officer, put it to me, they are 
not leaving any stones unturned: “We have 
been very aggressively tackling a 15-per-
cent operating-budget deficit, or about $40 
million on the $270 million budget. We are 
making great progress with our full court 
press on administrative and academic 
spending in order to free up cash to invest 
in our journey to become the first HBCU R1 
University. Even with our game-changing 
recent philanthropy, we plan to continue 
our cost-containment efforts.”

Leaders should pursue a relentless effort 
toward cost containment that includes reg-
ular, recurring process analysis and evalu-
ation. Campuses should also pursue areas 
of strategic investment for the long term: 
Offer new academic programs, especial-
ly online, to offset discontinued programs 
identified during the cost cutting efforts, 
for instance.

We will only be successful if we work to-
gether. This includes institutions and gov-
ernment, boards and cabinets, and faculty 
and staff members. Only such collabora-
tion will help us do the near-impossible: 
transform higher education for the better 
amid a pandemic.

Paul N. Friga s a clinical associate profes-
sor of strategy at the Kenan-Flagler Business 
School at the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill. He also co-founded ABC In-
sights, a consortium of universities working 
to become more efficient and effective, which 
is part of HelioCampus.
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