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FOREWORD

College and university leaders who seek to enhance
the student experience will find this book especially uplifting
because the authors are leaders in their own right, with deep
experience and success in setting visions, developing plans, and
reaching goals. These are can-do, get-it-done educators.

Even more important, the authors are leaders who under-
stand that moving a college or university forward is not about
one person but rather about a community and the culture of the
institution. In fact, what comes through as one reads the illustra-
tions in this book and absorbs their lessons is that the substance
of an institution’s culture is particularly critical to what we can
achieve. Many institutions talk about supporting all students
and about being mission driven. However, institutions that are
most effective are those that foster broad agreement on priori-
ties, allow people to ask questions and take initiative, and offer
incentives and rewards to those who innovate.

The book provides excellent examples of colleges and uni-
versities staying true to their missions—continually evolving
and innovating to ensure success in those missions. In fact, the
authors place “positive restlessness” at the center of successful
institutional leadership. This is the notion, outlined by George
Kuh and colleagues in 2010, that onemust be constantly seeking
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and striving to improve, determined not to be satisfied and not
to say, “Been there, done that.” On my campus, my colleagues
constantly remark that success is never final. We use data
analytics and focus groups to gather deep information on issues
that arise; ask difficult questions about our assumptions and the
data; involve faculty, staff, and students in these conversations;
and develop strategies that are critical to constant improvement.

Some readers may be bothered by the book authors’ asser-
tion that money is not everything. Yet many will be convinced
by the argument that although funding is always necessary, its
even more important to make the best use of those funds and
to think carefully about the priorities that must be protected.
It really is true that during times of scarcity, enlightened insti-
tutions can become more imaginative in their spending. The
question is, what are the priorities that are most critical to car-
rying out the mission of the institution?The book addresses the
fundamental question of how to use funds not just to make
incremental changes but also to transform the institution in
ways that can be sustained.

It is sometimes very easy for leaders to become discouraged
by forces beyond their control, whether by trends in state and
federal policies and funding or the demands of boards, elected
officials, and alumni. For leaders who find themselves discour-
aged because of external constituents and forces, the authors
argue that the focus must be on controlling the things that we
have the power to control, starting with the work we do to carry
out our fundamental missions: promoting student learning and
ensuring the quality of the student experience. They argue that
leadersatmultiple levelshaveamajor impactonthequalityof the
undergraduate experience—especially if they pay attention to
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students, understand their backgrounds, and align the culture
of the institution with the students it serves.

They also go beyond the typical discussion involving reten-
tion and graduation rates to challenge us to focus on the
undergraduate experience. Of course, likemoney, retention and
completion are very important, but the authors are correct that
the essence of education is about more than keeping students in
college. It is about learning how to learn, asking good questions,
analyzing data and information, putting whatever is going on
in the world into perspective, and making sound, informed
decisions.

Each chapter provides examples that bring these issues to
life and give them new meaning. Educators often talk about
caring about all students. This book is different because it
acknowledges that one-size-fits-all strategies for learning
seldom work, yet that certain principles of learning can be
applied effectively to meet the needs of all students from all
backgrounds at all types of institutions. Here is where the
authors deliver at the very practical level. For example, they
note the challenges students face when they lack the financial
resources to participate in enriching extracurricular experi-
ences, such as study abroad programs. Readers will find the
practical discussion of linking budgets with priorities especially
helpful as a means for supporting students and institutions.

Leaders—present and future—interested in enhancing the
student experience will be challenged to think about their own
visions and goals in relation to strategic planning, developing
priorities, budgeting, and other institutional functions. The
authors also address a number of other critical leadership
issues, including strengthening communication across campus
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and nurturing relationships among key constituents of the
institution. One essential characteristic of a healthy institu-
tional culture is the extent to which the climate encourages
transparency and honest dialogue. The very meaning of shared
governance involves cooperation and collaboration among the
different groups at the institution.

These authors—and the institutions they represent—under-
stand that what we do in higher education will have a profound
impact on our students and the future of our country, whether
we are talking about social justice or economic well-being. In
essence, the authors inspire us to think about our own insti-
tutions, leadership styles, and visions, with the hope that these
stories can strengthen our resolve to change and turn our visions
into the desired reality.

Most important, they offer optimism at a time when we
need it more than ever. Every generation in higher education
has faced challenges and opportunities, and so do we. We face a
globalizing social and economic context, shifting fiscal politics,
changing demographics, accelerating technological change,
and advances in teaching and learning. I often tell my students
that the way we think about ourselves, the language that we use,
and the values that we hold shape who we become. We hear
an increasing number of people predicting a gloomy future for
higher education. If we are not careful, that gloomy picture will
become reality. This book offers us—through both hope and
evidence of success—a positive vision towhichwe can all aspire.
Our students need us and this vision now more than ever.

Freeman A. Hrabowski III
President, University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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INTRODUCTION

In , Professor George Keller of the University
of Pennsylvania wrote a short volume that focused on Elon
University, Transforming a College: The Story of a Little-Known
College’s Strategic Climb to National Distinction (Johns Hopkins
University Press). Keller believed there was a dearth of good
case study literature that could inform change across the
American higher education landscape. He aimed to write an
accessible volume about institutional transformation that could
be read on a flight from New York to Chicago. The first edition
was printed many times, in part to fulfill requests for bulk
orders—entire boards of trustees and college faculties used
the book as a common reading and then applied Keller’s ideas
and lessons to their own contexts. Seven years after Keller’s
passing in 2007, the editorial staff of Johns Hopkins University
Press asked Elon’s president, Leo M. Lambert, to write a new
foreword and a substantial afterword for a second edition,
bringing the story up to date with Elon’s 125th anniversary
celebration in 2014.

Elon University has been a connecting factor in the writing
of this volume as well. Two of the authors (Felten and Lam-
bert) are Elon faculty members and administrators, two are
the parent and stepparent of a 1998 alumnus (Gardner and

xvii
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Barefoot), and Schroeder has been a close friend and advisor to
the institution.

While Keller focused heavily on the question of strategy—
how to move an institution forward dramatically given finite
resources—the authors of the present volume ask a different pair
of questions: What matters most in the undergraduate experi-
ence? What is possible when colleges and universities focus on
what matters most?

This volume differs from Keller’s in another important way.
Rather than restrict the scope of this examination to one case
study or a limited set of institutions, this volume highlights
examples of good practice from colleges and universities across
the spectrum of U.S. higher education, both public and private
and large and small and ranging from the highly selective to
those with open access.

Given the wide variety of institutions and students in higher
education, we must envision the undergraduate experience
broadly. According to the National Center for Education Statis-
tics, some 17.3 million students enrolled as undergraduates
in the United States in fall 2015; nearly half of those were
enrolled at two-year institutions. The majority of students in
American higher education are under age 25 years, but more
than 40% are older than that. Today’s undergraduates vary in
a wide range of other important ways, too, including race and
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and educational background.
And these students attend a rich array of institutions, from
community colleges to research universities, from residential
campuses to fully online institutions, and from liberal arts
colleges to technical institutes.This diversity profoundly shapes
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both an individual student’s undergraduate experience, in and
beyond the curriculum, and the mission and scope of a college
or university. Despite that variation, in this book we will argue
that certain core themes are essential for all undergraduate
students and institutions.

We chose to profile certain programs and institutions based
on our own experiences and on the scholarly literature. We
also looked for models of excellence that could be replicated
at different types of institutions, with a bias toward those that
have well-established outcomes and that do not require vast
resources to sustain. Indeed, we sought to findwhat the surgeon
and author Atul Gawande (2007) calls “the positive deviance
idea—the idea of building on capabilities people already had
rather than telling them how they had to change” (p. 25).

Our Hopes for This Book

As you read this book, we hope you will approach our themes
and examples with your mind tuned toward positive deviance.
The institutions and programs you will read about may differ
substantially from your own. You may well not want to do
precisely what they are doing, but we encourage you to reflect
on the issues and practices in your own particular context. If
you think critically and creatively, we are confident that you
will be able to identify positive steps forward that work for
your distinct situation and discover allies who are moving in
the same direction.

As was the case with the Keller volume, we hope that this
bookwill be read and discussed by institutional teams of faculty,
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staff, administrators, alumni, students, trustees, and community
partners. We also hope that as a reader, you will pause at the
end of each chapter, wrestle with the questions we pose, and
discuss with colleagues how undergraduate education might be
reimagined in ways both big and small in your own role and at
your institution.

Accessing This Book’s Online Materials
We have created a website to support your use of this book
for retreats, courses, and discussions. On that site you will
find resources you may use including print-ready hand-
outs and presentation-ready slides with the Core Themes,
Action Principles, and Questions for Reflection. The site
also has short video interviews that elaborate on the book,
and other helpful resources.

www.TheUndergraduateExperience.org
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1

WHAT MATTERS MOST

R
ecent books on higher education typically begin by
playing a variation on a familiar tune. Students are
adrift. Institutions are underperforming and are also

turning students into smart but soulless sheep. Colleges are in
need of fundamental redesign. Financial models are in disarray.
Technological disruptions are on the horizon, or perhaps
the revolution is already here. Two recent book titles frame
the situation simply: Is American Higher Education in Crisis?
(Blumenstyk, 2015). No, things are worse than that because we
are witnessing The End of College (Carey, 2015).

Although the problems facing higher education are serious,
this narrative of peril and constraint obscures something
crucial: Excellence abounds at colleges and universities, and not
just at the most elite institutions. Looking across the landscape
of higher education, we see many instances of effective practices
and powerful outcomes. Undergraduates are learning, faculty
and staff are working together toward aspirational goals, pro-
grams are meeting evolving needs, institutional fundamentals
are stable, and the future looks bright. Although the headlines
may tell a different story, in many places higher education
is flourishing.

This book analyzes the common characteristics of diverse
programs and institutions that are successfully navigating the
challenges facing higher education. A close look at such schools
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highlights the promise of college while it also raises fundamen-
tal questions about the practices and purposes of undergraduate
education today and tomorrow:

· The Stella and Charles Guttman Community College,
the newest collegiate part of the City University of
New York (CUNY), was created to enact the best
research-based practices on student learning and
success. Although Guttman’s aim is appealing, it
must pursue that goal in an environment layered
with complex regulations, funding restrictions, strict
labor practices, and other factors that have derailed
many well-intended educational initiatives. Guttman
raises the question of whether excellent undergraduate
education for all students can be the central organizing
principle today. Are we in higher education capable
of significantly changing our practices and our
institutions to meet this goal?

· Georgetown University, a global research university in
Washington, D.C., that differs in nearly every way from
Guttman, since 2013 has been systematically exploring
a surprisingly similar question: Is it possible to design a
research university “that would have liberal education
values at its center but be appropriate for the world of
2030 and beyond” (Georgetown University, 2015)? In
other words, how can today’s undergraduate education
evolve to meet the needs of students and communities
in the future?

· The University of Maryland, Baltimore County
(UMBC) graduates more African-American
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undergraduates who go on to earn PhDs in science,
technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields
than any other predominantly white university in the
country. UMBC’s Meyerhoff Scholars Program is central
to those results. For nearly three decades, this program
has provided a comprehensive set of challenges to and
supports for its students (Summers & Hrabowksi, 2006).
The results are unparalleled. The consistent success
of Meyerhoff students raises a disquieting question
for other higher education institutions: If UMBC
can prepare traditionally underserved students for
academic success, why are so many other institutions
struggling to reach that same goal?

· The University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP), a
comprehensive university of more than 23,000
students, has returned to the roots of U.S. public
colleges and universities to focus on enhancing
students’ social mobility through its high-quality
programs. UTEP’s story prompts us to ask whether all
higher education institutions can and should address
persistent social, economic, environmental, and
other challenges in our communities and across our
world. What is the role of undergraduate education in
addressing the most pressing concerns of our students
and our planet?

· Elon University in North Carolina is a private, primar-
ily undergraduate institution of 6,500 students that
over the past three decades has grown from a regional
institution of fewer than 4,000 students to one that
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attracts 80% of its students from out of state and has
dramatically enhanced its academic profile. Elon’s story
raises challenging questions for leaders in higher edu-
cation: If this institution was able to transform itself
profoundly, why have so many other colleges and uni-
versities not changed in meaningful ways? What does
it take to transform a college and then to sustain and
build even further on that transformation?

· Arizona State University, the largest research univer-
sity in the nation, is exploring the boundaries of time
and place in undergraduate education by simultane-
ously rooting some academic programs in specific
local communities and environments while launch-
ing others online to enable students from anywhere to
learn at their own convenience. Arizona State is asking
important questions about when and where excellent
education can happen. How do time and place matter
in undergraduate education?

· Governors State University (GSU), a 5,500-student
public institution in Illinois, began by offering only
upper-division courses and programs. Now GSU has
launched a new model for the first two years of the
collegiate experience by building a curriculum and
learning spaces that are linked to three central themes:
civic engagement, global citizenship, and sustainabil-
ity. GSU aims toward a truly integrated undergraduate
education. Can higher education be more than a collec-
tion of individual credits and experiences? Is the value
of a degree more than the sum of its parts?


