Dear Senators:

I am pleased that you have taken keen interest to the topic of the University’s enrollment. The most important foci to help drive the University to be a sustainable institution are to bring better balance to our enrollment by improving our on campus participation through effective recruitment and retention. In preparing a written response to your questions I thought it best to provide some context for the discussion.  Enrollment management is much like economics in that it rests on a number of variables and always requires a good rear view mirror to determine what is ahead.  In the past, we haven’t been too good at keeping track of the important variables related to recruitment. Some of the data we have just unearthed has helped us better understand who our students are, where they come from, why they come here, and which ones stay and succeed. 

The first part of my response, therefore, will be a bit of context and data so we can all share a similar fact base as we explore solutions to the problem.  Following that short discourse I have provided answers to the questions that I have crafted based on my own interpretation of what we are doing as informed by some key individuals who spend most of their work days immersed in this work. One word of caution about all of this work is that the information I am providing is a simple snapshot of the whole picture.  Many knowledgeable, hard working, and caring folk are diligently working to help improve EOU’s enrollment.  My summary about the variables you have asked about will likely understate all that we do.  Another caution is that as we seek to solve our problems it is likely that a simple solution will not suffice.  We have a complex set of circumstances that will require an equally robust set of solutions.  

Enrollment Context

For most of us who have been at Eastern awhile, the current enrollment crisis is one of a continuing saga of concerns at EOU.  Over the last decades and even earlier in our history, enrollment issues have created periodic crises. Some of the issues have been too many students (when the policy favored a certain number of students within a funding band) and more often, the problem of too few students. Presidents have tried to manipulate enrollment by changing a number of variables. In the early 80’s a dip in enrollment pushed the staff and faculty to enroll in classes.  In the late 80’s the University blended some DDE offerings to meet the minimum requirements for funding.  We became a “selective” institution in the 90’s then trying to boost on-campus enrollment by attracting the best and brightest students.  We jettisoned that tactic in the new century and adopted one of pushing rural students to go to college giving full ride scholarships to many (Val/sal awards). Through all of these eras it is interesting to look at our on-campus enrollment.  Through all the efforts and ups and downs over the last three decades we had remained remarkably constant in on campus enrollment. It seemed that no matter what we did or what the message was, our enrollment stayed about the same. Our most recent dip in enrollment, then,  is worthy of alarm.  Based on the long view of Eastern’s modal number of on campus students, I do believe that, over time, we can regain this enrollment plateau given we have a consistent and persistent plan of action. 

Data on our enrollment history helps us understand some of the trends we see in the last five years. Perhaps the most telling data is the rise and fall of where we find our students. The data below are telling: 
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Source: http://www.eou.edu/infosys/rpt/historical_data/historical.htm
Our drop in on-campus participation is visible and significant.  Overall, we anticipate a 6% drop in on campus SCH for the biennium 09-11 due to several trends.  Our freshmen class enrollment has been small in 06, 07, and 08.  These small classes impact the campus negatively as they replace larger classes who graduate. Variables that compound our current on-campus enrollment includes the size of the freshman class and transfer numbers, retention, the number of credits that students take on average, and the number of credits students take through online alternatives.

We have reported on these variables in the past.  We know, for example, that in 2004 the headcount to FTE ratio was .7.  Today it is .65.  This means that students are taking fewer credits than they once did.  One might blame the loss of the tuition plateau or the economy or both for this drop.  The outcome is that we have fewer total credit hours to help the university pay its bills.  Our modest efforts to return the plateau may help change this trend upward.

We also have unearthed the trend in on-campus students taking online courses.  Since 2004 the number of on-campus students taking online courses has jumped from 5% to almost 20%.  These students are taking, on average, about one course per term through online modalities.  This subtraction of SCH from on-campus enrollments does not explain the drop in overall on-campus enrollment, however. The headcount for on-campus students has dropped overall.  

And finally, we know a great deal more about retention than we ever have in the past. Our ten-year average of retention has held fairly steady at about 64% of freshmen to sophomore year.  About 28% are retained to graduation. Last year our numbers hit a low watermark of 54%.  We lost 140 freshmen out of the class of 2007. 

We can explain why we have smaller numbers in the sense that we understand where specifically we lack students.  We lack students coming in as freshmen. We lack students retained as upper classmen, and we lack students taking on-campus courses as they select online modalities and as they take fewer credits overall per unit time.

Environmental Context

Having established where we have issues, we next turn to the whys.  There are a host of things going on that impact higher education in general and Eastern specifically. Here are a few variables to consider:

• Nationally, a significant number of universities have experienced a drop in the number of students in their freshmen classes.  Many universities are experiencing troubles not unlike ours in recruiting and retaining enough students to keep the University sustainable.  In our area we have already seen one university, Cascades, succumb.  Even powerhouse Marylhurst is in the throes of enrollment troubles. For many the trend has been that they have had ample applications, but students just have not shown up as they did in the past.

•  Only 25% of the students in college today are “traditional.”  Only 25% of all students go from high school to college, attend full-time, and experience no interruptions. This is a dramatic change from the past.  Students take a year off, go part-time, stop-out, or drop out.  The more recent, severe economic downturn has likely increased this trend.

• The demographics of students have changed over the years. For EOU, whose students are the most sensitive to the cost of college, this demographic change impacts the number of students who can afford or who perceive that they can afford to go to college.  There will be fewer numbers of high school graduates in the next decade as population figures will dip over the next five years or so.  In Eastern’s region we can expect to see a change in the diversity of our recruitment pool with many more Hispanic students making-up the graduating classes of growing eastern Oregon communities in Malheur and Umatilla counties.

• Competition is fierce. Idaho and Washington have had impact on students at the borders offering scholarship enticements.  Winning athletic programs draw students to be Ducks or Beavers over Mountaineers.  Higher tuition and higher room and board prices make cost comparisons and EOU less attractive than many competitors.

• We know the economy in the short term is having its effect on student choices.  National data suggests that universities can expect a 10% drop in enrollment due to students selecting a lower cost alternative such as a community college.  The data also suggests that state colleges can expect an influx of students who choose the cheaper alternative over the private school. How much EOU loses/gains is something we are experiencing  but very hard to quantify.  All we have is anecdotal data from applicants who balked at the price of tuition and room and board and declared that they would stay home and go to a CC instead. 

Besides these more general impacts on the number and kind of students who are recruited to EOU, we also have to consider our own particular blunders.  I don’t think it very helpful to iterate all of the poor choices we have made in the past, rather let’s just say that we haven’t been mission/vision driven.  We need a keen sense of where we are going and a steely confidence to stay on course if we are to turn our enrollment trends around.

The Strategic Plan

This leads us to the need for a strategic implementation plan.  The document that we provided to you last spring and again this fall is a detailed road map for what we must do as an institution to shape our enrollment for the better.  As you examine the plan please take note that the first two goals are focused on recruitment and retention. We have carefully subdivided the goals into aims. For example, we have parsed the enrollment goal into aims that focus on on-campus, online, on site, and graduate students.  Rather than have one strategy to fit all needs we note specific strategies for each sub group of EOU’s trifurcate student body.  Also note that AIM 1A is first and foremost on the list. On-campus enrollment growth is where we have concentrated most of our efforts.

As you read through the specific strategies note that the overall theme is to 1) Identify the students we should be talking to by using the best data available, 2) Connect with those students with intense, personal communication,  3) Determine the level of financial need and offer support that will lean the student to EOU, 4) Track, tend, encourage each prospect, and nurture and nudge admitted students toward matriculation.  Let me offer a few general comments about that progression in anticipation of answering your specific questions:

1) Our consultants, both Noel-Levitz and SEM WORKS are quick to recommend to us that we should be spending most of our time with most of the students who are most likely to say “yes” to EOU.  The data we are provided sets our prospect lists into quartiles. Given certain information, Noel-Levitz can predict which kinds of students are more likely to come to EOU and those that are less likely.  Their basic point is simply this, if we have limited resources of time and money, spend what you have mostly on the group that you have the best shot at.  As a result of this thinking and the recommendation from the national research about regional recruitment, Admissions has not shunned the recruitment trips that cast a broad net to urban areas, contiguous states, Hawaii and Alaska or international prospects. It has, however, chosen to intensify its follow-up visits and contact time to those schools that have, in the past, been traditional feeders to EOU.  

2) We recognize that we are in a highly competitive environment where students are being wooed by many colleges.  Private schools often pepper potential students with publication after publication and make multiple personal visits.  We are in catch-up mode in having all the tools we need to provide students with information. The information we give and the contacts we make are on an ever-narrowing scope of variables.  Students are first interested in place and scope of a university in terms of overall appeal and fit. Cost and financial aide become important. Programs are considered. After the initial interests, issues like Residence halls, community and activities, a who’s who of faculty, facilities and other details come to light. The plan calls for regular communication from the point of contact to matriculation with an intense set of connections prior to admission and acceptance.  

One caveat here that I believe of supreme importance:  As I talked to parents of freshmen on move-in day I discovered a simple truth. In every case, when asked why EOU, parents related a story of connection. It was a brother, cousin, friend that suggested EOU because they went here or knew someone who did.  It was a positive connection with an admission counselor or coach.  It was a relationship with an advisor, faculty member or staff member that connected the student to EOU.  I do not believe that students make decisions about college sans the personality of the campus.  We must depend on genuine, persistent attempts to connect with students that express an interest if we will be successful in winning them to EOU over the competition.  

3) Students that express interest in EOU are interested in “the deal.”  How much will it cost?  Here is where we have restructured financial aid packages to better align with our regional needs.  Most of the students that choose EOU need financial assistance.  Some  70% or more have State or Federal financial aid of some sort.  In the past we have had a policy of having fewer, full awards of financial aid.  This allowed a subset of students to come to EOU for virtually no cost.  Although we had a bump in enrollment in the past with this practice, the added students did nothing to enhance the fiscal bottom line of the institution. Further, many of these students were not retained, but rather transferred as they found better deals elsewhere.  Our new strategy is to spread more money in tuition remission to good students who would formerly been offered very small sums to come to EOU.  This rather blue collar approach to financial aid offers students with GPA’s higher than 3.0 real incentives to consider EOU over the competition.  

Of course associated with this issue is the impact of the cost of housing.  We have every reason to believe that a proportion of students who did not choose to come to EOU made their decision because of the price of housing. Even though EOU compares favorably with UO in dorm price for comparable hosing,  our students are much more sensitive to costs.  Many prospects noted to counselors that they would transfer after the freshmen years so they didn’t have to live in the Residence halls.  This is an area of intense interest and most lately, outside consultation.  I believe there will be a plan to reduce costs to make housing more attractive and to remove this as a barrier to some.

4) This leads us to the final most important aspects of the strategic plan to improve recruitment.  Like other colleges, EOU has a great number of applicants.  For example, in Fall of 2008 we had 882 applications, 120 more than the previous fall.  Of that number we only matriculated 308 new freshmen on campus. Somehow we lost a great number of students between the prime months of March through May that decided not to pursue EOU. We admitted a high proportion of these students, but lost 2/3rds of them to cancelled  applications or simply not showing-up. We got the students in the door looking, but they didn’t stay—rather analogous to window shopping but not buying anything.  One basic problem we have with recruitment is not necessarily the number of applicants, but the yield.  Noel-Levitz was somewhat surprised that our yield wasn’t higher than we received.  We were slated to have more freshmen this year based on the statistical models.  What happened was that students were grabbed by other universities who took better care to connect and tend the prospects.

Here we have a fundamental decision point in how we go forward.  Does a university try to get as many window shoppers as possible in hopes to have a fixed  proportion of takers (more or less like knocking on every door hoping for 51% of the vote), or does one stratify the market, concentrate effort, identify the prospects, and then do everything to nurture the person that expresses an interest?  I favor the latter concept.  If we had done a better job of working on the students that did file an application we would have had a better yield of freshmen.  If we do a better job of protecting and supporting freshmen, we will have more upperclassmen.  We should always explore how to best connect with those who might find EOU a fit. We need to be attracting all those students who have at least taken a peek at us. We are much more likely to have success here than by purchasing a list of students and making cold calls.

One important piece of the strategic plan is that we must implement a plan to thoroughly communicate and connect with all those students who have applied and who are admitted, yet who have not accepted. From February through June we have to be talking to, advising, communicating, encouraging, offering, and developing a relationship with these students. SOAR is too late. We lose these students in March and April.  Knowing this we can do several things to intervene. 


• Develop communication materials so we can keep EOU in the students radar


• Have media available to help students see the campus, Residence halls, faculty and programs, regional activities, peers at work and play


• Help students with early orientation and registration by utilizing the university professional advisors.


• Depend on faculty to make contacts of students in their subject areas connecting them with web materials, videos, print materials or oral communication.


• Provide incremental, easy information on housing that is engaging and  that has marketing  impact.  We have to “sell” residence life to students and parents as a value-added for both academic performance, retention and physical and mental wellness.


• Provide incremental scholarship, remission, and special incentives to students such that we can give the most competitive offers to students as they are determining the offers of other campuses.


• Communicate with parents the value of EOU in term of quality, experience, safety, and value.  We should be rather bold in our expressions of cost comparisons with Beavers and Ducks, for example.

And, finally, retention.  It is really a shame that we bring so many to campus only to see more than 2/3 leave at some point prior to graduation.  If we do a better job of advising, designing transitional curriculum, placing students in the right level of course, supporting them with the tools they need to be academically successful, developing personal relationships with faculty, staff and peers, and connecting them with a larger  purpose of being in college,  then we may hold onto more students.  The impact on this sort enrollment gain garnered from retention improvement is as much about recruitment as is placing a billboard on the freeway. In other words, we should be as interested in retention as we are in marketing.

I believe the faculty have the power and the savvy to impact all of these initiatives.  We have already seen the opportunities for faculty to join efforts to visit regional schools to better connect with counselors, teachers and students.  Faculty are heavily involved  in indirect recruitment by facilitating sections in FBLA, FFA, Lego Robotics, Girls in Science, Health Careers,  Math Modeling, 4H and other events on campus that offer a window on EOU events.  The next steps are to consider how we can connect with students that express an interest in EOU.  What materials and communications you can bring forward to better inform and to develop a relationship?  How can we orient and advise freshmen in a more uniform way? How can we change our freshmen curriculum to better transition students to college?

There is a lot we are doing, and still much more to accomplish.  Now, to provide some specific answers to the questions posed.  I asked other folks to help address some of these specifics as some of this is out of my area of knowledge. I know Mike Cannon, Mike Dannells and Tim Seydel will be at the meeting to respond to these in more detail.

Senate Questions

1. What is the administration’s specific plan to recruit on-campus students? What is the time line for enacting this?

Noted in my introduction, above, the strategic implementation plan details the strategy to customize recruitment activities to match the student population.   Aim A1 is detailed in the approach to work regionally and beyond by using mailing lists, on-site school visits, career fairs and college  fairs, community college fairs, on campus visitations, on campus conferences and institutes, and many local and regional “visibility” activities.  I believe that the recruitment plan has been an all-out effort to get the EOU brand before as local, regional, and northwest regional students.  From the initial contacts, follow-up communication and revisiting is a key element of work to focus attention on those students who expressed an initial interest.

The issue of recruitment is complex, as I have eluded above.  Dean Cannon offers the additional points:

· Return visits to certain regional high schools (per recommendation of Black report)

· Developing analysis of yield of various recruiting venues, allowing us to focus on high yield venues, and refine our approach for those with lower yields. 
· Increased focus on Native American students
· Admissions/Academic Affairs (ACA) interplay for admitted students

· Identified a communication gap with students during the handoff between Admissions and ACA once a student is admitted.

· Developing a communication plan to fill this gap. (opportunities for faculty engagement with prospective students will emerge in winter/spring terms)

· Plan will encompass continual contact (phone, email, mail, etc) from Advising, Financial Aid, Residence Life, Student Activities to assist in student retention efforts.

· Early registration target with incentives for commitment. 

· Continuity of advising for freshmen 

· Working on plan for group advising, possibly through FYE

· Transfer Articulation agreements with Oregon community colleges
Mike will be available on the 27th to follow-up on any of these points.

2. The Implementation plan indicates that the University intends to use the Noel-Levitz data to increase on campus enrollment.  What information did we gain from the Noel- Levitz report? How does this data affect our recruitment strategy?

I answered that above in context and Mike Cannon offers these additional bullet items to describe how Noel-Levitz data is used.

· Adhering to Noel-Levitz (NL) algorithm: recruiting timeline & communications plan

· Based on data analysis, NL developed a communication plan for engaging prospective students, and moving them towards the application phase.

· Aggressive targeting of populations per NL

· NL provides data analysis to assist us in targeting specific prospective students based on test scores, geographic areas, ‘fit’ with institution, and other criteria we deem necessary and appropriate. 

3. The implementation plan indicates a goal of “enhancing/developing recruiting activities outside the 12 county region.”  What is our plan to recruit students outside the 12 county region?”

Briefly, we have done several things to increase our possibilities in the 12 county region and beyond:

· New scholarship incentives for community college transfers in areas where we do not usually pick up students

· 12 county regional scholarships

· Transfer articulations by program to be used in community colleges
· Wider role for center directors at community colleges
· Return visits to many sites
· EOU alums visiting schools in the region
We have also had a concerted effort to connect with Identified Traditional-Age Target Markets in:

· Ontario

· Hermiston 

· Western Oregon

· West and South Portland

· North Boise (Meridian, Nampa, Caldwell)

· Southern Idaho (Twin Falls)

· Tri-Cities

· SE Washington (Walla Walla)

4. The implementation plan indicates a goal of “employing niche marketing initiatives.”  What are these initiatives and what is our strategy for marketing them?

Eastern has a unique market niche, identified by who we are and what we do: a regional university located in a rural portion of the state that serves students on campus, online and on site. EOU’s specific natural niche provides many opportunities for students to move into the online format, so we must increase efforts to identify, target and market to recruit and retain on-campus students. 

5. The Black Report recommends that we use “Flex Your Mind” as a place holder until we “define our image and identity”, and states that “a university brand is synonymous with the institution’s personality – congruent with its mission, defined by its values.” What are we doing to determine what EOU’s image and identity is?  How does the administration see "Flex Your Mind" as a vehicle for attracting on campus students?

Flex Your Mind has served as a placeholder, and is slated to be replaced with a new campaign with the following focus points:

· on-campus recruitment

· conveyance of a “sense of place” where students “fit”

· smaller classes

· student life 

· competitive costs

· local/regional environment

· No out-of-state differential tuition

Marketing plans for Winter/Spring 2009:

· Student survey (freshman on-campus) to gather data on how students search for college, what tools they use, what guides their decision and how they ultimately choose a college.

· Develop new marketing campaign. Identify key descriptors, image keywords, language and brand identifiers. 

· Identify target market areas (see above).

· Solicit bids for marketing and web development firms to determine costs and viability of hiring outside expertise. Options include making efforts scalable or localizing options (for example: a local firm to develop the website or only build key publications).

· Fully develop admissions website through creation of an eou.edu micro-site to “push” students towards: enroll.eou.edu and use the site to capture and engage students.

· Build marketing pieces for housing: 360 degree room views, photos. 

· Support major student events: FFA Conference, FBLA, 4-H, others.

· Create online (Centers) marketing package

· Continue signage implementation projects.

· Attend regional commencement ceremonies and award scholarships

6. Beyond what is currently being conveyed through our home page, what is the University doing specifically to market our location, our small class sizes, student access to faculty, our research capabilities, and the fact that we have no out of state tuition?

All communication components convey information on location, class size, access to faculty, research and no out-of-state tuition, as well as the outdoor environment, local community, student life, competitive cost, and the role we play. This information is provided in letters, brochures, emails, postcards, phone calls, websites, press releases, ads, and perhaps most importantly, through personal communication by staff across campus.

7. While we appreciate the recent efforts to update the content of the website, in such a visual and technocentric culture we need to recognize the essential importance of design and provide our IT department with the resources and support necessary to maintain a competitive website. The Consulting Audit Report (Black Report) addressed this fact and encouraged the university in a numerous instances to consider outsourcing our marketing and website design.  Does the administration agree with this assessment?  If so, what are our plans to outsource, or solicit external expertise in areas of marketing, and web development.

The administrative agrees with the assessment. However, budget restrictions have not enabled us to hire a full package marketing firm to develop and produce marketing materials or a website. The marketing team took on the task of redesigning the EOU website, and will be working to provide advice and input on a new campaign to replace “Flex Your Mind” for fall 2009. 

8. What role does the Administration see the faculty playing in determining how the University presents and Markets itself?  What does the Administration see as the appropriate forum to gain Faculty input or feedback on our recruitment plan?

Faculty can help present and market the university by bringing the brand and identity to life, or as noted here and in the Black report: “a university brand is synonymous with the institution’s personality – congruent with its mission, defined by its values.” Communicate with prospective students via email, or at Preview Days, attend college fairs, or call prospects. 

Ideas presented through the fora offered: admissions committee, retention efforts, advising students and any personal suggestions are always welcome. 

Faculty can help with retention in so many ways including supporting students and being visible at student activities.
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