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Endorsements

			“At a time of true disruption in higher education, thought champions with new strategic frameworks are needed to inspire change and meaningful innovation. In this important work, Joanne Soliday and Mark Lombardi position themselves accordingly, with a clear codification of emerging challenges and opportunities facing the independent sector and a roadmap for ‘pivotal’ institutional leadership.”

			—Bob Bartlett, President, Michigan Colleges Alliance

			“Soliday and Lombardi have given us a highly useful brief for institutional change that covers both extreme disruption and nuanced pivots. By examining case studies of successful leadership—Mary Schmidt Campbell at Spelman, Dan Elsener at Marian, and Amy Novak at Dakota Wesleyan—as well as Mark Lombardi at Maryville, this volume will assist each president as he or she seeks the appropriate position on a wide spectrum of approaches.” 

			—Dr. Rich Ekman, President, Council of Independent Colleges 

			“Soliday and Lombardi provide a compelling call to action for today’s college and university leaders. Your first pivot should be to read Pivot: A Vision for the New University!” 

			—Barbara Lettiere, President, Immaculata University

			“College change may be yesterday’s oxymoron, but it represents today’s omni-mandate. Joanne Soliday and Mark Lombardi make a convincing argument, illustrated by multiple real-college cases, that cultivating institutional cultures adept at embracing and enacting strategic changes along five major fault lines with courage, speed, and agility—pivoting, that is—comprises the most essential change of all. This book is vital to understanding not only the why of pivotal change, but also the what and the how.” 

			—Dr. Ralph E. Enlow, Jr., President, Association of Biblical Higher Education

			“Written in a style accessible to all audiences and constituents, Pivot: A Vision for the New University promises to be the next must read for any member of a college or university community, particularly for those associated with an independent institution of higher learning. Soliday and Lombardi repeatedly prompt the reader about the urgent need to enact change, while reminding that the best call to action is one associated with positive institutional outcomes and improved student success.” 

			—Dr. Robert Wyatt, President, Coker College

			“Independent colleges and universities today face more challenges than ever. This book provides an essential framework for focusing mission and culture while transforming structure and approach. From classroom interaction to financial decision-making, Soliday and Lombardi offer creative advice for growing up into the twenty-first century.”

			—Shirley Hoogstra, President, Council for Christian Colleges and Universities

			“Soliday and Lombardi know their stuff. The experiences they’ve had in higher education come shining through in their book, giving the reader an inside look at what many of the most innovative institutions of higher learning are doing to stay relevant. The authors talk about the importance of ‘shifting the institutional culture from one of stasis to one of continuous innovation, change, and growth.’ I can think of nothing more important than this when it comes to the creating a legacy for my presidency.”

			—Jody Horner, President, Midland College
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Introduction

			Mark Lombardi

			I fell in love with the academy the first day I walked into an international relations class as a graduate teacher in 1982. Like most graduate instructors, we were thrown into the breach to teach introductory classes that tenured faculty were too busy or otherwise occupied with their research to teach. With no training save our love of the discipline, our ideals, and our desire to feed ourselves, we taught and taught and taught some more.  

			That was also the beginning of my subtle awareness that the academy had more than its fair share of incongruities. We were teaching thousands of students whose parents were paying large sums of money, but we were never trained to teach. Classes were structured solely around content, not student-learning theory. We assigned texts and crafted lectures that reflected our own undergraduate experience. The exams we gave usually tested only one method of learning. We graded them in the wee hours of the morning and then moved on to the next class. Those of us who fell in love with teaching and put a great deal of effort into it were labeled “non-researchers” by our faculty. Those who placed greater focus on research with their faculty mentors were deemed stars, destined for disciplinary greatness.  

			As a tenured faculty member at the University of Tampa, my love for the academy deepened. As with all great loves, though, familiarity exposed me to its underlying flaws, inconsistencies, and downright absurdities. I observed two deeply entrenched forces. The first was the academy’s historic resistance to change. The second was self-preservation. An undercurrent of peer pressure told you at every turn that if you questioned the fundamental elements of the academy, the wrath of your colleagues would leave you ostracized at best and unemployed at worst. As I gradually turned to the “dark side” of education administration, the absurdities only grew, especially amidst the societal winds of change ushered in by the computer chip and all the transformations that have poured forth as a result.

			Today, higher education is in the midst of a revolution as profound as the renaissance. It can and must reinvent itself around dynamic principles of mobility and flexibility, with student-centered engagement rooted in learning theory and data science. It must enter the twenty-first century, removing the shackles of stasis and cultural defense. Essentially, it must think and act in a wholly different manner.  

			The choice is clear. We can lead a revolution that makes higher education truly the centerpiece of an innovative and vibrant civil society, or we can defend our culture and methods and suffer what I fear will be a long and painful death. Universities around the country faced with this are stymied by a lack of courage, choosing inaction over urgency—with dire consequences for their ability to continue to serve their students well into the future.  

			This book is a call to my old first love. The revolution upon us is one that can revitalize the academy, making it central, relevant, and vibrant in service of all students. The tactics and strategies are right in front of us—all we have to do, as Lincoln said, is disenthrall ourselves of the quiet dogmas of the past. All we have to do is act.

			Joanne Soliday 

			For most of my career, I have been intensely involved in helping colleges and universities take incremental steps toward health. The nine elements of the Thriving Framework®, explicated in my earlier book Surviving to Thriving: A Planning Framework for Leaders of Private Colleges and Universities, were all conceived because of their critical importance to the growth and sustainability of the colleges and universities I knew so well.

			We know that action-oriented planning techniques are crucial, and that telling the story of an institution with distinction can make the difference in presenting the strength of its value proposition. Strong revenue streams, active and engaged learning, and campus spaces that encourage commitment and belonging are also markers of a thriving institution. The right use of data and modeling are central to everything above. And, in order to make it all happen, there is a compelling need for courageous leadership that results in culture change and greater levels of institutional self-esteem. I still believe it all! As I have contemplated what connects each of these elements to the future, I believe there is a new need to examine what thriving will mean as higher education changes.  

			It just isn’t enough anymore for an institution to think about small, incremental growth steps to thriving. Every college is going to have to reexamine its ability to change direction in significant ways with courage, speed, and agility over the next ten years. As readers know well, the obstacles to change come in many forms. Sometimes the leadership team and board of trustees of the institution are not unified and healthy enough to inspire a culture of excitement and trust that will allow risk-taking. In other situations, the leadership team and the board might be ready to go, but the relationship between the faculty and administration needs deep repair. I, like you, could describe many specific situations representative of this challenge, but in the end, the ability to change is rooted in institutional culture. Everything Mark and I have written in this book will be dependent upon the shape of that culture. There simply isn’t going to be a strategy that is strong enough to live in a culture of mistrust, apathy, or siloed thinking.  

			Over nearly twenty-five years in higher education consulting, questions about culture have arisen consistently in hundreds of my interactions. In exhaustive interviews and hundreds of strategy sessions, we almost always come around to culture as an obstacle to change. The conversations always begin with presidents asking about critical issues: How can issues in enrollment be solved? How can my advancement staff position me correctly to do the kind of fundraising necessary over the next years? What does student success really mean, and how can it be designed in a way to increase our retention rate and meet our mission? Of course, these are important and strategic questions. But quickly, we begin to see together that somewhere at the root of all these issues is the slow, subconscious flow of culture, informing the way we work and interact every day in ways we do not explicitly recognize, putting up barriers at so many turns to the strategies that will ultimately be critical to the future success of the institution and its students. 

			It is my hope that all of you reading this book will embrace the pivot points for which we advocate in these pages and will give careful thought to the multifaceted challenges and opportunities accompanying such change. These pivots require more, though, than shifts in operations or programs or business practices or even ways of leading—they require your commitment as institutional leaders to cultural change around accountability, agility, trust, appreciation, risk-taking, and individual learning and development. Maybe most of all, they require a spirit of self-awareness. You must be able to identify the gifts you can bring to bear—specific to your personal experience, leadership style, and character—on your own institutional culture in order to give wings to the implementation of pivotal change. 

			
Toward the New University: Making the Pivot 

			The twenty-first century will become a Golden Age of learning. It will be an era where emerging technologies will create opportunities for all students to engage, experiment, hone their knowledge, and enhance their career skills. Students of any age will be empowered to learn according to their own pace and style. The university of the future—the new university—will lead this era as a center for innovation, where new ideas are continuously piloted, applied, and implemented; where higher education partners with businesses, school districts, and organizations to solve societal needs across a wide array of issues. It will be a space where the complex diversity of the American landscape will be seen, felt, and experienced such that all people will work within a culture of inclusion and appreciative engagement. We believe that the new university, where all this and much more is possible, is within our grasp. What we must do to make it a reality is to pivot.  

			Louis Soares of the American Council on Education said that the challenge to higher-education leaders is to “re-imagine their role from stewards of an existing enterprise to innovators of a new venture.”1 This book is for those who desire to face that challenge head-on. It is for presidents of colleges and universities who are willing to make a significant difference in the way we see learning and higher education in the twenty-first century, and for the board of trustee members who accept fiscal and missional responsibility for the long-term sustainability of those institutions. It is for faculty and staff whose daily interactions with learners inside and outside the classroom form the core of the student experience and whose work and dedication embody the missions our institutions serve. In short, it is for everyone who bears responsibility for bringing an institution of higher learning to its greatest level of effectiveness. We believe we all share the sacred trust of transforming lives that we have entered into with the students we have today and with the myriad of different learners we will meet in the years to come. 

			Defining a Pivot

			As we explored our need to write this book, the concept of pivoting arose: a need to turn from some aspects of the culture of the institutions we had long known to the needs of the future. Once we began to say the word out loud to others, we heard many interpretations of what a pivot could mean in a college or university. A “pivot” is defined as a fixed point supporting something which turns or balances, or a person or thing on which something else depends. The powerful combination of these two definitions is exactly where we see institutions living out a pivot: finding the right points on which to change direction, with the success of the institution and its students depending upon that change. 

			A pivot does not look the same at all institutions. A pivot can be spurred by an external event; driven by a particular leader’s vision for what an institution can become; unearthed by a grassroots shift in institutional culture and thinking; or come in response to student, community, or regional needs. Regardless of the origin or shape, the pivot drives action relentlessly. It requires a determined effort to ask the question why at all levels. Why do we do things this way? Why do we allow long-standing traditions of the academy to become obstacles to the opportunities that we now have for how we examine and approach learning? Pivoting means that we actually ask these questions and many more, explicitly, and then act to address them. It means not settling for a process or a curriculum or an experience that does not clearly have students at the center. It means turning all the way around to a new way of thinking and doing so with a spirit of risk and hope.

			Pivoting also implies a new approach to change. We used to believe that an institution must focus first on operations, build to strategy, and then approach strategy with leverage in order to achieve significant change, but the urgency for change in so many institutions today often makes that linear and incremental approach irrelevant. We are now seeing more and more examples of institutions that approach strategy with leverage—with a pivot—and recreate the rest of the organization around it, with operations and mid-level strategy responding to the demands of the pivot. Pivoting gives us an opportunity to leapfrog over small, incremental steps, making the most important things happen.

			[image: Starting with a Pivot: We are now seeing more and more examples of institutions that start at strategy with leverage—with a pivot—and recerate the rest of the organization around it, with operations and mid-level strategy responding to the demands of the pivot. ]

			We believe—and have seen in action—key areas around which pivots happen. We believe these pivot points offer the most significant opportunities for institutional transformation and carry the greatest urgency for needed change:  

			Courageous Leadership: Championing Disruption, Risk, and Innovation — With a richly shared vision between the president and the board, leaders across campus focused on change, and a reimagining of traditional structures of decision-making, the new university can shift the institutional culture from one of stasis to one of continuous innovation, change, and growth. 

			The Student at the Center: Transforming Learning for the Future — The rapid evolution of technology, the availability of vast quantities of data, ever-expanding research on how people learn and process differently, and the amount of information at every learner’s fingertips begs critical questions about how we educate our students for a future we cannot yet fully comprehend; institutions must adapt and change accordingly. 

			No Margin, No Mission: Running a University in the Black — In order for us to be responsible to our missions and the students of the future, we must radically transform our approach to the business of our institutions, with intense focus on prioritizing strategy, centralizing decision-making, building partnerships, and realigning budgetary processes with difference-making initiatives. 

			The Explosion of Adult Education: Meetings Society’s Needs — As technology and artificial intelligence transform the workplace, and thirty to forty million workers across the United States will require continuous education to remain gainfully employed, institutions of higher learning face a critical imperative to invest in all types of learners, elevating individuals, families, and communities in the process.  

			Opportunity and Inclusion: Diversifying the Campus Culture — The backgrounds of students entering higher education is changing rapidly, becoming more and more diverse across lines of race, ethnicity, religion, ability and disability, socioeconomic status, gender expression, and sexual orientation; colleges and universities must acknowledge that these diverse groups have been historically limited in their access to higher education and/or not appropriately supported and served once on campus, and place intentional focus on creating inclusive campus communities to meet the needs of these diverse learners.    

			The New University: Institutional Stories

			Throughout the book, we will talk about the “new university.” What we envision is in some respects a kind of learning utopia: physical and virtual spaces of higher learning reimagined with student learning, access, innovation, relevance, and sustainability at their very core. We envision that the new university will educate students of all ages, and that they will be at the center of learning and teaching. The ability to guide students toward a fulfilling life with the skills they need to be successful in the workplace and the values they need to be citizens of the world will be at the center of this utopia. It may be that no one institution can achieve this vision in totality, but we believe all institutions should undertake their own blue-sky reimagining and pivot toward it. The colleges and universities we introduce below have pivoted in this way—powerfully, with intention, and with measurable results. 

			Our interactions with the presidents of the four institutions introduced here, and other courageous leaders like them, have been central to our thinking. Their journeys have not been without challenges and failures, but these presidents did not settle for incremental change. They looked carefully at what was ahead and pivoted. Watching these presidents and their teams lead strategically, all in ways unique to their style and institutional missions, renewed our hope that all colleges and universities have an opportunity to be more innovative than they have ever been. The presidents you will meet in these pages would also tell you that they are nowhere near finished. When change and innovation become inherent in the culture, progress is continuous and ongoing. Central to these stories is a shift in institutional culture that leaders so often wish for. Each of these institutions recognizes that innovation and change are not smooth or simple paths to follow, because, in so many cases, there is no precedent—they are the trailblazers. Yet all of these leaders believe that it is worth the risk to keep trying, to break the mold, and to continually recommit to new ways of serving their students. In the end, it all comes back to courageous leadership. Courage lives at the heart of innovation, risk, and change, and our leaders will have to take the leap of faith that courage demands. 

			Dakota Wesleyan University, Mitchell, South Dakota:
Collaboration and Entrepreneurship for Relevance in Learning

			Dr. Amy Novak, president of Dakota Wesleyan University (DWU), has made it possible for us to tell every institution that location should not be an inhibitor, that innovation grounded in students and the local economy can create monumental success. Innovation gave a small university in South Dakota the ability to leapfrog over its peers. With a commitment to make DWU an active leader, collaborative partner, and incubator for economic growth and entrepreneurial thinking in South Dakota2, President Novak has focused energy and resources around developing innovative partnerships with technical colleges, industries, and businesses most important to the state’s economic health. As a result, DWU is leading efforts in rural workforce development in the critical areas of health care and education. DWU has placed a laser focus on relevance in the core curriculum, in part through using a business advisory group representative of significant local industry sectors to examine how best to equip students for the future. The resulting energy and momentum on campus has transformed institutional self-esteem, with skyrocketing levels of engagement by board members, faculty, staff, and students. 

			Before its pivot, like so many small colleges in rural communities, DWU was in slow decline. In 2007, a senior faculty member summarized the institutional self-esteem of DWU in the following manner: “DWU is a mediocre university, with a mediocre faculty, mediocre facilities, in a mediocre community.” At the conclusion of a visit from the Higher Learning Commission at the time, the commission described the faculty relationship with the then-president as “highly tenuous,” and the university without focus. The institution’s enrollment hovered between 550 and 600, and accounts receivable exceeded $1.2 million. Budgets consistently in the red characterized the previous decade. Retention rates from freshman to junior year lingered around 55 percent. Disagreements between church leaders and board members had created a culture of distrust within the board and across the university. Administrators continually apologized for what it did not have or could not deliver. 

			Confronted by a glaring budget shortfall and the loss of strong faculty, the university faced a critical decision: courageously reposition itself or continue its struggle for survival with an almost certain end. Under the leadership of a new financial officer and with Dr. Novak newly seated as provost, in collaboration with the president and key board of trustee leadership, the university hired an outside firm to conduct an extensive market analysis of its competitive strengths and weaknesses. The results of this analysis led the leadership team to embark on a bold new strategy to reposition the university. Ever since, there has been a fierce determination in this campus community to be relevant and of service to their community, region, and state. In their efforts to turn their focus to the region, they have tackled change with a rare sense of urgency and rich culture of accountability. One of the greatest lessons we can learn from DWU is that you don’t have to understand exactly how an initiative will finish in order to bring energy to the start. So often we are tempted to believe that it takes “big” efforts to be successful; instead, what we know about DWU is that it was an aggregation of changes, with clear vision at the center, that built toward a powerful institutional shift.

			The first, and possibly most critical, change for the institution was that DWU stopped apologizing for who it was. Owning, celebrating, and communicating their identity drove institutional self-esteem up across campus and began to change the culture. Strategic initiatives took on a whole new level of energy as institutional self-esteem increased. This university is a perfect example of how momentum and excitement surges in a positive atmosphere. Organizational culture matters at DWU—the institution identified faculty who believed in the mission and the strategic initiatives that supported it, investing in faculty success while honoring the culture and ethos of the region.

			With a fiercely individualistic ethos and a deeply engrained entrepreneurial spirit, South Dakota presented a unique opportunity for the institution to build energy around the development of innovative partnerships that connected it to regional businesses and employment pipelines, for the benefit of both DWU students and the surrounding communities. They went from being a university in the community to becoming a university of and for the community by inviting business and industry to become partners in creating a rural renaissance that celebrated the local spirit of innovation and opportunity. Rural regions ought not to be viewed through a stereotypical lens of stagnation. Instead, they deserve leadership from universities prepared to thoughtfully engage in entrepreneurial partnerships that strengthen economic opportunities, leverage technology, and demonstrate a commitment to innovation and entrepreneurial activity within a context of limited resources. In other words, rural regions require universities equipped to demonstrate engagement and responsiveness to emerging needs. Small colleges can significantly impact a region when they demonstrate models of innovative engagement among the university, the communities it serves, the region it supports, and the countless partners who collectively seek to strengthen the place in which they have invested their future. 

			The university now operates with a partnership mind-set, propelled by a mission to fuel its region with entrepreneurial leadership equipped to bring sustainable growth to the Great Plains. In addition to driving institutional self-esteem, this has enabled the university to secure significant philanthropic and collaborative resources and has ignited enrollment. The results are astounding: 

			
					Today, nearly 100 percent of the faculty and staff give to the university annual fund, compared to less than 50 percent a decade ago.

					In the last five years, the university has secured more than $40 million in gifts to strengthen access through scholarships and expand and improve facilities. These include a new center for the study of health care, fitness, and sciences; a new state-of-the-art athletic and wellness facility; and a new theater and welcome center. Plans are in progress to start construction on a new School of Business Innovation and Leadership in the fall of 2019. 

					Student accounts receivable are now under $150,000. 

					For the last nine years, the university has run a budget in the black. New, targeted online programs designed to meet regional labor-force demands have grown by more than 250 percent in three years, meeting both the institution’s mission and need for increasing and diversified revenue streams. 

					DWU has seen ten years of record growth in enrollment.3


			

			DWU now stands as one of the most compelling models for small, rural colleges to watch. As we publish this book (2018), the leadership of the college is on the cusp of piloting more initiatives to deepen their commitment to South Dakota, its rural communities, and the students at the center of this relevant and responsive education.

			Marian University, Indianapolis, Indiana:
Distinction Through Programmatic Innovation and Growth

			With a background in Catholic K–12 education and foundation work, Daniel J. Elsener, president of Marian University of Indianapolis, did not set out to become a college president. And yet, he has become a leader for innovation in Catholic higher education. The opening of a college of osteopathic medicine at Marian, only the second medical school in the state of Indiana, propelled the university into visibility and pushed other facets of the institution toward excellence in new ways. The medical college was the result of asking the right questions: What does the city of Indianapolis need, and how can we meet that need in a way consistent with our mission? Thus began Marian’s pivot—searching out and asking the right questions in every scenario to push for new, relevant solutions. This type of thinking became a thread through the development of new curricular and co-curricular programs. The focus on strong financial and academic models around high-quality medical teaching led to similar examinations in business and education. As visibility and excitement rose, so did a new success in philanthropy and grant funding. Marian is on the move, with inspiring levels of enthusiasm and motivation across campus toward the success of their students, their city, and their region. 

			President Elsener talks about the beginning of his time at Marian University, then Marian College, in 2001 with a humble spirit. The indicators of Marian’s problems were multifaceted and obvious. Chipped paint, broken sidewalks, and potholes spoke to high levels of deferred maintenance. Enrollment and fundraising declines plagued the institution, and Marian was running significant operational deficits, which were tipping toward banking-support issues. During his interviews for the presidency, President Elsener heard an almost desperate need for a strategic direction that would achieve the results necessary for Marian’s sustainability. Once he assumed the role, one day in July of that year stands out as the clearest example of the gravity of the situation.

			President Elsener said, “I arrived at work very early in the morning as usual, happy and rested after a three-day Fourth of July celebration. The first person in my office that morning was the vice president for enrollment. He informed me our freshman class would fall significantly short of enrollment projections.” With a smaller-than-expected class, retention problems, and limited part-time students, total enrollment would be just over one thousand students. This was not going to provide the revenue they needed to be a viable institution.

			“Next, I had a surprise visit from fundraising leadership. They informed me that we would be short of the cash and pledge goals that we needed so much to meet our deficit. After the fundraising news came our beloved and straightforward chief financial officer, who had arrived on the scene a few months before I did. He informed me that we only had $70,000 available for capital improvements, which was barely enough to buy the paint and fix the broken desks and tables that dotted various classrooms across campus. It was certainly not enough to fix the larger problems that we had. I remember distinctly looking up at the clock when the CFO left my office; it wasn’t even nine thirty in the morning, and a trilogy of very bleak news had been laid on my shoulders. Clearly, it was this morning when the real fireworks went off and it hit me: Marian’s very survival was in serious question.”

			President Elsener says that he was reminded of a phrase at that moment: it’s always darkest before the dawn. It was the moment that he said to himself, “Let’s get ready for the dawn, and a major and mighty revival of Marian.” In the summer of his first year, Marian’s leadership team came together to discuss the essence of Marian’s mission and how that translated to the campus community. They reaffirmed their core values of responsible stewardship, dignity of the individual, reconciliation, and peace and justice. They embraced four clear goals:

			
					to more fully live out their core Catholic and Franciscan values; 

					to advance academic quality; 

					to make the campus a more vibrant and life-giving community in which to study, learn, and grow; and, 

					to make sure there were enough resources to attain the first three goals exceptionally.

			

			Over the course of the following years, with the deep commitment of the college’s leadership, financial and missional support from The Sisters of St. Francis, and steadfast belief from the Marian community, the institution improved its foundational standing financially and operationally. Initial momentum behind its transformation came from an unexpected source: the addition of football to its athletics roster. The start-up of the football program and its quick success was the first time in a long time that many began to believe things could change, that Marian could plan to do something substantial and execute that plan. The football program brought increased enrollment and revenue but also a new spirit of pride for the campus and the surrounding community. It opened the door for the design of strategic, intentional enrollment pipelines, both curricular and co-curricular, that continue to increase the revenue influx into the university. 
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We are now seeing more and more examples of institutions
that start at strategy with leverage - with a pivot - and recreate
the rest of the organization around it, with operations and

mid-level strategy responding to the demands of the pivot.
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