
                                                                       
        

 

 

   

 

    
 

              

               

       
 

           

                
              

           

              
       

 
                    

             

        

               
   

  

 
    

 
           

              

                

     
 

                   

   
 

           

          
               

               

          
         

 
           

             

          

            
        

            
 

DENISON 

OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT I 100 WEST COLLEGE STREET I GRANVILLE. OHIO 43023 I 740-587-6281 I DENISON.EDU 

October 27, 2021 

Subject: Strategic Plan Update 

Dear Faculty and Staff: In March of 2021, I sent a letter to faculty and staff entitled “Creating a Post-Covid Strategic 

Direction for Denison.” The purpose of the letter was to outline a set of broad questions designed to engage the campus in 

a conversation about our next strategic plan and associated fundraising campaign. 

From March through September, we held over 40 listening sessions with faculty and staff. This included meetings in each 

division of the college, a retreat with chairs of academic departments last May, and the August Faculty Symposium. I also 
spent time in June, August, and September traveling to meet with alumni, trustees, and parents. And we have collected 

information from students through pulse surveys, Red Frame Lab projects, and ongoing conversations with DCGA, student 

organizations, and other students. This letter is an update on the issues and ideas that members of our community have 
raised. The end of the letter outlines next steps. 

Our goal is to develop a strategic plan by next summer. Like the last strategic plan, it will lay out broad goals that we will 
then engage faculty, staff, students, and others to help implement. For example, in the last strategic plan we articulated the 

need to expand the curriculum but did not specify the programs. Faculty then proposed ideas which were developed and 

approved using our governance process. Also, like the last strategic plan, the ideas generated will inform our next 
fundraising campaign. 

The Emerging Higher Education Landscape 

COVID has accelerated existing trends. In my view, trends are like water. As they speed up, they tend to cut deep and in 
unexpected ways. There have been lots of reports on trends and their implications for higher education. A few reports that 

provide a general sense of what is being written are here, here, and here. Another good source for understanding the public 

narrative is the PBS Series on Rethinking College. 

At the State of the College and Faculty Symposium in August, I articulated the trends that I believe are most important for 

Denison: 

• Technology will continue to infuse most aspects of higher education. Much has been written about technology 

and academic programs, but there are also deep implications for the ways technology is impacting the operations of 
the university. More of our work in student recruitment, fundraising, career preparation, alumni engagement – and 

even things like health services – are being technology driven. Even at high touch institutions like Denison, we will 

see faculty use technology more often in classroom-based courses. And I suspect the traditional overpriced 
textbook will largely disappear in favor of more adaptive, interactive, and engaging technology-driven alternatives. 

• Choice will shape higher education. Students have more choices in what they study as universities continue to 
develop a wide range of academic offerings from more traditional academic majors in the liberal arts to profession-

specific programs in video gaming, nursing, and cybersecurity. Students also have an array of choices in how they 

study, including courses offered in classrooms, online, hybrid, hyflex, and a single course that might be delivered 
in multiple formats simultaneously. Students have choices in what they pay as each college prices differently, 

especially in the wake of the NACAC ethical guidelines disappearing. Students even have choice in who they 

https://denison.edu/sites/default/files/forms/2021-10/Creating%20A%20Post-COVID%20Strategic%20Direction%20For%20Denison%20FINAL%203.7.21.pdf
https://denison.edu/campus/president/strategic-priorities
https://hbr.org/2021/10/imagining-the-hybrid-college-campus
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/reimagining-higher-education-in-the-united-states
https://www.westcliff.edu/resources/wu-news/featured-posts/the-future-of-higher-education-where-we-are-and-where-were-going/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/tag/rethinking-college
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/09/30/nacac-agrees-change-its-code-ethics
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study from, as Google offers certificates, and Guild Education and 2U partner with universities to offer online 

and/or degrees connected to the workplace. One interesting recent example is the UMass system partnership with 

Bradman University to create UMass Global. 

• Expectations continue to both increase and expand. Students and families have an increasing array of needs and 

expectations for the services and forms of support that they expect colleges to offer. This is a challenge for every 
college. Colleges will have to make choices about what they can and cannot offer. Colleges will need to be clearer 

in the admissions process so prospective students and families can make good choices around fit. No college can 

be all things to all people. But all colleges will be expected to do more for the students they admit and enroll. Here 
is an interesting infographic regarding the student experience. 

• Concerns about the liberal arts continue. There are two public narratives about the liberal arts that we need to 
pay attention to closely. The first is that liberal arts colleges don’t care about or prepare students for careers. The 
second is that liberal arts colleges have become politically lopsided and don’t expose students to a wide range of 
intellectual or political views. In both cases, I believe Denison and Denison faculty do good work. But the larger 
narratives will shape who looks at liberal arts colleges and the questions we get asked both during the admissions 

process and after students enroll. 

• Leaders and institutions will be expected to lean into larger public issues. There is growing pressure on all 

organizations, including universities, to operate in ways that address public issues, especially around three key 

topics: economic inequality; climate change; and equity, diversity, and the legacy of racism in the United States. 

The Current State at Denison 

We entered COVID in a strong position and managed the first year of the crisis well. As we enter the next phase of our 

history, we have strong admissions with applications doubling since 2015 and early decision applications tripling. We have 

a healthy endowment that currently stands at more than $1.1 billion. Unlike many of our peers, we have been able to 
continuously invest in our people, programs, facilities, and budgets. Along these lines, I am both honored and excited that 

Denison has been invited to join QuestBridge. 

To put it in slightly different terms, many midwestern liberal arts colleges have struggled with student recruitment and 

some have shrunk is size. We are an outlier. Here are a few data points: 

Metric 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 
Total applications 4,898 6,110 6,881 7,540 8,042 8,812 9,079 9,513 

Early Decision applications 231 246 241 377 506 589 602 710 

Admission offers 2,481 2,932 3,001 2,808 2,727 2,590 2,558 2,689 

Admission rate 51% 48% 44% 37% 34% 29% 28% 28% 

Class size* 611 632 637 617 654 625 605 654 
*Target rate is generally around 620 

As we develop our strategic plan, it is important to keep in mind two macro implications of the trends accelerated by 

COVID: 

http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/09/03/brandman-university-adult-serving-online-institution-become-umass-global
https://eab.com/technology/infographic/student-success/reimagine-student-experience/?x_id=003C0000024ZKREIA4&utm_source=eabdb&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=eabdb&mkt_tok=NzMyLUdLVi02NTUAAAF_6g29tt237qzfihVmZH9Yibrf6-DOQcPLwgnBjlzRrdb02bJr_jPUVP_y4Bf-A5ZtMPKhC3bdNT8-uyMinX-THJU1UoOfbnIu8YFfA3g0cM1QuQ
https://www.questbridge.org/
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• Differentiation across higher education. Higher education is comprised of a vast array of institutions, from 

public research universities to private research universities, public regional colleges, private regional colleges, 

community colleges, liberal arts colleges, and so forth. While we often share similarity in mission, the differences 
are growing in what we do and how we do it. 

• Bifurcation within the different segments of higher education. We are going to increasingly see some colleges 
doing well and others struggling. This is likely to have a range of implications from how students comprise their 

college visit tours to the strength of various associations we belong to. The implications are likely to be subtle, but 

they may impact us in unexpected ways. 

All of the above trends and implications make it crucial to remember our purpose and focus on what we do well: Provide a 

life transforming experience for our students. We should be less worried about what other universities do. Our goal is to 
protect, nurture, and deepen the core aspects that shape our work. 

The bottom line for me is that Denison is a great college. We are on a good path. We should affirm our purpose and 

recognize that we have more opportunities than challenges in front of us. At the same time, we need to be aware of the 

external landscape and respond in appropriate ways. 

The strategic question: I believe that our guiding question should be: How do we keep the university healthy so that we 

can provide a life-shaping education for our students and a great work environment for our faculty and staff? Secondly, a 
related question is: Have opportunities emerged during the past 18 months that we might want to take advantage of? 

Community Input 

As I have listened to faculty, staff, students, alumni, trustees, and parents address this broad question, six themes have 
emerged: 

1. Recommit to our liberal arts purpose and the impact it has on our students. There is unwavering 
support and commitment to our liberal arts roots, which includes both the attributes we help students develop (e.g., 

critical thinking, writing) and the intellectual habits we cultivate (e.g., life-long learning, knowledge for the sake of 

knowledge). There is also wide recognition across campus that this learning starts in the classroom and then 

extends across campus and requires us to continually focus on both our academic programs and the campus 
experience. 

2. Recognize the importance of launching students into lives and careers. There is also wide recognition 
that we must ensure that, in addition to providing students with an exceptional education, we also are launching 

students successfully into lives and careers. Beyond the work of the Knowlton Center, I was struck by how many 

faculty and staff talked about ways they are doing this work with students. There is a lot of creative work being 
done across the curriculum and through our co-curricular programs. 

3. Explore connections and elevate some of the work we do collectively. There are lots of conversations 

happening that are focused on bringing people together in ways that are meaningful. This includes ongoing 
conversations with different faculty groups, including ongoing work across the arts; an emerging conversation with 

humanities chairs; cross college conversations among faculty interested in quantitative/data reasoning; and faculty 

connected to the Lisska Center who are focused on intellectual life on campus. There is growing energy and ideas 
for focusing on ways to better engage and connect with alumni. And there are some wide-ranging conversations 
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about elevating some of this work into a few centers or other kinds of entities that might enhance some of this 

work and make it more visible to the outside world. 

4. Expand our impact. There is a deep belief that what we do matters, and we should find ways to expose 

more students to the liberal arts. There are many ideas being raised. For example, there have been questions about 

slight growth in numbers of students (another 150-200 students). Faculty and staff have introduced ideas about 
inbound study abroad that might bring international students to campus for a semester or year or some sort of 

semester program for our students that would leverage our proximity to Columbus. These ideas are in very early 

stages, but they all revolve around a comment and a question – we provide a life-shaping liberal arts education to 

students. Can we make it available to students who currently don’t have access to it? How might this connect to 
work on college access, affordability, and equity? 

5. Support our people. These conversations focused on two issues: ensuring that everybody on campus has 
meaningful work and good jobs; and providing more financial support for our students to make a Denison 

education more affordable. Ideas range from interest in exploring the nature of remote or flexible work at Denison 

to ideas about using online resources to offer more professional development to staff to questions about wages and 

benefits. Another set of questions revolve around how to keep faculty and staff connected to the college in ways 
that are meaningful and cognizant of the realities of modern life. A separate focus is on our students and the need 

to continue to do more to make Denison affordable for students and to keep debt levels as low as possible. I 

recently published some ideas in an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times. 

6. Lean into our values in terms of operations. There are a lot of creative and forward-looking ideas for 

exploring ways to operate the college that also support important social issues. As I have listened to our faculty, 
students, and staff, three issues came up repeatedly as places where faculty and staff would like to see us continue 

to do more: economic inequality; climate change; and equity, diversity, and the legacy of racism. Ideas range from 

taking a closer look at starting and hourly wages, to a renewed focus on energy and heating of the campus, and 

making sure the Denison Forward initiative has a wide and deep impact across campus as it relates to diversity, 
equity, inclusion, and antiracism. 

Next Steps: Identifying questions, opportunities, concerns, and ideas 

Provost Kim Coplin and I are meeting with the Faculty Leadership Group weekly. We are working in partnership to 

develop the strategic planning process to use our current structures and processes. As next steps, we will do the following: 

• Governance Committees: Each committee is being asked to spend time this semester exploring the themes above 

(and the related themes in the March 7 letter) and develop a short memo that outlines key questions, opportunities, 

concerns, and ideas. 
• Divisional Papers: Each Vice President will work within their division to develop similar papers that outline 

challenges and opportunities faced by the division as they relate to the March 7 letter and this update. 

• Engagement and Communications Committee (ECC): To ensure the process is inclusive, we are asking ECC to 
do the same. 

• Academic Chairs Meetings: Kim and I will meet with the chairs to update them on emerging ideas and to solicit 

feedback and ideas. We will aim to do that in November. We will also ask chairs to share emerging ideas and 

issues with their departments. 

This input will be used to start to develop an outline for the strategic plan. We will hold a series of open sessions next 
semester to share this outline and to engage the community in conversations. 

https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2021-08-30/financial-aid-make-college-affordable
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One last observation: The work of strategic planning is always ongoing. This exercise is designed to give many people 
multiple opportunities to raise ideas about the next phase in the work of the college. 


