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INTRODUCTION

W e have 21st-century students, 20th-century faculty, and we’re 
using 19th-century technology.”

  That’s how a chief information officer during a recent 
Chronicle round table described the challenge facing colleges as 
they work to modernize their campuses and their classrooms. 

  While said somewhat tongue in cheek, that critical 
observation highlights the mixed situation higher education is 

in. On one hand, it demonstrated its ability to change — and change quickly — when 
in March 2020 colleges put classes online and transitioned many of their employees to 
remote work. But as institutions relax their pandemic safeguards and return to a more 
familiar environment for teaching and operating, how do leaders keep faculty and staff 
members experimenting with new practices?  

  The need for change is clear: For many colleges, enrollment is down and revenue 
is suffering. Students, surveys and experts say, are expecting a different level of service 
from campuses and greater flexibility with how they learn, whether in-person, online, 
or a hybrid of both. 

  Compounding these issues, staff shortages across higher ed are hampering efforts 
to upgrade the college experience and meet strategic goals.  

  To help understand where colleges are putting their priorities and making 
investments, The Chronicle brought together a panel of administrators from different 
types of institutions, located in different parts of the country.  

  The participants were Rafael Espinosa, associate vice president and chief 
information officer for California State University-Stanislaus; Laura Hubbard, 
vice president for finance and administration at University at Buffalo, part of the 
State University of New York; Brian McCloskey, vice president for finance at the 
Community College of Allegheny County, in Pennsylvania; and Timothy Moore, 
president of Indian River State College, in Fort Pierce, Fla. 

  In a wide-ranging conversation, they discussed how they want to better serve 
students, the  effect of a labor shortage on those efforts, the opportunity new 
technologies and remote work offer to rethink the campus, and what it takes to get staff 
and faculty buy-in for new approaches.  

  The following report is a transcript of the conversation, edited for length and clarity.

“
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Improving 
the Student 
Experience

I n many parts of the country, the 
number of traditional-age college 
students is declining. That shift in 
demographics as well as the disrup-
tion of Covid-19 has led to enroll-
ment falling at many colleges. 

To better attract students and give 
them the educational experience 

they expect, institutions have to offer more 
services, use technology more effectively, 
and overcome the image of colleges as be-
ing behind the times. So said the panelists 
during the discussion. 

Better Wi-Fi connectivity, chatbots, and 
blockchain transcripts were just a few of 
the tech tools mentioned by the speakers.

 

But in addition to providing modern ame-
nities and services, the future requires a 
change in mind-set, the panel said. For 
one, seeing the students as a customer — 
an idea resisted in parts of higher ed — is 
key, according to Timothy Moore, presi-
dent of Indian River State College. To be 
successful today, college leaders need to 
be “bilingual” in the language of academe 
and the bottom line. 

Ian Wilhelm: Tim, you spoke during 
a recent webinar in which you said, “We 
as academic leaders must adopt a more 
corporate model. … We’ve got to meet our 
customers, our students, where they are.” 

SECTION 1

https://agb.org/events/webinars/webinar-on-demand/modern-strategic-planning-in-public-higher-ed-session-12-of-the-strategic-transformation-workshop-series/
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I’d like you to explain what you mean 
by that more corporate model for higher 
ed and what it means for creating a better 
experience for students. 

Timothy Moore: If you look at the 
growth trends before Covid, we were in a 
downward trajectory with regard to stu-
dent enrollment. That trend was exacerbat-
ed by Covid. It is a much more competitive 
higher-education space than in the last 20 
years. Students are clients who have mul-
tiple choices of how they’re going to buy 
their education, at what price points, from 
whom, and what brands.

As we go forward, I want to build our 
brand. Why would somebody want to 
come to us? How do I break the tradi-
tional view of what a state or community 
college is and how do I exacerbate my 
value-added proposition? What do you 
have to do to deliver the goods and ser-
vices students are signing up for?

We’re not going to assume that our 
students are going to find us; we’ve got 
to go find them. We have to give that 
student a sense of belonging that they 
can see themselves here. And then they 
can see themselves succeeding here and 
that this launch point will take them 
wherever they can go with their God-giv-
en abilities.

I bring a business approach to higher 
education. It’s not to say that I’m forgetting 
the big goals. I’m under-girding them so 
they can actually survive and thrive for the 
generations to come, because the models 
we’ve relied upon for 50 years to get us here 
are not going to get us down the road the 
next 50 years.

Wilhelm: Laura, from your perspective 
as the chief financial officer, what do you 
think students are looking for now, espe-
cially when it comes to the campus? 

Laura Hubbard: A number of our 
revenue streams are constrained or flat. 
Thinking strategically about how you use 
your resources is important, and that’s 
something that we’ve done, luckily, before 
the pandemic.

We implemented integrated-resource 
planning in how we think about our capital 
improvements and how we think about 
technology.

To your question about what students 
need, our CIO does a survey of students ev-
ery year and they want more Wi-Fi access 
— we can never have enough. During the 
pandemic we added Wi-Fi to some of our 
parking lots.

Devices are important, too. About 10 
percent of our students don’t have ap-
propriate devices for what we’re asking 
them to do on campus. We’ve started a 
laptop-loaner program that’s been very 
popular.

One thing we implemented during the 
pandemic was using chatbot technology 
for some of our student-facing services; we 
piloted that in student accounts and in the 
IT student help desk. It’s interesting be-
cause we think that’s a degradation of ser-
vice, like, Who wants to talk to a chatbot? 
But students love it; they would actually 
prefer that to talking to a human being for 
routine questions.

Wilhelm: And the staff probably don’t 
mind having some of the burden taken off 
them.

Hubbard: Right. It frees up staff capac-
ity to pay more attention to the complex 
problems that students have. Our chatbot 
is called Virtual Vic, which plays off our 
mascot, Victor E. Bull.  

“We have to give that 
student a sense of 
belonging that they can 
see themselves here.” 

—Timothy Moore

https://www.scup.org/planning-type/resource-planning/
https://www.scup.org/planning-type/resource-planning/
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It’s cute, it’s fun. But I think it shows 
that we have to put ourselves in the place of 
our students, listen to them, and look at the 
world from their perspective. 

Rafael Espinosa: I completely agree 
with corporate thinking about the univer-
sity. One of the challenges that we have 
is that we’re a liberal-arts college in the 
center of an agricultural area in the central 
valley of California.

The word corporate gets a lot of 
resistance from faculty when we try to 
do academic partnerships with AT&T, 
Comcast, Starbucks or what have you 
because they feel that we should not be a 
vocational school. 

But parents are talking about sending 
their kids to college so that they can have 
careers; you talk to our faculty and they 
talk about opening up analytical minds. 

Moore: One thing that Laura indicat-
ed that I want to touch on. We found that 
during Covid our underserved minority 
populations disproportionately didn’t 
have access to Wi-Fi and the ability to 
have peer-to-peer tutoring. I’m redoing the 
entire library into a learning center where 
it becomes their space to come in, interact, 
and study in small groups.

Another modern support piece is im-
proving transcripts with blockchain tech-
nology. Every public-school superintendent 
in the four counties I work with is getting 
blockchain support from the college. We 
will upload all the student transcripts into 
the cloud, and the student will never pay 
for another transcript transaction ever in 
their lifetime.

Wilhelm: Brian, are you seeing the 
same issues at the Community College of 
Allegheny County? 

Brian McCloskey: There’s a lot of 
similarities in the community-college 
sector. Our marginalized students suffered 
the most, and we invested significantly in 
technology.

A dwindling student demographic 
presents a lot of fiscal challenges. Federal 
stimulus funds helped with investments 
that we made in some of these technol-
ogies. But some of these contracts and 
services expire next year, so all that’s going 
to fall to our own operating budget. 

“ We have to put 
ourselves in the 
place of our 
students, listen to 
them, and look at 
the world from their 
perspective.”

—Laura Hubbard
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“ Parents are talking about sending their kids to 
college so that they can have careers; you talk 
to our faculty and they talk about opening up 
analytical minds.”

—Rafael Espinosa

It’s funny. Prior to my arrival here, I 
was told that the faculty had a difficult 
time going online during Covid. Now 
they’re having a difficult time wanting to 
come back into the classroom.

And that’s a double-edged sword be-
cause our faculty have had great success 
teaching online and our students have had 
some success there. But we’re struggling 
with an aging infrastructure and a demand 
for a more virtual environment. 

Espinosa: I tease my president be 
cause I say, We have 21st-century students, 
20th-century faculty, and we’re using 
19th-century technology.

What we perceive our technology needs 
as are completely different from what our 
students think. I have three kids — two 
older boys who have already graduated 
college, and my daughter is about to go 
to college. I think of myself as being very 
aware of technology and trends, and they 
are constantly teaching me new things.

When they’re studying and going to 
school, they want an on-demand service, 
just like everything else in the world. 
Sometimes they’ll go to lecture but often 
they won’t go and instead view the vid-
eo that was created with lecture capture 
and work with other students. They learn 
differently than the traditional didactic, 
Socratic method.

We’re talking about finding space for 
our students because there is an equity 
issue; sometimes the students don’t have 
a space at home to work; they don’t have 
good broadband; they don’t have good 
connectivity.

Students kept saying we don’t have 
space, we need places to study, and our 
library was undergoing construction so it 
was not an option. We developed an app 
that listed space availability for any class-
room on campus that did not have a class 
scheduled. A student sees a space available 
and goes there to get high-quality Wi-Fi, 
have a study group or whatever. 
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A
s colleges look to reopen their 
campuses fully this fall, they 
face a changing work-force en-
vironment. Many staff members 
are eager to continue working 
remotely, requiring changes 
in human-resources policy 
and how the campus operates. 

What’s more, with the labor market upended 
by the pandemic, many positions remain un-
filled at institutions, especially within technol-
ogy areas. 

While those challenges threaten the stra-
tegic priorities of colleges, panelists also see 
them as opportunities. Greater remote-work 
options mean that unused campus offices 
could be repurposed to support students, 
leased to generate revenue, or offered as space 
to companies to develop or deepen academic 
partnerships. And the labor shortage could 
lead to new approaches to organizing units or 
teams, result in more training for current staff 
members, and produce new efficiencies. 

Brian McCloskey: I have a question. With 
all the investment in technology that we’ve 
done and the needed support on the IT side, 
we are having such an issue attracting quali-
fied talent. There’s a war for labor going on, and 
if you cannot compete, you’re going to have 
vacancies, and then the students will crucify 
your institution on social media.

We’re in Pittsburgh, and it’s a vibrant labor 
market, and we have difficulty all around. 
Rafael, have you had that challenge in IT, and 
how have you been able to overcome it? 

Raphael Espinosa: We have had that 
challenge and it’s very difficult because there’s 
several tasks concerning service and day-to-
day operations.

We try to cultivate local high schoolers, 
community-college students, and our own 
students to fill the void. Often they have no 
training, and they would love to have that cer-
tification in cyber security or desktop support.

The other thing is that IT has been doing 
telecommuting and remote work forever, so 

Workforce 
Challenges

SECTION 2
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when the pandemic hits we were the first 
responders, we were the people that everyone 
else turned to and said, How do we do this 
right? Quickly we were able to address those 
issues and help our campus move to online 
and remote work.

I looked like I was a prophet, because 
when I came to Stan State, I moved a lot of our 
commodity applications up into the cloud; I 
moved a lot of our email and our file sharing 
up to the cloud; we fought to purchase Zoom 
licenses. And when Covid came 
everybody looked at me like, How 
did you know? 

I bring all that up because 
one of the recruiting tools that I 
use is talking life-work balance. 
Four out of five of my direct 
reports live over an hour away 
from our campus. I’ve been able 
to attract them and keep them 
engaged simply by letting them 
come into the office one or two 
times a week.

Often people are motivated 
to work at higher-ed institutions, 
not because of the salary. It’s be-
cause we have great benefits and that you’re 
making a major contribution to society. We 
use all of those different tools to try to attract 
people.

But I completely agree: It’s very difficult 
to attract talent. If I need a senior architect, 
often what I’ll do is hire a consultant to come 
in and then have knowledge transfer to peo-
ple that we already have, or two people who 
are local so that we can group them and then 
that’s professional development that they 
appreciate as well.

Ian Wilhelm: For the rest of you, how is 
the labor shortage affecting the goals when it 
comes to modernizing the campus? 

Timothy Moore: It absolutely affects 
them. Previously you might get 15 applica-
tions for a position, now you might get one or 
you might not get any. It goes back to our No. 1 
cost, which is people.

Where we’re having our greatest challenge 
is in the IT sector, and everybody’s got it, from 
the federal government on down. We’re doing 
a combination of things; we’re using managed 

services; we’re also using technical consultants 
to come in and do the knowledge transfer. 

So, how do you get people to do these 
things and how do you recruit them? I focus 
on my three cardinal points of true north: 
mission, students, and community.

What I’m struggling with right now is that 
we have a work force that is almost all back 
on campus, yet the students are choosing 
virtual and in-person. What becomes of 
a million-and-a-half square feet of space? 

Are we overbuilt for the future of educa-
tional delivery? Do I spend money on emp-
ty buildings to maintain facilities?

Espinosa: We don’t have that problem 
quite as much because we had very limited 
space to begin with. And now that we’re on-
line it’s a godsend so we can do things online 
and we can utilize the space on campus more 
efficiently.

I’ve started looking at partnerships with 
corporations. We have a sister campus where 
almost their entire IT group is now working 
remotely, and the college is now leasing the 
building where it was housed to a company.

They’re looking at corporate sponsorship 
and partnership, not only to lease the space, 
but also to bring those companies on the 
campus so that they can actually help the 
academic mission.

Laura Hubbard: We were already burst-
ing at the seams before Covid. We’re looking 
to renovate spaces to be more along the lines 
of what our students are looking for in learn-
ing spaces.

“Previously you might get 15 
applications for a position, 
now you might get one or you 
might not get any.” 

—Timothy Moore

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Managed_services
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Managed_services
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We found during the pandemic that 
students want to be on campus. They may 
be doing stuff remotely but they want to be 
here. It reaffirmed that place matters to our 
institution.

We’re in the process of getting funds 
for a new engineering building. A lot of the 
spaces that are going to be in that building 
are really related to student clubs, student 
gathering spaces, maker spaces for students. 
So now it’s all about how we utilize the space 
that we have.

And how we utilize our space is tied to the 
work force. The current policy, which is a tem-
porary one, allows employees with approval 
by their supervisor to work remotely up to two 
days a week. If that option continues in the 
future, we would look at our office spaces and 
think about sharing offices and freeing up 
some space to be used differently and increas-
ingly introduce the idea of hoteling.

The other piece on the work force — again 
we were already in the middle of a work-force 

planning initiative going into Covid — is  
where we asked each of our divisions and 
schools to go through every single position 
and put them into one of three categories: 
strategic, core, or currently utilized, Current-
ly utilized means if that position were to be 
vacated tomorrow, you would do something 
different with it.

I’ve been having meetings with each of 
the units and talking with them about those 
currently utilized positions and how we might 
reimagine those into the future. It’s also get-
ting people to recruit differently.

McCloskey: We’ve had significant va-
cancies, and the fiscal year that ended June 
30, 2021, we had a very healthy surplus or 
bottom line.

Even with a significant enrollment 
decline, it’s basically because our expenses 
are down in excess of what our revenues are 
because we just can’t hire. I’ve been trying to 
hire a budget analyst for nine months.

“ Are we overbuilt for the future of educational 
delivery? Do I spend money on empty 
buildings to maintain facilities?”

—Timothy Moore

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoteling
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A
s colleges look to reopen their 
campuses fully this fall, they face 
a changing work-force envi-
ronment. Many staff members 
are eager to continue working 
remotely, requiring changes in 
human-resources policy and 
how the campus operates. What’s 

more, with the labor market upended by the 
pandemic, many positions remain unfilled at 
institutions, especially within technology areas. 

While the panelists emphasized the need 
for change, to embrace new technologies and 
work-force policies, and operate differently to 
attract more students, not everyone on cam-
puses agrees. Some don’t see the imperative 
to experiment or worry that vital parts of the 
higher-education experience will be lost. 

To achieve transformation, the panelists 
talked about how to get buy-in, especially 
from faculty members. Approaches varied, but 
two popular ideas were emphasizing “shared 
responsibility” rather than shared governance 
and being transparent with institutional 
finances so that faculty and staff members can 
understand why decisions are being made. 

Rafael Espinosa: I wanted to ask Tim,  
how do you address faculty who are resistant to 
more corporate initiatives on your campus?

Timothy Moore: Great question. Our facul-
ty has been forward leaning in regard to what 
we’re here to do, which is to change lives. 

We have a lot of folks from across the socio-
economic spectrum; a lot of folks are coming 
here to achieve a launch point. Our faculty is 
critical to this, and I’ve found that my faculty 
are buying in to what we’re doing. We have 
an idea of: Can we get the kid across the line 
to get them where they can achieve their 
God-given abilities?

There’s a term in higher education, I just 
reject, and it’s called shared governance. No-
body has an organization run by everybody; 
that doesn’t work. What I tell everybody is it’s 
shared responsibility; if you fail, I fail; if I 
fail, you fail; we’re in this together.

And that the faculty are absolutely es-
sential because they are the standard-bearer 
of the brand of the college. And they are the 
ones that interact with our clients most often. 
If that experience is a bad experience, then that 
reflects on the organization.

Creating Buy-In

SECTION 3
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Espinosa: Tim, I want to invite 
you to discuss shared governance 
and shared responsibility with our 
academic senate. I will pay for you to 
fly here and I’ll put you up in a hotel. I 
will also buy you some armor.

Moore: Here’s the thing that I did 
with my faculty to get them on board. 
We did our budget and we were 
totally transparent. Before I got here, 
it was controlled by three or four peo-
ple. It was like manna from heaven. It 
just showed up.

Nobody knew what the cost of 
business was. Nobody understood the 
numbers. So we’ve done a bunch of literacy all 
across this campus. Everybody has a very so-
ber understanding of what we’re into and why 
I’m making the decisions I’m making.

And the door to my office is literally open 
to anybody at any time to walk in, to have a 
conversation, pitch a complaint, throw a rock, 
whatever they want to do.

Because it’s the only way I know to make 
leadership available to the masses. You’ve got 
to let people come in and absorb what you’re 
telling them and then react and then navigate 
them toward what needs to be done.

Ian Wilhelm: We know that type of buy-in 
is important, but how do you do this in an 
environment when decisions need to be made 
relatively quickly? 

Moore: For my team, I’m texting at 2 
o’clock in the morning; I’m up at 4:30 in the 
morning; I’m working my fat behind off to do 
four things simultaneously: Engage our com-
munity stakeholders, engage our elected 
leaders, engage our industry-sector leaders 
and engage campus leaders.

I’ve come in with a firm but a democratic 
approach to how we’re going to do this, and 
the campus has responded magnificently 

Brian McCloskey: I want to address the 
question about how you present your point 
of view. As a CFO, the numbers never lie; 
they always tell a story. So at my institution 
when I’m asked to speak, I just am very frank 
and straightforward. Numbers never ever 
lie; trends, while they do not guarantee the 
future, will tell a story, and people need to 
listen to that story.

Laura Hubbard: I agree with that, Brian. 
The provost and I give presentations on the 
budget at various times of year, including to 
our Faculty Senate. We actually show what the 
balances are in the central accounts. We talk 
about our financial health, our priorities, and 
how we are putting resources behind them.

We tend to think in higher ed we have 
trouble changing, but I think what we 
learned in the pandemic is that we actually 
can pivot and we can do it pretty quickly. 
So how do we keep developing that muscle 
memory going forward?

“Numbers never ever lie; 
trends, while they do not 
guarantee the future, will 
tell a story, and people need 
to listen to that story.” 

—Brian McCloskey
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