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ABSTRACT
The University of Alabama (UA) grew dramatically in student population from
23,878 students in 2006 to 37,100 students in 2015. This growth brought the attention of
the national popular press as well as students from states that previously featured few
applicants such as California and Illinois. As a result of a gap in the literature on this
topic, a qualitative study was developed to learn more about this growth. This study
specifically targeted the experiences and perspectives of UA staff. Personal interviews
and questionnaires were conducted with 10 individuals who witnessed this student
population growth at UA and remain as staff employees. Nine different organizational
departments, offices or programs were represented. These interviews were done to help
answer this study’s four research questions:
1. How does UA staff describe the reasoning behind the decision to increase,
dramatically, UA’s undergraduate population?
2. How do these stakeholders describe the execution of the strategic plan to
increase UA’s undergraduate population?
3. How do they describe the events and experiences that constructed their view of
the positives and negatives of this growth of UA’s undergraduate student body?
4. How do they describe their experience, perception, and perspective as to why
UA was successful in increasing the undergraduate student body?
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Multiple themes emerged from the data to answer these questions. Among them
included the need for UA to grow and mature as a public flagship university. Secondly,
anemic population growth within the state of Alabama added to the pressure to recruit
students from outside the traditional geographic boundaries. The theme of opportunity to
grow UA’s student population was developed, specifically the opportunity to increase
revenue, improve student diversity, and improve the quality of students enrolling at UA.
The findings revealed both positives themes (improved student diversity, quality of
student, etc.) and negative themes (infrastructural tensions, staff forced to improvise
solutions, employee turnover) that were then defined and described. Other themes that
emerged from the data include intentional institutional investment on the part of UA as
well as UA’s exceptional higher education marketing.
A unique concept that emerged from the data is Institutional Emotional Maturity
(IEM). This concept refers to an organization taking itself and its mission seriously and in
so doing enacts change to professionalize the organization. As a result, the implication is
made that a college or university can grow if it has the opportunity, ability, and
institutional will to do so.
Autoenthnography is threaded within this study. At the time of publication, the
writer was a member of the UA faculty in the Department of English within UA’s
College of Arts and Sciences as well as a doctoral student in in the Department of
Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology within UA’s College of Education.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Why do higher education institutions grow? Altbach (2011) states that there are
several reasons why, but the primary reason is because our increasingly complex society
requires a workforce that is highly skilled. A second reason, according to Altbach, is that
of population growth. However, simply because students graduate from high school does
not mean that they will pursue a postsecondary education. Grawe (as cited in Selingo,
2018) believes that we are in curious times, where certain institutions have the potential
to reap the rewards of students being unable to obtain admission into the most prestigious
colleges and universities in the United States. One institution’s excess can become
another institution’s opportunity.
For public institutions, another possible impetus for growth is due to reduced
revenue from the state. Cuts in state funding may require universities to recalibrate
themselves in order to continue growing in size and prestige, while also remaining
financially secure (Han, Jaquette, & Salazar, 2019). And to retain financial security,
university activities may now not only include sporting events, academic research, and
academics but also hotels and restaurants, clinics, hospitals, and economic development
initiatives (Fethke & Policano, 2012).
One cannot predict the narratives that will suddenly appear from higher education
in the United States to influence the zeitgeist that many Americans hold when they view
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their country’s colleges and universities. Unsavory parental machinations, students and
faculty protesting, students and faculty cheating, funding reallocations, controversial
speakers, cuts from the state and federal government, these things are nothing new.
At the same time, researchers and scholars of higher education studies are constantly
playing “catch up” to the latest events and publications. Consider the following example I
myself experienced: In the case of the research topic of this proposal, namely recent
undergraduate recruitment at The University of Alabama (UA), I found myself reading an
al.com article published on March 26, 2019 regarding UA’s undergraduate recruitment of
high school students both in and outside the state of Alabama (Koplowitz, 2019). Ozan
Jacqueete, a University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) professor, is interviewed,
where he describes UA as “showing significant racial bias” regarding undergraduate
recruitment in a recently released study (Koplowitz). This is no small thing as the iconic
image of Governor George Wallace’s “stand” on UA’s campus is seared into the minds
of many higher education scholars. However, not all of his remarks in the interview were
as provocative or controversial. Jacqueete admits to understanding UA’s rationale for
focusing on recruiting students outside Alabama (Koplowitz). Funding from the state
government has been significantly reduced and students from outside the state provide
three times the revenue from tuition (Koplowitz). Furthermore, there are several public
doctoral-granting universities within the state that UA must compete with for students
including Auburn University, Troy University, The University of South Alabama,
Alabama A&M University, The University of Alabama at Birmingham, and The
University of Alabama in Huntsville.
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There are, of course, pragmatic reasons for a university to desire to grow.
Obviously, more students generally equals increased revenue in one form or another, be it
through tuition, food, fees, housing, and other common higher education revenue streams
(Fethke & Policano, 2012). UA has continued to make news in the popular press
regarding UA’s student population growth.
Background of the Study
As a member of the faculty in the Department of English at The University of
Alabama (UA) since 2007, I have been both participant and observer of the
unprecedented growth of the undergraduate population on campus. UA has grown from
23,878 undergraduate students in 2006 to 37,100 in 2015 (The Plan, n.d.). This growth is
all the more remarkable as this timeline includes the economic downturn known as the
Great Recession. These circumstances have resulted in The University of Alabama being
able to recruit effectively nationwide for students in such dissimilar places such as San
Francisco, Chicago, and New York City, among others. As a result, The University of
Alabama has been named the “fastest growing flagship” by The Washington Post
(Anderson, 2015) and “a national player” by The New York Times (Pappano, 2016). The
Chicago Tribune noted that enrollment of UA students hailing from Illinois has increased
from 147 students in 2008 to 1,623 students in 2017 (Rhodes, 2018). These events have
even caused publications not normally focused on higher education to take notice. One
example of this is Forbes Magazine’s cover story entitled “Everyone wants to go to
Alabama” (Riper, 2013).
Regarding all dissertations a legitimate question may be asked: what is the
relevance of this study? Many researchers, scholars, and social scientists investigate both
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people and places, on both macro and micro scales, and in my case, I was both personally
and professionally motivated to study how UA staff viewed the rapid, consistent, and
continual growth of UA undergraduate student population during this time. But why only
consider presently employed UA staff and not faculty or students? If these populations
were included in this study, the data could quickly become unwieldy and much larger
than the standard dissertation length allows. Current faculty, staff, and students each have
their own subcultures on a campus. They keep different hours, and they interact and
relate within their own population group, as well as with other groups, very differently.
Thus, it is hoped that future scholars will investigate how UA students, UA faculty, and
UA administrators describe the undergraduate growth that occurred.
An additional background element warrants mentioning: intentional institutional
investment. Where a college or university decides to allocate funds is where that
institution places priority. Budgets are not merely numbers and line items, they are also
narratives that tell a story of what a college or university decides is, or is not, a priority
for financial investment. In the case of The University of Alabama, there are several
examples of intentional institutional investment from 2006 to 2015. By 2013, UA had
spent $1.7 billion dollars on funding building projects (Associated Press, 2015). Among
these projects include the following:
•

Ridgecrest South, a 744,000 square foot dormitory (Jones, 2009)

•

A 65,000 square foot National Water Center (NOAA, 2015)

•

A $35 million dollar remodel of the Ferguson Student Center (Wolfson, 2015)

•

Building or remodeling 39 Greek residences (Associated Press, 2015).
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American colleges and universities, for better or for worse, are in a competitive
marketplace for students and the dollars they bring with them. These dollars can be
classified into two categories: Current dollars that an institution receives and future
dollars from alumni giving. By conducting a study about what has happened at The
University of Alabama and how UA staff have experienced and view this process and
transformation, I was able to better determine the positive and negative outcomes of
UA’s growth. These outcomes, along with the findings, will be described in the fifth
chapter. Thus, it is hoped that this study contributes to higher education literature and will
be of utility to future scholars and higher education administration practitioners. More
specifically, this study aids strategic planners in determining whether this investment in
student growth is worth the time, money, and effort for another institution to go forth and
follow UA’s example of expanding the undergraduate student population.
Tentative presuppositions and assumptions are common before many dissertations
are undertaken. Hunches and speculations may subconsciously color the research and
writing as well. However it was the aim of this investigation to allow the research to
dictate the answers to the researcher rather than vice versa. These answers came as a
result of asking questions to UA staff who were “in the trenches” during this period of
growth.
Statement of the Problem
Calabrese (2007) states that further scholarly research of a problem is needed
when the current literature is insufficient or inadequate. In the case of this writing, a
dissertation is used to further the research of the problem. Because the focus of this
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research study concerns a relatively recent occurrence, or occurrences (as this continued
year after academic year), little formal scholarly research on UA’s undergraduate growth
(Hutt, C. D., Bray, N. J., Jones, J. L., Leach, K., & Ward, J., 2010) has been conducted to
learn why this initiative was successful and continues to succeed. Hutt and his colleagues
document UA’s efforts at increasing both student enrollment and retention through the
synergy of various campus offices. These writers add to the literature of UA higher
education studies is both welcome and useful, yet the brevity of the journal article merely
whets the appetite of an interested researcher. Nathaniel Bray, one of the cowriters of this
journal article, was one of my instructors while I was enrolled in UA’s Executive Doctor
of Education in Higher Education Administration program and he directed it to my
attention. In light of this, there was a need for further investigation to determine why and
how the goals of this strategic plan were accomplished. As a result of this need, we
encounter both a gap in the literature and an educational problem to investigate.
I also believe readers will benefit from a further narrowing of the educational
problem so as to show a clearer focus of the problem. Part of how Clark, Guba, and
Smith (as cited in Calabrese, 2007) define a problem is that a problem is the existence of
multiple factors whose interactions create a mysterious or curious state or unfortunate
results. From sources cited earlier in this chapter and in the literature review in the next
chapter, we know that UA’s student population has grown significantly both from UA’s
own press releases as well as from national popular publications. However, due to few
scholarly investigations we do not know how this seismic change in campus culture and
infrastructure impacted the campus community (both positively and negatively). Thus I
assert that there is a problem in that there is a need to learn from the UA community how
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this growth impacted the work and daily life of members of the UA community. The
population group I chose to study was non-executive university staff still employed with
UA as of this writing. Thus, persons with the title of Vice President or higher were not
part of this study.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to better understand how the unique growth of
undergraduate students at UA touched the personal and professional lives of UA
employees. Specifically, the research aimed to better understand the ways university staff
describe and perceive the reasoning to grow UA’s student populations, the execution of
this endeavor, the resulting positives and negatives of the growth, and why UA was able
to succeed in this endeavor. This knowledge is useful because student enrollment in
higher education remains a critically important topic, as student enrollment is an obvious
temperature gauge of future financial stability. The findings of this study will help
researchers and college administrators better understand the experiences of university
staff during enrollment growth and how to better prepare and equip them for the changes
ahead.
This study used qualitative methods, specifically a case study research design that
is intrinsic in nature. Creswell (2012) explains that an intrinsic case study is one that is
“composed to illustrate a unique case, a case that has unusual interest in and of itself and
needs to be described and detailed” (p.98). This case was unique in that UA’s student
growth has brought national attention as well as the fact that I was researching my own
institution. From my perspective as an instructor at UA, it was my belief that due to the
dearth of literature focusing on UA’s undergraduate growth an “in-the-trenches” study
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from a member of The University of Alabama faculty would be beneficial to future
researchers, scholars, and practitioners.
Due to the nature of this study dealing with both recent and current events,
unempirical literature dealing specifically with the growth of The University of
Alabama’s undergraduate population was used as supplemental material for this project.
Due to the continual immediacy of this phenomenon, popular sources such as The New
York Times, The Washington Post, and The Tuscaloosa News were included as well as
industry and scholarly publications such as Higher Education Quarterly, Planning for
Higher Education, Diverse Issues in Higher Education, The Chronicle of Higher
Education, and Inside Higher Education. Literature was used that concerns secondary
students choosing to attend UA (Acker, Hughes, & Fendley, 2004), UA becoming a
national “player” in recruitment (Pappano), and an increase in UA’s perceived
attractiveness to applicants due to athletic success (Riper). These writings assisted in
fleshing out different elements to form a more coherent and comprehensive portrait of the
planned enlargement of UA’s undergraduate population.
Though other public flagship universities have experienced sizable growth as
well, it is likely problematic to use literature focusing on the growth of another flagship
university. Numerous variables are inevitably inherent. For instance, The University of
Alabama is located in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, which has an estimated 99,543 residents
(Tuscaloosa, n.d.) according to the United States Census Bureau, and is over a hundred
miles from the state capital of Montgomery. Conversely Austin, Texas is both the state
capital and home to the University of Texas with an estimated 947,890 residents (Austin,
n.d.).
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Because this qualitative project was a case study, the method I employed focused
on interviewing members of the UA staff community who share in common the lived
experience(s) of rapid and radical expansion of UA’s undergraduate population (please
see Appendix C for the interview protocol). Data collection consisted of individual
interviews with staff, document gathering, and other applicable techniques that will be
described in the third chapter. Due to the ephemeral and transitory relationship with UA,
current UA undergraduates were not included in the interview process. Individuals who
have retired from UA or have left UA to take another position elsewhere were also not a
part of this study. Furthermore, due both to space limitations and to their own uniqueness
as a people group, UA administrators, trustees, executives, and faculty were also not a
part of this study.
I therefore met with UA staffers who I believed were key to answering the
research questions of this study. I wanted to learn from these individuals their thoughts
and opinions of UA’s student growth. Did it help or hurt them professionally or
personally? Perhaps the growth did both. Different people gave different answers to the
questions. Some responses were even contradictory. Fortunately, the varying responses
did not cause anxiety as I collected the data because information that varies or differs
often frames a more accurate and realistic picture.
Research Questions
Savin-Baden and Major (2013) define research questions as “interrogative
sentences that highlight the phenomenon to be studied and indicate what the researcher
wishes to know about it” (p.99). The authors then expand their definition by adding that
research questions “summarize what is unknown that requires further exploration.”
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Webb (2016) states that research questions are used to confront the problem of the
research study, consider the issue(s), as well as describe or explain the topic or problem
to be studied. He adds that these questions are meant to assist the researcher in fulfilling
the mission of the purpose statement. In the case of qualitative methodology, Webb
believes research questions should be broad, theoretical, and begin with words like “how”
and “why”. To that end, this research study endeavored to learn how UA staff view,
process, and reflect on UA growing its undergraduate student population so quickly,
effectively, and consistently. Secondly, this study learned why this growth was a positive,
negative, or positive and negative from the data that was collected. The following
research questions thus directed this study:
1. How does UA staff describe the reasoning behind the decision to increase,
dramatically, UA’s undergraduate population?
2. How do these stakeholders describe the execution of the strategic plan to
increase UA’s undergraduate population?
3. How do they describe their events and experiences that constructed their view
of the positives and negatives of this growth of UA’s undergraduate student body?
4. How do they describe their experience, perception, and perspective as to why
UA was successful in increasing the undergraduate student body?
At first glance, the personal and professional lives of UA staff may not seem to
align with the questions above. But the participant responses referenced their personal
and professional lives in ways that also answered the research questions. These responses
are found in the fifth chapter.
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Rationale
As stated earlier, I have taught for 12 years at UA and have personally borne
witness to the significant changes, both positive and negative, that occurred on this
campus from enrollment increases to challenges in institutional infrastructure. As
someone with an inclination towards continual learning, I found I had the personal desire
and curiosity to learn why this phenomenon occurred. There are three reasons why I
selected 2006-2015 as the period of my investigation. The first is that 2015 is the year
Robert Witt announced his retirement (Gaunntt, 2015). As the change agent most visible
and responsible for UA’s growth, it seemed an appropriate place to end. The second
reason for the timeline of 2006-2015 is that, when calculated, UA’s undergraduate
student body grew over 36 percent in less a decade (The Plan, n.d.). This fact is
significant in part due to the scale: UA is a public flagship university with national
recognition rather than a small private college that enrolls hundreds rather than thousands
upon thousands of incoming freshmen. My curiosity towards this subject was due in part
to UA receiving attention from the national press and enrolling a substantial number of
students from differing locations. These places include Los Angeles, Chicago, New York
City, Dallas, and several other metropolitan areas in the United States that were
previously not traditional recruiting areas for the university. One brief anecdote is
illustrative. In the spring semester of 2018 one student informed me that she turned down
offers of acceptance from Yale University and Brown University and instead chose to
enroll at UA; a second student informed me she turned down Cornell University in order
that she could attend UA. Something has certainly changed at The University of Alabama
for students to turn down Ivy League institutions, in order to come here.
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Like other doctoral students who are employed at a higher education institution I
was conscious of my insider status in going forth with this research. Writing from “inthe-trenches” is not the only perspective that a researcher may use. I also acknowledge
that being a member of the faculty afforded me certain privileges and opened up certain
avenues that might not be available otherwise. It is acknowledged that bias, both
conscious and unconscious, will be in this study as my dissertation focuses on the
institution where I am employed. I will also note that there were advantages that I may
have enjoyed while working on the campus to be studied without being cognizant of
them. I may only discover these advantages after the fact. Finally, I will state that
competing, or even opposing, theories may develop as a result if other scholars use these
findings in their own research.
Significance of the Study
To a certain extent, this research study will not be a success unless it can be of
help to others working in the field. It is my goal that the information provided in this
research study will help future scholars and practitioners who wish to study significant
and substantial undergraduate enrollment growth in higher education. To that end, I also
desire that the results of this study will assist higher education staff, faculty, and
administrators in the decision-making process regarding the decision as to whether to
emulate, or not, the steps UA took to increase the undergraduate student body population.
By listening to the “voices” of UA staff the readers of this document will be able to better
determine if the positives may outweigh the risks or negative consequences Secondly,
this case study may serve as a tool for best practices for higher education institutions,
particularly public flagship institutions, in determining how growth impacts staff. Does it
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overstretch them or does it seamlessly transition due to the staffer’s competence, savvy,
and skills? The third reason for this research study’s significance is that I believe it will
be useful for UA staff, faculty, administrators, and other stakeholders to learn about how
staff was impacted by the growth that occurred on UA’s campus. Indeed, the more
informed one is about the inner-workings of their own institution the more effective they
will be as a UA stakeholder.
Theoretical Perspective
This case study focused on increased undergraduate student enrollment and the
impact it has on staff. While strategic planning and enrollment are areas in higher
education that are perennially researched, to the best of my knowledge, there had not
been an in-depth research study into how and why this endeavor was advocated,
developed, and undertaken.
From a larger pointer of view, I employed the theoretical perspective of Burton
Clark. To align this perspective, some backstory is required. Clark (2004) recounts how
an earlier book that he had written that advocated for colleges and universities to adapt an
entrepreneurial spirit was met with resistance. He noted those opposing his view believed
that implementing his theories would lead to the loss of the institution’s soul. Indeed,
most significant initiatives on a campus will face resistance in one form or another, be it
through passive-aggressive emails or theatrical rants given in front of a faculty senate.
Clark states that the pressures of the twenty-first century have only accelerated the need
for colleges and universities to take transformative steps. But he also cautions that to take
these steps requires a university to have “organizational will” (p.4). As a result, this
necessitates Clark developing a paradoxical concept of a “steady state infrastructure” that
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advocates for sustained transformational change (p.5). In the case of The University of
Alabama, we see President Robert Witt, a stakeholder with executive power, increase UA
student enrollment knowing that he had the backing and support of the UA System
Trustees.
Clark’s theoretical perspective also includes the belief that “change-oriented
universities consist of…interests that insist on continuous change, incremental and
accumulative” (p.5). Why would this be the case? Because if the change benefits a
particular department, office, or other part of the institution to change, it benefits them to
champion this cause in their own self interest. Significantly more undergraduate students
necessitate more student affairs personnel and academic advisors. Likewise if there are
more undergraduate students at UA, and thus more business, nursing or English majors,
those departments at UA will likely receive additional funds due to student enrollment
growth. Woe to administrators who tell department chairs to “make bricks without straw”
with unfunded mandates.
In the hope that additional perspectives would aid this study, Barney’s (1991)
resource base theory, normally used in business management research, was helpful to this
study as well. Barney writes that organizations “obtain sustained competitive advantages
by implementing strategies that exploit their internal strengths, through responding to
environmental opportunities” (p.99). The following section on presuppositions will detail
the competitive advantages that UA recognized that it had and was able to use these
advantages to advance an ambitious strategic plan of growing the undergraduate student
population.

14

Tentative Presuppositions
I will define the term “tentative presupposition” to mean assumptions that I made
before collecting the data. Thus, I will submit a tentative presupposition that UA was
optimally aligned to succeed. But I also will contend that not all of these alignments or
variables were within the control or influence of UA. However, UA did take advantage
knowingly, and perhaps unknowingly, of tangible benefits that were unique to the
institution and the institution’s location. One example could be the tornado that struck the
campus and city of Tuscaloosa on April 27, 2011 (Tuscaloosa-Birmingham Tornado,
n.d.). The destructive nature of this event may have predisposed people to avoid
criticizing the university’s various construction projects with the understanding that the
need to rebuild the area surrounding UA’s campus outweighed how fondly alumni
remember the campus as it used to be.
A second tentative presupposition is an answer to the following question: Can the
administration of another public flagship university, or another institution in general,
retrace the steps taken by UA and implement them on their own campus and yield similar
results? My answer to this question features two separate and differing parts. Yes, but it
is a qualified yes, other institutions can perhaps reproduce what UA has done regarding
undergraduate student growth, but this is dependent upon the subjective lens of what can
be considered reproducing the results of another institution. The second part of this
answer is no, it cannot be done in the same manner, to the same degree. Disruptive
changes in technology related to higher education will ensure this. Partnered with this
question is trying to determine from the data if UA’s student growth was worth the cost?
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The answer may be yes, no, or yes and no. All three are possibilities. Will the outcome of
this growth resemble a Pyrrhic victory or a bloodless revolution?
The question may also be asked as to why was this initiative undertaken to grow
UA’s student body? My third tentative presupposition I hold involves the recognition of
the advantages of a greater quantity of students. Administrators, along with other
powerful stakeholders, likely realized that by increasing the undergraduate student
population would result in increasing purchasing power, quantity discounts, sustainable
healthcare and other benefit costs. Revenue streams would increase through more classes,
parking passes, food and beverage purchases, and student charges such as technology and
lab fees.
My forth tentative presupposition concerns the population of the state of
Alabama. One explanation for the purposeful increase in UA’s student population growth
is due to internal factors, such as stagnant population growth, in the state of Alabama,
especially in comparison to other states in the southern United States such as Florida,
Georgia, and North Carolina (Sharp, 2017). This results in an anemic indigenous student
population pool. Thus UA was forced to choose between in-state students with lower test
scores and lower grade point averages and students outside Alabama with higher test
scores and higher grade point averages. An additional supposition is that UA’s student
growth was due in part to external factors such as population growth in other states,
resulting in fewer available spaces for students at public flagship institutions in their
home states.
Though the previous paragraphs contain hypotheticals, I was receptive to being
challenged or diverted from my initial statements of belief concerning this topic. When I
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encountered unanticipated results, I did not disregard nor “cherry-pick” information that
appeared to counter a theme I may develop and describe. Thorough and dedicated
research often yields unexpected results leading to implications that differ from what was
assumed regarding UA, successful student growth, and strategic planning. The results of
one’s data can result in recalibrating one’s worldview and opinion.
Summary
This chapter has been designed and composed to introduce my dissertation, a case
study that investigated how UA staff reflect on their experiences and perspectives in their
responses to why and how The University of Alabama was able to substantially enroll
more undergraduate students. The period of time that was studied was 2006 to 2015 (with
deviations to give context, results, and implications) employing a qualitative
methodology.
I sought to compose a research study that was both readable and usable. Before I
began this doctoral program and this research study, I realized that I wanted to write a
dissertation that would be useful not only for future students, researchers, and scholars
but also for administrators, staff, and faculty, specifically those administrators affiliated
with UA. Be it an aid, a guide, or diagnostic, I desire that this case study become a handy
reference for those studying student enrollment growth or higher education strategic
planning.
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CHAPTER 2
LITEARURE REVIEW
Introduction
As mentioned in the first chapter, The University of Alabama (UA) has
experienced unprecedented undergraduate growth stretching beyond the past decade. The
University became a recruiter of students nationwide in such disparate places as San
Francisco, Chicago, and New York City, among others. This phenomenon has led to UA
being named a “national player” in recruiting undergraduate students (Pappano). Due to
the recent nature of this phenomenon, little research has been undertaken to study why
this initiative worked, much less how it impacted campus staff. As a result there was a
need for both studies and investigations. While there is literature on higher education
staff and their perspectives and reflections it was challenging to find literature that was
pertinent to this specific study.
The purpose of this study was to better understand how the growth of
undergraduate students at UA from 2006 to 2015 influenced, changed, or reinforced the
views, perceptions, and beliefs of UA staff. In my view an “in-the-trenches” study from
members of non-executive UA staff (below the title of Vice President) can become a
unique and helpful guide to UA administrators in helping to determine future strategic
planning and best practices to manage an increasingly complex and expanding university
system. Those external to UA with an interest in the topic of campus staffing best
practices and how student enrollment influences or changes policy may benefit from this
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study as well. Having taught UA undergraduate students for twelve years has uniquely
prepared me to determine not only what questions to ask, but to whom I should ask them.
This chapter offers a review of the literatures appropriate to this study. The following
pages feature a broad literature related to the topic, a literature map specific to UA, and a
timeline of events to help the reader visualize and group the sources and events of this
study. However, these three items are not exhaustive lists of the sources and occurrences
to be cited and described.
Figure 2.1

Broad Literature Map

Financial Literature:
Barney (1991), Barr & McClellan (2011),
Fischer (2014), Selingo (2018).

Organizational Literature:
Berquist & Pawlak (2008), Bess & Dee
(2012), Clark (1983), (2004).

Enrollment and Recruitment Literature:
Barnes, J. B. (2007), Han, C., Jaquette,
O., & Salazar, K.(2019).
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Figure 2.2
Literature Map Related to UA

Literature from UA Faculty & Staff
regarding UA’s growth:
Hutt, Bray, Jones, Leach & Ward, 2010
UA & Student Choice:
Acker, Hughes, & Fendley, 2004

UA & National Recognition:
Anderson, 2015
Anderson & Douglas-Gabriel, 2016
Anderson, 2018
Novy-Williams, 2017
Rhodes, 2018

Organizational Climate,
Effectiveness, and Efficiency:
Banks, 2013

The University of Alabama’s
Student Growth
Higher Ed Strategic Planning:
Baer, Duin, & Ramaley, 2008
Bourne, Gates, & Cofer, 2000
Cordeiro & Vaidya, 2002
Elton, 1992
Jensen & Winters, 2012
Rudden, 2008

UA Athletic Success:
Bouchet, 2011
DeBruin, 2011
UA emphasis on
academic improvement:
Halli, 2005
Pappano, 2016

UA Greek Organizations & UA Social Media:
Oguntoyinbo, 2013
Sandoval, 2016
Santini, Ladeira, Sampaio, & de Silva Costa, 2017
Thompson, 2015

Enrollment Management:
Barnes, 2007
Enoch, 2015

Issues within the state of
Alabama impacting UA:
Drape, 2015
Koplowitz, 2016
Seltzer, 2017
Sharp, 2017
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Issues external to the state of Alabama
contributing to UA student growth:
Choksi, 2015
Hoover & Supiano, 2016
Ingraham, 2016

Timeline of Events
Figure 2.3
Robert Witt: UA President from 2003 to 2012, UA System Chancellor 2012 to 2015
Phi Kappa Phi: Prestigious collegiate honor society
Nick Saban: UA head football coach from 2007 to the present
Ridgecrest South: Large on-campus student residence facility
UA System Chancellor: A position that oversees multiple public higher education
institutions within the state of Alabama.

2003: UA’s student
population is 20,333,
Witt named President

2006: UA’s student
population increases to
23,878

2008:Phi Kappa Phi
returns to UA, student
population increases to
27,0522.

2011: On April 27th, an
EF-4 tornado strikes
near UA, killing 65 and
injuring 1500.

2010: On Jan. 7, UA
wins Pirst of several
football national
championships

2009: Ridgecrest South
Residence Halls are
built, over 744,000 sq.
feet in size.

2012: UA’s student
population increases to
33,602, Witt named UA
System Chancellor

2013: Saban & UA are
featured on the cover of
Forbes, UA spends over
$200 million on 30
Greek residences.

2015: UA's student
population increases to
37,100, Witt announces
he will retire in 2016

(Sourcing for this information can be found in Appendix A)
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Scope of the Review
Though the scope of this study is on the years 2006-2015, sources were used that
were written before and after this timeline. UA’s narrative is one that is continually
updating and changing as UA’s student population slows or increases in enrollment. Thus
literature dealing directly with the recent growth of UA’s student population included
popular sources (The New York Times, The Washington Post, etc.). This is also due in
part to scholarly journals having scant material dealing directly with UA and
undergraduate student growth and thus the gap in the literature and the need for this
study.
Literature from Census Data
While there are other public flagship universities, such as The University of Texas
at Austin, that have experienced large student growth, measuring UA against other
institutions can lead to unfair juxtapositions. Because of the numerous variables involved,
comparing institutions to one another can be problematic. For example, the city of has
Austin has 950,000 residents (Austin United States Census Bureau, n.d.), while the city
of Tuscaloosa has approximately 100,000 resident (Tuscaloosa United States Census
Bureau, n.d.). However, census data can be useful when researching an institution to
gauge if there is any correlation between a university’s growth and the growth of the city
or town in which the university resides.
Literature from UA Faculty about UA Student Growth
Nathaniel Bray, a professor in The University of Alabama’s College of Education
conducted and co-wrote a qualitative case study concerning the dramatic rise in student
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enrollment at UA (Hutt, C. D., Bray, N. J., Jones, J. L., Leach, K., & Ward, J., 2010). The
impetus for this case was the strategic planning of then new UA President Robert Witt
whose vision was to grow UA from 20,000 students in 2003 to 28,000 student by 2013
(Hutt, et. al, 2013). Witt’s strategy enabled UA to “kill two birds with one stone” by
simultaneously recruiting more students and increasing the average ACT test score. As a
result, UA’s growth has been twice the national average (Hutt, et. al). This was
accomplished through the effective use of UA’s enrollment management office and buyin from several other offices across campus (Hutt, et. al). This buy-in from other UA
offices illustrates Clark’s (2004) theory that institutional will and steady infrastructure are
needed for successful execution of increasing student enrollment. Other contributing
factors include the expansion of UA’s Honors College and emphasizing Residential Life
and Campus Grounds initiatives (Hutt, et. al). Through interviewing participants I was
able to better determine if this buy-in was mandated and involuntary or if there was
genuine enthusiasm from UA staff regarding Witt’s strategic plan to grow UA’s student
population. The answer was both. The findings reveal that several participants noted the
positives of this strategic plan. However, certain participants, such as Pat and Tommy,
used terms such as “all hands on deck” and “deadwood” when describing attitudes and
personnel.
Division of the Literature
Like many dissertations, a review of the literature concerning this topic is both
warranted and beneficial before assembling an exploration of qualitative research of UA.
This study features three overarching topics of investigation. The first section relates to
the events, conditions, and initiatives that UA itself experienced and undertook to
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increase the undergraduate student population. The second section concerns the events,
conditions, and initiatives that transpired in the state of Alabama. The third and last
section views the events, conditions, and initiatives that occurred outside of the state of
Alabama, both domestic and international. The writing concludes with a brief statement
and reflection regarding the gap in the literature surrounding the dissertation topic.
Types of Literature
To begin, one must acknowledge that even with a gap in the literature specifically
about recent undergraduate student growth at UA that does not mean that this institution
is void of research specific to itself. Papers have been presented (Acker, Hughes &
Fendley, 2004), dissertations have been written (Banks, 2013), almanacs were recorded
by The Chronicle of Higher Education (2014), even UA itself conducted internal
strategic planning (Advancing the Flagship, n.d.). When current UA President Stuart Bell
was hired, some of his first comments to the community indicated the types of strategic
planning and thinking to be enacted or continued (Associated Press, 2015). Items such as
departmental newsletters and press releases can also hold “nuggets” of information that
can make significant contributions. Seminal works on higher education organizational
theory such as Clark (2004) and Bess and Dee (2012) are often standard for case studies
of this type. Thus a potpourri of varying types of literature was useful for this study.
Strategic Planning
Planning and vision when attempting to enact undergraduate student growth is
essential. The literature exhorts planners to implement change that is intelligent (Baer,
Duin & Ramaley, 2008), change that utilizes higher education synergy (Shapiro &
Nunez, 2001), and change that aligns campus master planning with the reason for [italics
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mine] the planning (Rudden, 2008). The literature also suggests that administrators learn
from the previous attempts of other colleges and universities (Cordeiro & Vaidya, 2002).
The literature also advises scholars and practitioners to set strategic directions using
success factor checklists (Bourne, B., Gatles, L. & Cofer, J., 2000) and to remain mindful
of the changes in teaching, research, and scholarship as a higher education institution
grows (Elton, 1992). Jensen and Winters (2012) recount UA’s planning process and their
campus housing master plan as a result of student growth worth documenting and
studying.
Organizational Change
Over time, higher education institutions will change, or be changed, by forces
both internal (an increase in the popularity of a major, for example) and external
(unfunded federal mandates). Clark’s (2004) theory for organizational change
improvement in higher education involves a university’s culture being led by a culture of
improvement and refinement rather than the status quo. He defines this as a “steady state
of change” (p.92). But the status quo is hard to let go of. As human beings, stability is
very comforting and many universities feature certain elements of revered traditions,
subcultures, and even campus infrastructure such as buildings. These stable elements can
easily form in a stakeholder’s mind to determine and describe what the essence of their
university is. This line of thought reminds us of Clark encountering critics who felt that
implementing his concepts would mean the loss of the institution’s soul. If one is
employed in higher education long enough, one will likely hear someone else say a
university cannot call itself a university without (insert the field, discipline, major,
infrastructure, etc. of your choice). Yet in 2020, dress codes, mandatory chapel
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attendance, gender-segregated dorms, and other rules and requirements of previous
generations have become parts of history rather than cherished traditions.
A second concept that is also relevant to this study is Clark’s description and
framework of “institutional will” (p.4). This concept aligns nicely when one views UA’s
success in growing the student body on such a massive scale. It is likely that this growth
was only possible because the upper echelon of institutional management had the will
and desire to expand their flagship university.
Yet at the same time we in higher education are likely to resist organizational
change (Berquist & Pawlak, 2008). Guy Bailey’s brief 58-day tenure as UA President in
2012 featured a management model that was very different from previous administrators:
a chief of staff and a special assistant that were given the power to speak for Bailey to
vice presidents and deans (Dean, 2013). One UA administrator stated that other
administrators on campus resented the fact that they no longer had direct access to the
President (Dean). Successful higher education organizational change is hard work and
often warrants study when it occurs. Reading literature on organizational change has
increased my appreciation of the efforts necessary to begin and carry on UA’s sustained
undergraduate student growth year after year.
Athletic Success
The influence of UA’s athletic program success in creating national exposure
cannot be avoided in most broad studies of the university. Popular newspapers and
magazines not normally focused on southeastern higher education athletics publish
articles detailing what has transpired in Tuscaloosa (Novy-Williams, 2017; Riper, 2013).
This has lead to literature focusing on how UA’s commitment to intercollegiate athletics
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has not only significantly escalated (Bouchet, 2011; Novy-Williams) but that it has even
influenced student recreation culture in general (DeBruin, 2011). Under the positionality
heading in the next chapter, I cite multiple sports where UA’s athletic success has
resulted in numerous national championships.
Institutional Aspirations
Many institutions aspire to improve the perception of their branding, their
campus, even their campus culture. The case can be made that an “improved” institution,
in one way or another, begets more attention, more resources, and more revenue. To do
so, lofty mission statements are composed, expressing the idea their university aspires to
produce and deliver “the highest-quality instruction, distinguished…research, and
comprehensive service to the community” (Fethke & Policano, 2012, p.34). Fethke and
Policano caution that aspirations and mission statements should reflect “both reality and
budget constraints.” Otherwise, higher education strategic planning devolves into a wish
list (Fethke & Policano).
What made UA an interesting university to research is that UA was able to realize
their aspirational goal of growing their student body population while not having to
jettison their academic standards and enroll students who would have not been accepted
into UA in years past. To the contrary, the academic performance of UA undergraduate
students improved.
Emphasis on Academic Improvement
Hoping to better UA’s academic reputation, the administration undertook multiple
strategies. Three university-wide honors programs were established, the University
Honors program, The International Honors Program, and the Computers-Based Honors
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Program (Halli, 2005). The honor society Phi Kappa Phi also returned to the campus (UA
Welcomes Return of Phi Kappa Phi Honor Society, 2008). Emphasis was also placed on
recruiting high-achieving students with generous full-tuition scholarships resulting in UA
spending over $100 million dollars in merit aid (a decade ago the number was $8.3
million) (Pappano). This translates into students like Brianna Zavilowitz, from Staten
Island, New York, who decided to attend UA rather than The University of California,
Berkley, and to not even interview at Columbia University (Pappano). Thus, the literature
seems to indicate that academic initiatives such as honors programs and scholarships for
high achieving students have helped contribute not only to the quantity of students who
select UA but also the quality as well.
Greek Organizations and Social Media at UA
Other than the enormous Bryant-Denny football stadium, one of the first tableaus
visitors see when they approach the campus are the impressive fraternity and sorority
mansions that surround UA’s campus. Rather than threaded in as a part of an institution
of higher education, Greek life and culture at UA are connected to the university like
sinews to bones. Online social media allows for immediate dissemination of Greek
activities to the world leading to embarrassing situations for colleges and universities
(Thompson, 2015). Oguntoyinbo (2013) writes that struggles of equality continue to
persist at UA. Efforts, however, have been undertaken to change the stereotypical notions
of segregated Greek organizations (Sandoval, 2016) and to center diversity at UA by the
creation of a Chief Diversity Officer position and the hiring of G. Christine Taylor
(University of Alabama News Center, 2017). I myself can attest to these efforts as I have
been a faculty advisor to a fraternity that is making methodical, productive, strides in
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good faith at diversifying the body of the organization rather than superficial “windowdressing” (e.g. This fraternity elected a person of color as their president in 2017).
And as the wants, needs, dreams, and desires of undergraduate students in higher
education are considered, student satisfaction comes into play. Student satisfaction in
higher education affects not only retention but also persistence. Meta-analytic studies
such as the one by Santini, Ladeira, Sampaio, and da Silva Costa (2017) help to round out
this literature review by focusing on student selection and student satisfaction.
The State of the State of Alabama in relation to UA
This next portion of the pertinent literature concerns the events, conditions, and
initiatives occurring in the state of Alabama itself in relation to UA. No college or
university in the United States operates in a vacuum. Outside forces constantly change
and recalibrate the institution both positively and negatively. For example, UA’s positive
revenue streams commanded national attention in 2015 (Drape, 2015). Yet in 2016, state
funding comprised only 12.5% of UA’s budget (Pappano). That same year, Dr. Witt, who
was now UA System Chancellor, a position where he managed not only The University
of Alabama, but also The University of Alabama at Birmingham, and The University of
Alabama in Huntsville (“Chancellor”, n.d.). Witt and UA administrators found
themselves forced to defend the naming of a building after United States Senator Richard
Shelby after Shelby secured federal funding for UA (Koplowitz, 2016). As recently as
2017, higher education accreditors have criticized UA’s governance (Seltzer, 2017).
Another issue impacting higher education in Alabama concerns state population.
In relation to many other states, the state of Alabama’s population growth has been
anemic at best, especially in comparison to Florida, Georgia, and Tennessee (Sharp,
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2017). Governor Kay Ivey has warned residents that Alabama may lose a congressional
seat as a result of the 2020 census (Sharp). In light of this, it is likely that for UA to admit
more students residing in Alabama academic standards and requirements would have to
be lowered. Instead of lowering the standards for admission, UA administrators and
stakeholders looked outside the state of Alabama for more students. UA is certainly not
the only public universities to aspire to recruit more out-of-state-students (Anderson, N.
& Douglas-Gabriel, D., 2016; Anderson, 2018; Saul, 2016). Fortunately, UA, and other
public higher education institutions in Alabama, are not required to admit a certain
percentage of in-state students, such as the case in North Carolina ([Redacted, high
ranking UA executive], personal communication, June 28, 2017). For UA to grow both in
academics and student population, the deliberate and through recruiting of students from
outside Alabama was required (Pappano; Anderson, 2015). The efforts have been
successful (UA enrollment tops 36,000, 2014; UA enrollment tops 37,000, 2015). At the
same time, UA’s growth required careful and constant management to ensure
effectiveness (Enoch, 2015). UA has also sought legal remedy to protect their valuable
athletic brand from outside commercial interests (Grady, 2005). As UA has grown, it
stands to reason that the brand has grown in value as well. UA’s main campus bookstore
resembles a large department store selling UA-branded luxury handbags by Dooney &
Burke and Kate Spade umbrellas as one walks through the store.
Events, Conditions, and Initiatives Occurring Outside the State of Alabama
The third and last section of this literature review chapter touches on the events,
conditions, and initiatives occurring outside the state of Alabama during the period of
time under review. Of course, reaching a saturation point of information concerning
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outside occurrences that directly or indirectly influenced or affected UA are virtually
infinite. One positive outside force was “cost of living”, also known as “cost of doing
business” in Alabama in comparison to other states. One hundred dollars goes much
farther in the state of Alabama (Choksi, 2015; Ingraham, 2016). Thus it stands to assume
that UA, as a flagship public university, was able to create a more attractive value to
students and parents i.e. “more bang for your buck.” Costs, prices, and other financial
issues in higher education continue to generate scholarly interest (Cunningham &
Merisotis, 2002). Differences in affordability before and after growth should also be
noted. Thus a diagnosis of the affordability of UA from The University of Pennsylvania’s
Institute for Research on Higher Education (2016) is included in this review. Literature
has also recently profiled UA’s ability to reduce costs and increase learning through
technology (Witkowsky, 2008).
Besides money, other outside changes can, and will, impact universities. Six years
ago Fischer (2014) reported that international students continue to make up a larger and
larger percentage of students on campuses in the United States. Three years later Fischer
(2017) found that international-student interest in attending school had waned, even
before the Trump Administration travel ban. Ironically, even with a large expansion in
undergraduate student population, the percentage of international students studying at UA
is low, comprising approximately three percent of the student body (Demographics, n.d.).
Domestic populations of states are constantly in flux as well (Hoover, E. & Supiano, B.,
2016). Catastrophes events, such as Hurricane Katrina, can quickly change the population
of a college or university and may take years to regress to the mean.
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Literature Concerning Revenue
At the beginning of the first chapter, the question was asked as to why institutions
of higher education grow. Answering a second similar question will also be instructive to
this study, namely, how do institutions generate revenue? The answers are myriad:
admission application fees, parking passes, tickets for athletic events, meal plans, etc. In
fact, many institutions in the United States generate revenue from various “mandatory”
fees that are charged to the student (Barr & McClellan, 2011, p.32). Common examples
of these mandatory fees include student activity fees, health service fees, technology fees,
recreation fees, and facility use fees (Barr & McClellan). Fees can also be categorized
into two types: fees for services rendered or one-time fees (Barr & McClellan).
One of UA’s most unique types of student fee is associated with the UA-ACTS
program, an acronym for The University of Alabama, ASD College Transition and
Support Program (UA-ACTS). This program, operated through UA’s Autism Spectrum
Disorders Clinic, offers thrice-weekly meetings with a therapist-mentor as well academic,
social skill, and daily-living services that are customized for UA undergraduate students
with high-functioning autism or Asperger’s syndrome (College & Transition Support
Program, n.d.). If a UA student affiliated with the UA-ACTS program enrolls in the
spring and fall semester as well as both summer sessions they will be charged programs
fees totaling $9,400 (Program Fees, n.d.).
Perhaps unsurprisingly, efforts to generate revenue have caused universities to be
accused of being “greedy, fiscally irresponsible, or both” (Astin, 2016, p.128). Astin
contends that this belief is often cited when a university’s percent increase in tuition is
compared with the Consumer Price Index. Universities walk a tight rope concerning
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revenue generation: Faculty and staff often expect raises, yet students, their parents, and
their state representatives revile tuition increases. If one concludes that necessity is the
mother of invention then new forms of revenue will be constructed and quickly imitated
and adapted by likeminded institutions. For example, Barr and McClellan (2011) believe
that creating and increasing institutional endowments will likely play a larger role at
public colleges and universities as financial support from states lessens.
Gap in the Literature
As an instructor in the Department of English at UA since 2007, I have been both
participant and observer of the unprecedented growth of the undergraduate population on
campus. This increase has resulted in The University of Alabama being able to
effectively recruit nationwide for students from such dissimilar places as San Francisco,
Chicago, and New York City, among others. Regarding all dissertations, a legitimate
question will be asked; where is the gap in the literature that justifies this study? In the
case of this research study’s topic, UA’s growth has garnered the attention of large
popular publications such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. The gap in
the literature is why. Why were UA administrators, faculty, staff, and stakeholders able to
grow the university’s undergraduate student population successfully, even as the state of
Alabama’s population barely grew at the same time? American colleges and universities
are in a competitive marketplace for students and the dollars they bring with them. Likely
other college administrators have been viewing UA with similar aspirational goals. Thus
there was a need for an investigation to determine why and how the student enrollment
goals in this strategic plan were accomplished. Therefore the purpose of this study was to
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better understand what led to the unique growth of undergraduate students through
qualitative methods, specifically personal interviews of UA staff.
The ability to learn why will allow the reader to learn how growth at UA was
started, sustained, and properly managed and how this growth touched the lives of those
interviewed. Learning who benefited most, and least, from the growing of the
undergraduate population will also be of utility. Competing, and even in some cases
opposing, data and findings developed as a result but this is only natural when there is a
significant space in the literature.
Space does not permit a study of this size to include students (current, former,
transfer, and graduated). Faculty, whether current, former, or retired, will not be used as
well. Persons belonging to these people groups have their own distinctive characteristics.
Even if space allowed, including these groups could quickly cause a study to become
unmanageable and cumbersome. The framework of this study required a very narrow
participant group, specifically UA staff still affiliated with the university as employees to
comprise the interview participant group. Their lived experiences, and putting those
experiences into their own words, have helped contribute to higher education studies and
reduce the gap in higher education literature.
Supplemental Literature Regarding Theoretical Framework
In addition to his 2004 text on sustaining change mentioned in the earlier section
on organizational change, an earlier book by Clark on academic organization added to the
framework. Here he writes that while change agents in higher education face numerous
obstacles “academic enterprises and systems can find themselves surprisingly adaptive”
(1983, p.184). Older and more fully formed institutions have already undergone
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numerous kinds of changes on both large (creating new department such as cyber
security) and small (mimeographs to photocopiers) scales. Clark believes that these older
institutions may actually be better at evolving than newer institutions. Indeed, UA has
thrived while supposedly forward-thinking and nimble for-profits Brown-Mackie College
and Virginia College no longer exist in Alabama (Underwood, 2016; Thornton, 2018).
Summary
This chapter has been written to explain the various literature surrounding the
subject of this research study. Both scholarly and popular sources were used to
demonstrate not only the importance and relevance of UA’s student growth but also the
continual chronological immediacy of this topic. Though some of these sources have
already analyzed and studied UA’s student enrollment growth, further and deeper study
of this topic would not be superfluous, especially in light of the fact that administrators,
trustees, faculty, and students were not involved in this study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
This chapter will describe the methodology that was employed for this research
study. The purpose of this project was to develop a case study of the rapid undergraduate
student enrollment growth at one public flagship university in the American South, The
University of Alabama (UA), from 2006 to 2015 with the caveat that data from outside
this time was used to provide context. The narrowing of research participants further
restricted the scope of this project. Only non-executive, full-time staff who are currently
employed with the University participated in this study. Current UA students, faculty and
higher education administrators were not within the scope of the study. This project
centered around learning from personal interviews how the participants process, describe,
and explain how UA was able to significantly increase the undergraduate student
population during the timeframe of the study.
This chapter features the following elements of this research study:
methodological approach, philosophical assumptions, research approach, research design,
positionality, setting and environment, participants, a pilot study, data collection
procedures, insider/outsider status, and data analysis procedures. The trustworthiness
criteria and the delimitations of the study will round out the end of the chapter along with
a brief closing summary. Like a “connect-the-dots” puzzle these separate sections of the
chapter connect together to create a mosaic that will illustrate the methodology I used for
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this study. Profiles of the participants comprise the fourth chapter. The fifth chapter will
reveal the findings. The sixth and final chapter will feature discussion of the findings, the
implications of the findings, and recommendations for practitioners and future
scholarship. Brief personal reflections will conclude this study. In so doing, this study
will reduce the gap in the literature concerning the study of how higher education staff
(below the title of vice president or dean) explain, rationalize, and opine on significant
undergraduate population growth at public flagship universities in the American South
and in the United States in general.
Methodological Approach
By interviewing key staff at the university I was given information that will bring
insight and answers to my research questions. Creswell (2012) admonishes his readers to
consider their own backgrounds and interests before beginning. Savin-Baden and Major
(2013) rightfully suggest that as researchers conduct their work they should be cognizant
of their values, life experiences, and self-identity (age, gender, race, class, etc.). In doing
so, researchers will be able to recognize how their own personal experiences and stances
on issues relate and influence directly, and indirectly, their research (Savin-Baden &
Major). During my time here at UA as an instructor, I have borne witness to this increase
in student growth, both the benefits and the costs. One cannot escape one’s own biases
and experiences, but I was interested in learning about the perspectives of what I have
termed “middle tier” staff. These individuals were carefully selected because, like myself,
they have also witnessed firsthand the results of UA’s strategic planning. Due to their
non-executive positions at UA, these persons were on the “frontlines” of a campaign
determined to recruit for, and grow, a public flagship university faced with both
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advantages and challenges. Like Guardia (2006) I desired to learn from listening to the
unique experiences of the participants. And a person’s unique past experiences will
determine in part how that person perceives something (Stake, 1995).
While a quantitative study of this topic would not necessarily be inappropriate, I
was convinced that a qualitative study would result in an endeavor richer in description as
a result of participant interviews. White (2016) describes qualitative studies as being
especially insightful when studying the experiences and perspectives of those employed
in academia who have taken part in institutional change. Creswell and Creswell (2018)
put forth that a researcher’s previous training and experience influences the researcher’s
choice of methodical approach. Because I have a terminal degree in creative writing I
was quite comfortable in designing and composing larger narrative works. Creswell and
Creswell submit that a qualitative design suits “individuals who enjoy writing in a literary
way” (p.20). And like a novelist, I saw myself, as the researcher, being the “key
instrument” of this research study (p.181). Thus my skillset naturally gravitates towards a
qualitative methodology. The crux of this qualitative study is that it will inform readers
regarding the topic of undergraduate student growth with the additional narrowing of
parameters by concentrating on non-executive university staff perspective. The
publication of this study will, optimally, result in reducing the gap in the literature and
will aid future scholarship on the topic of undergraduate student populations at public
flagship universities.
There are five generally accepted qualitative research approaches of inquiry:
narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, ethnographic, and case study (Creswell,
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2012). For the purposes of this project, I selected the case study approach with further
explanation to be described under the research approach section of this chapter.
Philosophical Assumptions
I began my career teaching at UA in my late twenties in the fall of 2007. While
continuing to teach, I started the composition of this proposal in my early forties in the
fall of 2018. Few would argue that the events that occurred on UA’s campus between
these two points in time formed a great deal of my current philosophy regarding higher
education. Regardless of the degree of self-awareness that we have, our beliefs and
opinions influence both our research and research interests. One’s philosophy, philosophy
of research, and corresponding framework are tied closely (Creswell). To that end, I
submit that higher education faculty conducting higher education research need to remain
especially vigilant regarding their assumptions. A very sensitive form of self-awareness is
warranted because we, as higher education scholars, have “skin in the game” in our
research. We are not scientists in white coats studying lab rats. Rather, to use UA’s
mascot, we are elephants studying other elephants alongside each other on the grassy
plain we all share. I committed to remain conscious of my insider/outsider status at UA as
both full-time student and full-time faculty and this status will be elaborated upon further
in this chapter.
The specific philosophical assumption appropriate for this study was the
epistemological assumption. This assumption means that researchers “try to get as close
as possible to the participants being studied” (Creswell, p.20). The subjective views of
the participants, such as quotes, are then used to construct evidence with special emphasis
on researchers being in the “field” where the participants work and live (Creswell). The
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field, in this case, was The University of Alabama. By being both a member of the UA
faculty and a UA student I was a multifaceted insider and I was as close as a researcher
may be in regards to being in the field.
Another component often involved in research concerns the investigator’s
philosophical worldview. Four views that are commonly held are postpositivism (a
deterministic philosophy), constructivism (gaining understanding through multiple
perspectives), pragmatism (a philosophy centered around situations, actions, and
consequences) and transformative (advocating through research) (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). For the purposes of this study, a philosophical orientation that threads
constructivism with pragmatism best describes my viewpoint towards this topic. Creswell
and Creswell state that persons who try to make sense of the place in which they work (in
my case, The University of Alabama) can be defined as social constructionists. However,
Creswell and Creswell also define a pragmatic worldview in research as one revolving
around the solving of a problem while remaining mindful that research does not happen
in a vacuum but instead occurs with the contexts of social, economic, political, and other
cultural characteristics. Learning the answers to my research questions may not be
exactly the same as solving a problem but it was my aim that the results of my
investigation will be helpful to the reader for future research and the development of best
practices for institutional undergraduate growth.
I will close this section on philosophical assumptions by stating that one must not
assume that a university’s growth was only “good” in the sense that only positives
resulted from UA growing not only in student quality but also so quickly and so
dramatically. The positives of more revenue and more prestige are obvious. It is likely
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that few scholars would refute that phrase that great changes at a university are not
without consequences. Clichéd terms like “growing pains” or “sacrificial lambs” come
readily to mind. Within UA’s Department of English of where I work and teach, the
hiring of “instructors”, full-time faculty who teach double the load (four classes a
semester as opposed to the typical two) on a contract or contingent basis with no
opportunity to advance or be promoted, became normalized to compensate for this
growth. At the time of this writing, there were more than double the number of
instructors (86) than there were of tenured and tenure-track professors (42) (Faculty and
Staff Directory, n.d.) Even with the increased revenue, tenured and tenure-track hires
became the exception rather than the rule.
Research Approach
The qualitative research approach I used for this project was the case study
approach. This approach is used in numerous fields by researchers who aim to develop
deeper analysis of an event, process, program, or person(s) (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Savin-Baden and Major (2013) state that scholars are divided over the precise definition
of what a case study is though the authors offer that a case study is “the final product or
narrative in a qualitative study” (p.152). Other researchers may use the term “case study”
to simply mean what they want to specifically study (Savin-Baden & Major). Creswell
(2012) describes the case study approach as one in which “the investigator explores a
real-life, contemporary…case…over time” using multiple kinds of information such as
documents, reports, and personal interviews (p.97).
There are multiple types of cases studies, the instrumental case study (dealing
with a larger problem or issue across a field or disciple), the collective case study
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(multiple examples are studied), and the intrinsic case study (one unique example is
studied) (Creswell, 2012). The intrinsic case study approach fit the project best because
UA was the only university studied in-depth and it was a “unique case, a case that has
unusual interest in and of itself and needs to be described and detailed” (p.98). Intrinsic
case studies occur when the requirements of a study revolve around a particular case
(Stake, 1995). They aim to learn about what the subject is (the University of Alabama)
and how it works (Stake). With intrinsic case studies, the study of contexts in relation to
the subject needs to be prioritized (Stake).
A second, and auxiliary, term to characterize this case study is to describe it as a
bounded case study. Savin-Baden & Major (2013) define bounded case studies as those
that are “narrow in scope…[with] a finite number of people who might be interviewed”
(p.154). And, indeed, the scope of this study was narrow, focusing on one public flagship
institution and consisting of 10 persons, non-executive university staff still affiliated with
UA, to interview. A reader may feel that by assigning a second, auxiliary, approach I
invite unnecessary tension in constructing this study. However, by so doing, I believe I
presented a more honest design concept that “custom fit” my research endeavors.
Research Design
Now that the type(s) of case study has been described, I will lay out the type of
research design used for this study. Yin (2018) offers four types of case study research
design: holistic single-case design, holistic multiple-case design, embedded single-case
design, and embedded multiple-case design. While single-case and multiple-case research
design can be described and defined rather obviously, Yin’s other terms require more
inspection. He defines holistic as a single unit of analysis and embedded as multiple units

42

of analysis. Understandably, terms single case and single unit of analysis may seem
confusing, as they appear similar. To clarify, Yin uses the example of a hospital as a
holistic single-case while an embedded single-case might entail a “single public program
that…involves large numbers of funded projects—which would be the embedded
subunits” (p.51).
Employing the analogy of a single scientific experiment, Yin states, “many of the
same conditions that justify choosing a single experiment also can justify a single-case
study” (p.49). There are five single-case rationales he lists as being workable in a singlecase research design:
•

Common rationale: the conditions and contexts of everyday occurrences

•

Critical rationale: it is critical to a theory or proposition

•

Longitudinal rationale: Applying multiple points in time to study one case.

•

Revelatory rationale: one is able to study a phenomenon that was
previously blocked to inquiry from social scientists

•

Unusual: a study that is worthy due to both uniqueness and opportunity.

As a result of applying Yin’s research design to my own research project I
envisioned a research design that was a holistic single-case with an unusual rationale. The
University of Alabama was the only institution that was directly studied and it was
studied in a holistic manner rather than via the numerous subunits that inhabit many large
universities. The growth of UA’s undergraduate population from 2006 to 2015 was so
unique that the national popular press published multiple articles about this growth. A
second reason to use the unusual rationale is that a member of the institution’s faculty
conducted this study. While that may not be unique in of and of itself, one assumes that
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scholars who conduct research for Education, Political Science, Management Science,
History, or American Studies departments are more typical candidates to conduct study
on their own institutions rather than a person from an English department.
Positionality
Webb (2016) believes that researchers begin their topic of inquiry with personal
interests, values, and biases. He also states that these biases may change as the research is
underway. Savin-Baden and Major (2013) specifically note that qualitative researchers
are becoming more conscious about their philosophical positions and worldviews and
how they relate to what they study. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, I found myself suddenly
aware of my own personal bias when conducting a pilot study of five interviews; I
learned that the one UA employee without a college degree had the most enlightening
information.
Positionality sections are useful for both researcher and reader. Here the
researcher confesses to personal interests, biases, even prejudices. This section assists
readers by informing them of a way in which to assess the research and the findings of
the research (Webb). As earlier stated in my introduction in chapter 1, I have taught
fulltime at UA in the Department of English for the past 12 years. Beginning in July of
2016, I began the Executive EdD program in Higher Education Administration in UA’s
College of Education. My background experiences both in and out of the classroom led
me to become interested in UA’s undergraduate growth and determining the causes of
this growth. It was my view that both internal and external factors contributed to the
increase in undergraduate enrollment, year after year, for several years in a row.
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One illuminating example that I briefly alluded to in the first chapter involves
both internal and external factors that concerns the lower “cost of doing business” in
Alabama in comparison to other states. A 2014 Washington Post article notes that a
hundred dollars in Alabama is worth $113.51 while in states like California and New
York it is much lower, $88.57 and $86.66 respectively (Chokshi). I am also of the
opinion that the success of UA’s athletic programs gave the university wide exposure,
giving the institution publicity in national publications that do not regularly focus on
higher education. Consider the 2013 Forbes cover story “The Magic of Nick Saban:
Everyone Wants To Go To Alabama” (Van Riper). This success is not limited only to
UA’s football tradition. UA’s gymnastic team won back-to-back national championships
in 2011 and 2012 (Second In A Row, 2012). UA’s softball team won their first national
championship in 2012 (National Champions, 2012). In 2013, the men’s golf team won
their first national title as well (Golf Title, 2013). UA’s women’s doubles tennis team
won back-to-back national championships in 2014 and 2015 (Doubles Titles, 2015).
UA’s adapted sports have also earned acclaim and prestige. The men’s and the women’s
wheelchair basketball teams have won a combined nine national titles (Hopf, 2019).
Besides athletics, a second subculture is also thoroughly threaded throughout UA:
a ubiquitous Greek system. To those contemplating researching student choosing to
attend The University of Alabama, one cannot emphasize enough the appeal of the Greek
System with its rows of mansions on wide-eyed teenage visitors. This system is a central
revenue stream to the university with 81 cents of every alumni dollar contributed to UA
coming from Greek Alumni (“Riley”, personal communication, May 1st, 2018). As
higher education tuition continues to increase across the United States, UA has doled out

45

generous merit-based scholarships to high-achieving students from outside Alabama.
This was likely an attempt to normalize Chicago high school students, for example, to
consider applying to UA (Rhodes, 2018).
I have alluded to my own positionality regarding UA but I must acknowledge the
positionality of others involved in this study, the research participants. Though agreeable
to an interview, they may have been reluctant to disclose information detrimental to
themselves, administrators, or their department and/or office. Furthermore participants
may also weaponize their responses, supply misleading information, or “settle scores”
anonymously. However, many researchers and students of higher education scholarship
are not naïve to these possibilities and these regretful actions could happen in many
research studies that feature personal interviews of university staff, faculty, and
administrators. I did my upmost to sift through all the data I acquired and cull all
weaponized data from data that has been constructed or contributed in good faith. With
that sentiment in mind, I submit in good faith that I did not encounter any conscious
weaponization or score-settling as I read, reread, and coded the data.
Setting and Environment
The setting for this project was the campus of The University of Alabama, which
is located in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. The university campus comprises an area of 1,026
acres (UA Brief Profile, 2017). The authority to run the institution is given to a Board of
Trustees that is self-perpetuated (UA Brief Profile, 2017). The nominees to this board are
elected from current board members, pending confirmation by the Alabama State Senate
(UA Brief Profile, 2017).

46

Like UA itself, the city of Tuscaloosa has grown rapidly as well, growing 11% in
2010, when the last census was conducted (Tuscaloosa, n.d.). Using 2013 estimates, the
Tuscaloosa metropolitan area has a population of approximately 235,628 residents (UA
Brief Profile, 2017). This is impressive, and encouraging, considering that an F-4 tornado
struck the Tuscaloosa on April 27, 2011, injuring 1,500 people and killing 65.
(Tuscaloosa-Birmingham Tornado, n.d.)
As a flagship institution with aspirations of improving academic standing UA
features as many master’s degree programs (78) as it does undergraduate degree
programs (UA Brief Profile, 2017). The University also features a substantial number of
doctoral programs as well, with 57 different programs of study (UA Brief Profile, 2017).
For the academic year of 2017-2018, 1,435 UA full-time faculty taught 38,563 students, a
year in which I was both faculty and student (UA Brief Profile, 2017).
It behooves researchers to be aware of the consequences of their choices when
developing the research design for a dissertation-length study. If researchers come to a
decision arbitrarily or through convenience, they will not be able to justify the validity of
their decision when questioned. Knowing why I chose to disambiguate the identity of the
institution is essential. Savin-Baden and Major (2013) refer to these times of decisionmaking as “choice moments” that “set a course of action” in the mapping out of a
research-based study (p.36).
Indeed, the choice to not disguise UA has purpose. Readers will benefit knowing
the institutional culture and location of the study. Those interested in higher education
studies will be extract much less helpful data if the university is describe as a “flagship
public university in the American South.” There is a need to acknowledge that both
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higher education practitioners and researchers are mindful of the significant differences
between cities and towns that are home to public flagship universities in the American
South. I invite readers to compare and consider the contrasts that come to mind when one
views the “college town” of Baton Rouge, Louisiana with a 2018 estimate of 221,599
residents (Baton Rouge, n.d.) and how one views the “college town” of Oxford,
Mississippi with a 2018 estimate of 24,528 residents (Oxford, n.d.).
Participants
This section will describe and explain those persons who will compose the study.
A diversity of perspectives is almost paramount when gathering and sifting data. Thus, it
was important to seek those on UA’s campus with differing experiences at differing
levels of authority and responsibility (which is described in the next chapter). One’s view
of a campus is different at ground level versus 25,000 feet.
Creswell (2012) points out that qualitative research is best accomplished when the
participants’ voices are heard, the researchers are flexible regarding the results of the
data, and that the design adds to the literature of the topic or subject. The kind of
sampling that will be utilized for this project is known as purposeful sampling.
Purposeful sampling occurs when qualitative researchers select individual participants
based on what information they can share to help answer the research questions and the
research problem (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
The 10 staff participants that were interviewed came from 9 different UA
departments, offices, and programs. I contacted 25 individuals via email requesting their
participation in the study. Of these 25 individuals, 11 did not respond, one politely
declined, and 13 agreed to be interviewed. Of the 13, 10 followed up through
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corresponding email and scheduled a time to meet and be interviewed. In preparation, I
refined this list of persons to contact down to with “middle-tier” roles (assistant dean,
director, advisor, coordinator, etc.). There were several factors that went into the
selection process. Those with middle management at UA were chosen because of their
unique viewpoints and because they may be overlooked because of their non-executive
roles. However, I surmised that these individuals held much more information and
spheres of influence than their job title belies. This was especially the case when I
interviewed Pat and Riley. Because of my insider status at UA I knew that certain
individuals might be sources of valuable (and likely, sensitive) information because of
their previous role(s) they had that were changed significantly as a result of enrollment
growth.
Whether a researcher chooses faculty, students, staff, or a mixture of all three as a
participant group to interview, there are advantages and disadvantages for each choice.
Generally speaking, the hours that UA campus staff generally work are, roughly, eight in
the morning to five in the afternoon, though there are always exceptions. The times that
faculty and students are on campus often vary and are usually more atypical than standard
office hours.
By interviewing a vocationally diverse group of people for this project from the
numerous divisions (nine, in this case) of UA brought a unique gathering of knowledge
of the events, choices, and consequences related to student growth on a college campus.
By diversifying my vocational groupings of my participants (as opposed to only
interviewing department chairs or only interviewing administrative assistants) I
developed a more purposeful sample by increasing the variety (Stoke, 2005). Creswell
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(2012) admits to choosing “maximum variation” as a strategy of sampling and by doing
so allows multiple perspectives to abound in the case study. Current faculty, students,
administrators, and executives were not a part of this study. However, five of the
participants interviewed for this study (Abigail, Riley, Frank, Tommy, and Joy) are both
UA staff employees and graduates of UA. Four of the participants (Abigail, Gary, Riley,
and Tommy) have taught at least one class at UA but these four staffers have never been
tenured professors in the traditional sense.
The individuals interviewed were contacted through email. In the email the study
was explained and a request was made to conduct an interview with the individual. The
email script for the interview request is found in Appendix section B. A demographic
questionnaire was attached to this email as well and is found in Appendix section C. The
email script and questionnaire were submitted to UA’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)
during the summer of 2019. These items were both approved the same summer.
Next I wish to discuss the issue of access in regards to this study. Access was
especially relevant as I was studying the institution where I am both employed and a
student. Fortunately, my years of being on campus as an instructor has led to me to meet
and develop working relationships with a high number of UA faculty, staff, and
administrators. Thus I was able to develop a list of numerous individuals who could
potentially contribute to this research project. Gatekeepers reside on every campus but I
did not anticipate there being an administrative or political pushback on conducting my
research and there was none. I am of the opinion that the “gates” have already been lifted.
To simply enroll in UA’s Executive EdD program in Higher Education Administration
required the approval from the Chair of the Department of English, the Dean of the
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College of Arts and Sciences, the Dean of the College of Education, the Dean of the
Graduate School, and the Provost.
Participant Sampling
Webb (2016) helpfully suggests dedicating a section that mentions the concepts of
sampling application, sampling approaches, and sampling theory. Obviously, theories
abound for best practices regarding the type of dissertation being constructed.
Quantitative sampling, generally, employs a sampling that is random while qualitative
sampling, again generally, uses sampling that is more targeted (Webb). One must
cautious and cognizant of the subjectivity of determining what is a saturated amount of
data for a study project that is the size and scope of a dissertation. There is no “magic
number” of hours of interviews or number of interviewees (Webb, p.102). Sampling can
change during the execution of the study resulting in the need of flexibility on the part of
the researcher (Creswell, 2012).
A second strategy concerning sampling involves a three-pronged approach. This
strategy occurs when researchers sample at the participant level, at the event/process
level, and at the site level (Creswell, 2012). In my case, all three were threaded together
as I will conduct onsite interviews with UA staff. Secondly, the participants were
involved, either directly or indirectly, in the process of UA’s undergraduate growth.
Finally, all 10 participants, to varying degrees, took part in UA’s strategic plan and the
expansion of the institution.
Pilot Study
The term pilot study may be defined as a trial run of a larger research study
(Calabrese, 2006). The advantages of a pilot study for qualitative research are that one is
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able to realign author bias and positionality. Pilot studies allow researchers the ability to
rephrase, add, or subtract questions from a dissertation-designed interview protocol.
Furthermore, a pilot study provides an opportunity to learn if the interview protocol is of
appropriate length; otherwise a researcher may encounter and experience participant
fatigue as the study is implemented (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
In July of 2018, I conducted a student assessment project for an assignment in an
Assessment and Evaluation class as part of my doctoral program at UA. This project
allowed me to build an ad-hoc pilot study using the qualitative methodology of in-person
interviews and then composing a brief summary of my findings. The theme of this
assignment was learning about UA staff and faculty reflections, insights and perspectives
regarding UA’s undergraduate student growth. Changes in campus infrastructure and
campus culture were also discussed. The five persons selected were chosen because they
had all been employed by UA for at least ten years. Selections from the interview
protocol (that I used for this study’s protocol) included:
•

What was UA like when you first arrived compared to how UA is now?

•

Why was UA successful in recruiting students to attend school here?

•

What were the positives and negatives of UA’s student population
growth?

•

Why would undergraduate students want to attend UA?

•

Could another institution duplicate what UA has done in growing a
campus or is this a case of the “stars and planets” aligning?

The results of this pilot study demonstrated to me the need, practicality, utility, and
feasibility of this study and the topic of this study. The pilot study also revealed my bias.
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Out of the five interviews I conducted, the most informative and enlightening responses
were from the only UA employee I interviewed who does not hold a college degree. An
additional benefit to conducting this pilot study was that I able to revise my interview
questions for this study. In comparison, this study’s interview questions were more clear,
direct, specialized, and less generic.
Data Collection Procedures
Calabrese (2007) suggests that a section be written that describes the plan for
collecting data. Webb (2016) recommends creating a section on data that helps the reader
learn about the importance of each form of data being used and how specifically relates
to the topic and study being discussed. Explaining the value of each form of data and how
it relates to the study helps expedite the reader’s comprehension of complicated topics
revolving around U.S. higher education.
Because this was a qualitative study I interviewed people to discuss their
knowledge, opinions, and perspectives regarding the focus of the study. Each person was
carefully chosen, either through personal connections or vocational knowledge. Other
data that was used include UA factbooks, tables, documents, webpages, and other
archived information. Factbooks provide official on-the-record data from the institution
itself. Items like literature and data maps, timelines, and tables provide clarity and
organization for the reader as well as helping the reader to “digest” complex concepts,
relationships, and numbers. The data collection also consisted of using institutional
documents, webpages, and other records of initiatives, strategic planning, and
communication between parties. Some higher education documents that were gathered
were of a sensitive or confidential nature but it is precisely because that these documents
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were of a sensitive or confidential nature that they contributed to this study. After the
interview was conducted, one participant gave me several pages of numeric data to assist
me in my study.
One example of data collection and procedures that was especially enlightening
was White’s (2016) description of using document analysis as a secondary method. This
supplementation allowed White to add to the information gleaned from the data as being
able to triangulate the information. Additionally White’s model was of great help in
demonstrating how to carefully and clearly describe data collection and procedures. As a
result, the data collection process went forth in an expedited, but through, manner.
Prior to beginning the collection of data I obtained permission to begin research
from UA’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). This permission is found in Appendix F. In
June of 2019, I also obtained permission to begin research from my dissertation chair,
Frankie Santos Laanan, as well as the rest of the members of my dissertation committee.
All appropriate research procedures were followed in this study, including permission to
conduct research about the institution (UA) from the institution. Participants in the study
either chose, or were given, pseudonyms. Their vocational relationship and specific job
title was also obscured.
Personal interviews were the primary method of data collection with secondary
methods being document analysis and journaling. Because these personal interviews were
the primary method of data collection I will briefly explain their format and calibration.
These interviews consisted of one-on-one personal interviews that were recorded digitally
on a smart phone. Part of the interview process involved a demographic questionnaire
was given to the participants where they had the option to fill out the form and return it
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via email or they could answer the questions in person (this questionnaire is found on
Appendix C). The process of using a demographic questionnaire allowed an expedited
process so that participants would not become weary from answering basic, yet
illuminating, information. For the most part, the participants were not accustomed to
being research participants or being interview thus I was mindful of not overwhelming
them with extended interrogations. Thus, I had planned the interviews to last
approximately 60 to 90 minutes in length if one included the demographic questionnaire.
Some participants were brief in their responses or stated that they could not speak to a
certain questions. Others were more loquacious in their responses; especially they gave
examples in the form of narratives. Of the 10 interviews, 8 were conducted in the
participant’s office. One interview was conducted in my office and one interview was
conducted in an unused computer lab on UA’s campus. Due to a processing disability, I
used the services of a third party company, rev.com, to transcribe the interviews.
For the purposes of data collection, the research questions themselves could not
be interview questions. Rather I developed questions for the participants that answered
the research questions without literally asking them the research questions. Clark’s
(2004) theory on higher education research also contributed to the development of the
interview protocol. Specifically his view that the “organic flow” of internal universities
workings is best understood by researching from “the bottom up” and “inside out” (p.2).
By using Clark’s theoretical framework, I developed multiple questions focusing on
background and the day-to-day workings of the office, department, or program where the
participants conduct their job duties.
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Creswell (2012) advises researchers to develop an interview protocol that features
several open-ended questions. The development of the questions to be asked were
calibrated to the background and/or skill set, specialty, knowledge, or expertise that the
interviewee will be able to add to the data collection. Thus I slightly rephrased questions
differently depending on the office or department where the UA staffer works.
Following Webb’s (2016) suggestion, I placed the interview protocol used for
each participant in an appendix (Appendix D). Other appropriate document materials
related to the study are placed in the appendices as well. A digital device was used to
record all interviews. The data, interview transcripts, and other materials for this study
will be destroyed one year after this study’s publication.
Besides personal interviews, document analysis and journaling are two of several
methods researchers employs for gathering empirical materials (Denzin and Lincoln,
2005). Like Guardia (2006), I believe that the researcher conducting the study should be
the individual who gathers the data should also be the one who best determines what data
fits the study, regardless of data collection method.
While terms to describe methods like document analysis and journaling appear
self-evident to the educated reader, I surmise that readers will find it helpful if I explain
how the contexts of qualitative research and data “color” these terms.
Document Analysis
Since I was be the researcher for this study, I will define, for the purposes of this
study, document analysis as interpreting and evaluating materials for their relevance and
utility to help construct this study. Yin (2018) lists several differing types of documents
such as emails, letters, calendars, agendas, announcements, progress reports, news
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articles, and proposals among others. One benefit of document analysis is that sources
can be compared and contrasted with each other (Yin). In doing so, a researcher is able to
determine if sources corroborate or contradict one another (Yin). Regardless of
determination, both can be instructive and enlightening for the researcher. A person may
be able to develop inferences as a result and in turn these inferences become “clues” that
can spur or further along a research investigation (Yin, p.115). Like Guardia (2006), the
participants in my study provided written material and made suggestions as to other
contacts from the UA community that might be of assistance to the study.
Journaling
I will define journaling to mean the writing out of the recollections of my own
insider experiences during UA’s undergraduate growth. (Here is one example: During my
first semester of teaching at UA in the fall of 2007, a student told me that he never came
to class when it rain. Contrast this attitude with a student informing me in the spring of
2018 that she turned down admittance to both Yale University and Brown University to
attend UA. I also followed Guardia’s journaling technique of note-taking my
“experiences in the field” as I progress towards the completion of my study (p.72). By
doing so, he was to better understand his own perceptions of a participant’s experience
and the context of the participant’s description of the experience. After an interview, I
write down my reflections and observations down on paper so that I could put them to
future use if warranted as the study progressed.
Insider/Outsider Status
As was mentioned in the first chapter, my insider statuses, as both full-time UA
faculty and full-time UA student, allowed me to have unique perspectives on the growth
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of UA’s undergraduate student population. It is uncommon for a researcher to be both an
insider and outsider simultaneously (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Having taught at UA
for well over a decade provides me with staff, faculty, and student connections across
much of UA’s campus. I was also cognizant that because I am faculty, others members of
the UA community are likely more open to share their thoughts and information with me.
I surmise that if I were “merely” a younger doctoral student, there may be hesitation or
even stonewalling from persons who would not see the need or value in contributing to
this study, especially if embarrassing or sensitive data were made public. Guardia
concedes that his “insider status as a member of the…Latino fraternity communities
provided me with opportunities to which a non-Latino…fraternity researcher may not
have had access” (2006, p.73).
However all researchers, to a certain degree, are outsiders. Even a president of an
institution, with the executive privileges the position grants, cannot know everything
about the institution. Because no one individual can know or experience everything that
comprises a college or university, there will be, inevitably, varied experiences (thus the
need to interview multiple participants). And as higher education institutions like UA
have grown in size, there is even more institutional data and culture that is created,
developed, or expanded.
Data Analysis Procedures
Qualitative researchers face a challenging task when constructing a study. This is
due in part to the analyzing of numerous forms of data in addition to the supplementary
descriptions of this data through various types of narrative forms such as tables and the
like (Creswell, 2012). There are multiple qualitative methods to analyze data. Creswell
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and Creswell (2018) believe that data analysis consists of multiple steps: the findings are
summarized and compared, the researcher’s view of the findings is put forth, and lastly,
the limitations and future research of these findings are expressed. Savin-Baden and
Major’s (2013) alliterative method is more baroque, but this results in a method that is
more thorough and comprehensive. The authors advise the following:
1. Data should be characterized (decide what data is important).
2. Data should be cut (prune the data for relevance).
3. Data should be coded (label the data).
4. Data should be categorized (discern patterns from coding),
5. Data should be converted (codes and categories are made into themes).
6. Data should be used to create (visually represent the data with tables, figures,
matrices, etc.) (pgs.419-427).

Qualitative research yields lessons birthed from the researcher’s personal
interpretation with the understanding that a researcher brings her own personal culture(s),
experiences, and history (Creswell & Creswell). In this section, I will present in order the
following steps that were undertaken for this study’s data analysis procedures based on
suggestions from Creswell (2012):
1. I used a case study approach because I sought to gain deeper understanding
from a topic that is both clearly definable and features boundaries i.e. the study of
UA’s student growth from 2006-2015.
2. The research focused on a case study of a single institution, The University of
Alabama.
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3. I utilized several sources of information, such as personal interviews, websites,
and documents.
a. Purposeful sampling was implemented (consisting of only full-time UA staff
that are currently employed). I endeavored to interview individuals, in a personal
one-on-one format, that I felt would of highest utility to the study.
b. I read and took notes on various documents, online information, and archived
research that was related to the study.
c. I performed reflective journaling to generate what Creswell describes as
participant observations.
4. After the data was collected and transcribed, I conducted opening coding using
thematic analysis, among other research techniques (The technique of coding is
often done through notation in the margins [Savin-Baden & Major, 2013]).
5. I reported the results of my research and the implications they imply along with
recommendations and a personal reflective summary.

At the same time, Savin-Baden and Major’s (2013) method is so aesthetically
useful it cannot be ignored. As a result I gleaned as much as I can from their suggestions
as I proceeded through the development of the study.
Analysis of the data also incorporated Clark’s (2004) theory on entrepreneurship
and American institutions, which states that the proliferation of accredited colleges and
universities (over 1,000 by 1900) in the United States created a system where competition
came naturally. This competition involved, and continues to involve, not just resources
but also faculty, students, and status (Clark). This theory also includes the situation of
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many current large public flagship American universities, The University of Alabama
included. Clark writes, “big-time competitive sports came with the territory; athletic
prowess even sometimes arrived first…leaving university presidents with a headache
second only to that produced by have to contend with a major medical school” (p.134).
But how can data analysis determine if there is a case of sports being prioritized over
academics? Sometimes it can be as obvious as when The Washington Post titles an article
“Alabama’s outside linebackers coach makes more than the university president”
(Hobson, 2017).
I also followed White’s (2016) model of creating an embryotic list of categories,
key terms, themes, beliefs, philosophies, and opinions after reading (and rereading) the
transcripts of the interviews. This list was then used to develop coding of the research to
make the large amount of data less unwieldy. Coding plays a central role in research
projects that are case studies (Creswell, 2012). For my study, coding allowed for
beneficial and necessary refinement and selective reduction of data. This refinement
births better data analysis as bits of data can be coded and then sorted. An apt metaphor I
find to be illustrative involves laundry. If we allow data to be viewed as dirty laundry,
data needs to be “washed”, “dried”, “folded”, and lastly, “put away.” The data is washed
when participants are given anonymity; the data is dried when it is transcribed, the data is
folded when it is coded, and the data is put away when it is analyzed.
Trustworthiness Criteria
Creswell (2012) admonishes researchers to remain reflexive and to be upfront
with their readers. It is his view (and mine as well) that both parties are best served when
the writer is direct in their biases, experiences, values, and personal perspective. Bias
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may not reveal itself until one is “deep in the weeds” in one’s research activities. But the
more researchers are willing to take a moment to be cognizant of the motives and
personal biases they have, the greater the chance they have the ability to set them aside as
they conduct their work.
To that end, it is imperative that the findings of any dissertation be valid. I
determined to follow in the footsteps of Barnes (2007) and kept myself accountable and
not project my thoughts, feelings, and opinions onto the interviewee through my
questions. Otherwise one may be accused of “leading the witness” as it is referred to in
the legal realm. Similarly, confirmation bias can easily appear and persist if due diligence
is not performed. A second initiative that Barnes used involved member checking,
triangulation, and rich description from the interview data to help reduce potential
informant bias and project and to increase the validity of the study. Discrepant
information, or data that seems to contradict my findings, implications, and suggestions is
used as well. In so doing, a study becomes imperfect yet realistic (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). Anticipating objections is an immensely helpful tool for all types of writing and
by preempting objections to the findings a writer is able to deflate an opposing point of
view.
I heeded Calabrese’s (2007) admonishment and wrote out the justification of
entitled my qualitative study as being “valid.” As defined by Creswell and Creswell
(2018) qualitative validity occurs when a researcher goes through a series of procedures
to ensure the accuracy of the findings (The authors list eight separate procedures that a
researcher can employ). As stated earlier in this chapter the findings will be validated as a
result of procedures that are followed to ensure correctness.
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Reliability is also a component of a study’s trustworthiness. Researchers must
provide evidence that their research instrument will produce consistent results throughout
the study (Calabrese, 2007). Otherwise, researchers are unable to reproduce studies and
experiments that further the research of the research field being explored.
But my perspective changed as I entered a doctoral program in higher education
administration within UA’s College of Education. As someone who has been a student
here, albeit, a student double the age of a typical UA undergraduate, I have learned about
the software, student navigation (student financial aid, the office of disability services,
etc.) as well as differing academic cultures outside my department. As a UA student, I
was able to experience the significant differences a university student encounters such as
taking an online class or enrolling in a “hybrid” doctoral program that is structured
differently than the traditional format (students meet once a month for twenty-four
months in a trimester format before beginning their research study).
An objection may be lodged in that there was an unholy trinity of conflict, namely
that I was studying the institution where I am not only student but also a faculty member.
I concede this point as I may have certain conflicts as a current member of the UA
community. On the other hand I also have certain knowledge and networking that would
very likely not be made available or revealed to an outside researcher.
There may also be objections to describing UA in defined terms and not using a
pseudonym for the institution. However, many educated readers will be quickly able to
deduce which institutions is the focus and scope of this study when it would be described
as a public flagship university that had a tornado strike the campus in 2011 (Tuscaloosa-
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Birmingham Tornado, n.d.). It is critical that the state and city are employed to describe
and explain the setup, implementation, results, and implications of this dissertation.
Ethics
This study posed minimal ethical problems or issues. No vulnerable populations
were knowingly a part of this study. All persons were informed, in person and in writing,
that their names would not be used and that their relationship to UA would not be
disclosed. Participants were also made aware that they may end the interview at any time
for any reason and refuse to continue. I also explained to the participants only I will have
knowledge of their real names, access to their interviews, and that the data would be
destroyed in one year.
Delimitations
This case study was focused on The University of Alabama, a public flagship
institution that is the largest university in terms of student population in the state of
Alabama. All interviews were individuals that are currently affiliated with the university
as a staff employee. No full-time faculty, current students, administrators, trustees, or
executives were a part of this study. A second delimitation is the time line of 2006-2015
that will be used. I felt that a decade was too obvious and convenient a length to employ.
As mentioned at the beginning of chapter 1, the 2006-2015 statistic provided from UA
show a significant increase in undergraduate enrollment at UA during this time period
(2006: 23,878; 2015: 37,100) (The Plan, n.d.). Finally, ending in the year in 2015
coincides with the retirement of Dr. Robert Witt, who I will deem as the “Chief Growth
Officer” of The University of Alabama. However, there were deviations from this
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timeline to allow for context, aftereffects, and other elements that benefited both the
study and, hopefully, the reader.
Summary
This chapter has described the methodology of this study, namely a study that was
qualitative in nature and more specifically, a case study that was intrinsic in approach.
The following have all been defined and described for this study: methodological
approach, philosophical assumptions, research approach, setting and environment,
participants, a pilot study, data collection procedures, insider/outsider status, data analysis
procedures, positionality, trustworthiness criteria, and delimitations. This chapter has
been designed to display the qualitative methodology for this study. By using data from
personal interviews, documents, and other related materials, this study used the
knowledge, perspectives, and experiences of currently employed UA staff to ascertain
both the positives results and negatives consequences of The University of Alabama
growing its undergraduate population from 2006 to 2015. To ensure the validity and the
trustworthiness of the content, I aimed to note both observations that were repeated from
multiple interviews as well as responses that were triangulated.
In summary, this research study seeks to learn how the participants process and
view the results of this strategic plan and the benefits and drawbacks both in their
vocational position and for the campus as a whole. By documenting this phenomenon
through a lengthier study, this dissertation will benefit not only UA faculty, staff, and
administrators, but also higher education scholars, organizational planners, and
researchers looking to study the impact that a significant stuff growth has on higher
education staff.
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Chapter 4
PARTICIPANTS
This chapter will describe the participants who volunteered to be a part of this
research study. The participants will be individually presented to in brief profiles so that
the reader may learn more details about their lives while preserving their anonymity. The
selection for research participation was based on multiple factors including my own
institutional knowledge, the suggestions of UA faculty, staff, and administrators as well
members of my dissertation committee. Before initial contact through email, I conducted
a vetting process as best I could to ensure that those I contacted persons remained
employed as UA staffers and had been present for most if not all, of UA’s undergraduate
growth from 2006 to 2015.
Clark’s (2004) theoretical framework plays into this chapter as well. He writes
that research on universities, and how universities operate, is best done from “the bottomup” (p.2). Thus, as was mentioned in the first chapter, I chose to interview participants
who were not at the top in terms of power or title. By choosing to interview nonexecutive staff, I was better informed about the natural motions, the comings and goings,
and the internal workings of a large public flagship university (Clark).
Solicitation to participate in the study was conducted through email via a letter
that described the study that was approved by UA IRB. Out of 25 email solicitations, one
person politely declined, 10 did not respond, and 13 agreed to participate. Of those 13,
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three did not respond to further email to set up a time to conduct an interview. Thus 10
participants were interviewed for this research study between September and November
of 2019.
These 10 participants consisted of six men (Edward, Tommy, Riley, Pat, Gary,
and Frank) and four women (Abigail, Avery, Heidi, and Joy). Only Avery suggested a
pseudonym, the rest of the participants requested that I furnish them with a pseudonym.
Though not all participants were white, race and ethnicity were not a part of the study.
Other characteristics that were not a targeted part of the study were age, religion, gender
identity/expression, sexual orientation, disability, veteran status, and pregnancy. Though
not directly related to this study, martial status emerged as an interesting characteristic of
some of the research participants. Four of the participants have spouses that are currently
employed as UA staff or faculty. Of further interest is the fact three of these four staffers
grew up in Alabama as well as the fact that three of the four married staffers have
terminal degrees from UA. While this is obviously a small sample size, this did cause me
to reflect on the relationship of faculty/staff and spouses or romantic partners that are
coworkers. However, in the interest of maintaining participant confidentially this status
will not be disclosed without redaction. None of the participants are married or were
married to another participant who was interviewed for this study.
Heidi works within the same large organizational unit as Avery but Heidi and
Avery work in separate programs within the unit. Furthermore, their duties vary greatly
in scope and assignment. Gary and Joy were the only participants who work together in
the same organizational unit. However, neither Gary nor Joy report directly to one
another.
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As UA staff employees these research participants came from nine separate UA
departments, offices, or programs: Academic Integrity (within one of UA’s colleges), the
Department of English, the First-Year Writing Program, Information Technology,
Intercollegiate Athletics, Student Affairs, Student Services (within one of UA’s colleges),
Transportation Services, and Undergraduate Admissions. At the time of their interviews
the participants’ job titles consisted of Academic Program Advisor, Assistant Dean,
Associate Vice President, Coordinator, Director, Executive Director, Senior Associate
(Redacted) Director, and Senior Office Associate. With the exception of Heidi, all of the
participants have their own office where they work. Six of the participants have staff that
reported directly to them.
I was pleased that while working within the narrow framework of interviewing
UA staffers who were present during much of UA’s undergraduate student growth I was
able to still obtain perspectives from varying degrees of positions coming from several
parts of UA’s organizational apparatus.
In the hope that it will be an illustrative aid to the reader, I have created a basic set
of questions and table to help describe the participants while preserving their anonymity.
These questions will help give a sense of the participant’s background and how it
developed their opinions, perspectives, and values regarding UA and UA’s student
growth. The following page displays a table that is based on the responses to the
following questions by the research participants.
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•

Are you originally from Tuscaloosa?

•

If not the case, did you grow up in the state of Alabama?

•

Did you obtain an undergraduate degree from UA?

•

Did you obtain a graduate or terminal degree from UA?

•

Do you currently work directly with undergraduate students?

•

What year did you become a full-time employee at UA?
Table 4.1
Participant Table

Participants:
1) Did you grow up in
Tuscaloosa?
2) Did you grow up in
Alabama?
3) Bachelor's Degree
from UA
4) Master’s or Terminal
Degree from UA
5) Works directly with
UA undergraduates
6) Began staff career at
UA

Edward

Abigail Gary

Pat

Riley

Frank Tommy Avery Heidi

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

Joy

yes
yes

Yes
Yes
Mid 2000s

Early
2000s

yes
yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

Early Early Early Late Early
1990s 1990s 2000s 2000s 2010s

Early Early Early
2000s 2000s 2010s

I will next present profiles of each participant following the model that Guardia
(2006) uses by inserting a quote from the participant that is particularly relevant to this
study. The purpose in so doing is to give the reader a sense of “meeting” each participant
one person at a time. I have formatted the following pages so that only one profile is
shown on one page. It is my hope that this format gives the reader a more individualized
“encounter” with each participant.
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Edward
“[UA] was mostly a white Southern community. It was all local people, and then when
Dr. Witt started the increased growth…you saw both the diversity and the demographics
[change]…you didn’t see a bunch of international students 14 years ago.”
Edward began working at UA in the 2000s. He is not originally from the South
but understands the culture of a university that reveres football. Edward himself played
football for a public flagship university renowned for both its athletic and its academic
prestige. His position at UA requires him to work typical office hours as well as nights
and weekends when certain events occurring on campus, such as athletic events,
commencements, and parades that require his presence. The department in which Edward
works is one that is ancillary and deals with solving logistical issues, especially in how it
relates to the growth of UA’s campus both in the increase of student population as well
the increased size and newer infrastructures of the campus. The department that Edward
oversees works with the entire UA campus community and the city of Tuscaloosa as well
to fulfill the department’s mission. While Edward does not work directly with
undergraduate students the department where he works is “the first experience anybody
has coming onto campus and we’re the last experience [as well].” Interestingly, Edward
informed me that he is interviewed several times a year due to his expertise and specialty
skills in higher education. His poised and knowledge answers were a testimony to this.
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Abigail
“In the space of 10 years we went from 3,700 incoming freshman to 7,200 incoming
freshman.”
Though not originally from Alabama, Abigail was a high school teacher for many
years in rural Alabama in a county that adjourns Tuscaloosa. She received her
undergraduate degree from a peer institution in the Southern Eastern Conference (SEC)
in the 1970s and obtained a terminal degree from UA in the 1990s. Her dissertation
research was humanities-based and has no direct relation to her current work. Abigail
began working for UA in the early 2000s, having held multiple staff positions (Assistant
Director, Director) in the time since. The previous Dean of the College of where she
works was so appreciative of Abigail’s past efforts that she was able to create a new
position for herself from scratch. This position is the one in which she is currently
engaged in doing. Abigail’s current job involves developing academic best practices for
undergraduate students as they gather research and complete their assignments so as to
reduce academic misconduct. She occasionally works directly with undergraduate
students.
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Gary
“When I first started here, there were four of us that worked in this department [with] an
administrative assistant…we probably had a tutor load of about 35 or 40, now we’re
over a 100 tutors…we’re probably 10 times the size that we were when [I] first started.”
Originally from Ohio, Gary began working for UA in the early 1990s. He is the
study participant who has been a UA staff employee the longest. Gary continues to work
in the same division of the UA department in which he started. Due to changes both in
technology and to a lesser degree, the growth of UA’s undergraduate student population,
Gary’s office and how it operates has changed significantly since he began working at
UA. When he first started working with UA in the early 1990s, there were only four
people working in his office, now there are 18 full-time staff employees. Gary’s current
job does not entail him working directly with undergraduate students to any significant
degree. However, like fellow research participants Tommy, Frank, and Pat, Gary
oversees staffers that do interact directly with undergraduate students. After reading the
transcription of his interview, I realized that Gary referred to Dr. Witt as “Bob”,
indicating a more intimate and familiar relationship than one would assume for a nonexecutive university staffer.
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Pat
“For me professionally, [UA’s growth] was a shot in the arm. It energized me, and it was
something new to go out and visit high schools and go out and try to sell [UA].”
Pat began working for UA in the early 1990s, having worked at two previous
institutions in Student Affairs. He is not from Alabama but grew up in the South where
he obtained multiple degrees from one of UA’s peer institutions. Additionally Pat holds a
graduate degree in Higher Education Administration from a Big 10 university. As a UA
staff employee he has worked in Student Life, Student Leadership, Greek Affairs, and
Student Government. His current role involves the admissions process at UA. Pat works
indirectly with undergraduate students though in the past he did work with students
directly as a student advisor. Pat’s responses were the most blunt, though not necessarily
negative. The answers that he gave to my questions were condensed yet polished, thus
giving off the perception he is used to fielding questions and answering them quickly,
directly, and correctly to impress visitors on campus. Through his answers, Pat also
seemed to indicate he was very much involved in UA’s undergraduate recruitment,
growth, and execution of President Witt’s plan to increase UA’s undergraduate student
body.
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Riley
“[President Witt] wanted to change the academic standing at the university. Growth was
one thing, but to change the academic standard, to have a better academic reputation…it
was a two-pronged approach. And he realized that with Alabama stagnant growth, we
had to look out-of-state. ”
Riley grew up in a small town in eastern Alabama. Like myself, he did not attend
UA as an undergraduate due to the reputation UA had at the time as a “party school.”
Riley has degrees from three separate universities in Alabama including a terminal degree
from UA. Additionally, he has worked at two other public universities in Alabama. Riley
began his career at UA in the early 2000s and has worked directly with undergraduate
students for the entirety of his tenure on campus. Riley, along with Gary, seemed the best
informed as to the past machinations of UA. For a period of time Riley worked directly
with UA executives in undergraduate student recruitment. In fact, in an informal meeting
I had with a retired UA executive ([Redacted], September 16, 2019), this individual
praised the efforts and abilities of Riley thus confirming his value to this research study.
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Frank
“I think we hit a sweet spot where we have a population that was really desperate for
[scholarships] and a school that had resources, the right people behind [UA] to support
it, and the right leader or visionary person to come in and led people.”
While Frank is originally from the northeastern part of the United States, he did
attend undergraduate school at a public flagship university in the South and has lived in
multiple southern states. He moved to Tuscaloosa due to his wife finding work in
Tuscaloosa. As a result, Frank ended up putting his corporate skill set and specialized
training to use within the unique parameters of higher education. Frank has worked at UA
since the late 2000s and eventually earned a terminal degree from UA. Of all the
participants, his job duties have the least amount of any type of interaction with
undergraduate students due to the sensitive nature of the office that he manages. Frank’s
responses to my questions were the most scholarly. He casually cited Fethke and
Policano’s (2012) work on public university financial research in the United States.
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Tommy
“[Dr. Witt] cleared house those first couple of years if you weren’t on board with this.
There used to be a faculty newsletter and the faculty newsletter said, ‘We don’t
[approve]…we’re not in favor of this growth.’ And like the next week the newsletter was
gone.”
Tommy grew up in New England. He then moved to New York City after
obtaining his undergraduate degree. Tommy came to Tuscaloosa in the mid 2000s to be
closer to his girlfriend who had begun graduate school at UA. The next year Tommy
enrolled in the same graduate program as his girlfriend and eventually earned a terminal
degree from UA. Interestingly, Tommy’s graduate degree specialization has no relation
to his current, or previous, staff job duties, which involve managing others who directly
interact with undergraduates rather than Tommy himself. He began working in his
current department in the early 2010s. On occasion, Tommy may work personally with
an undergraduate student if they are excelling or struggling in a dramatic fashion.
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Avery
“When I first worked [at UA] in [Redacted] I worked in an office that did have some
international students. I just thought that was amazing, that they would travel all the way
here to go to school.”
Avery grew up in Tuscaloosa but did not attend UA though her husband did.
Avery’s grandmother, aunt, and cousin work (or worked in the past) as UA staff. She
began working for UA immediately after graduating high school in the early 2000s. She
left UA in the mid 2000s. A few years later Avery returned to work at UA in a different
department, taking a cut in salary so that her family could have health benefits and her
husband could take advantage of the tuition benefits given to family members of
employees. Avery’s previous positions within her current department were as an “Office
Associate II” and then as “Senior Office Associate”, positions that dealt with
undergraduate students in part. Avery’s current position does not deal with undergraduate
students at all.
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Heidi
“[It] may sound crazy but having a winning football team makes a big difference…the
year[s] [where] we won the national championship in the fall, enrollment always goes
up…you can look at the records and see that on paper. It’s not just a theory it’s fact.”
Heidi grew up just outside the city limits of Tuscaloosa in the Holt community.
Before working for UA, she worked for United Parcel Service (UPS) where she daily
executed deliveries on UA’s campus. Even though Heidi does not have a degree from a
higher education institution, being constantly on campus allowed her to feel at ease.
Members of her family have special needs and she was able to take advantage of UA
resources like the various therapy programs and the Psychology clinic, which made her
more appreciate of UA itself and how it could help the greater community at large rather
than just those on campus. Heidi began working at UA in the early 2000s and has
remained in the same position within the same program office but has been promoted
with a new title. Her position entails logistics and data involving enrollment management
for a specific UA program. Only about one quarter of her time is spent directly with
undergraduate students. She has in the past enrolled in UA classes as an older student.
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Joy
“I think another institution could [grow like UA], given the right circumstances. It might
be different reasons and different things that go into the perfect storm of creating that
growth…I went to school here, and I have raised a family here, and so I love it here. I
think there is something special about Alabama. But I also know that I’m sure there are
people around the country that think the same thing about their school.”
Joy’s position involves working directly with students, most of whom are
undergraduates. Originally from a city in the northern part of Alabama, Joy enrolled as a
freshman at UA in the mid 2000s. She has both a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree from
UA and began working fulltime as a financial aid advisor at UA immediately after
graduation in the early 2010s. Less than a year she left that position to take her current
position where she advises students with their academics. Joy stated that a large amount
of her job involves coordinating her students with faculty. Even though Joy has worked at
UA for eight years she is the research participant who has been an employee of UA for
the shortest amount of time.
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Summary
This chapter has been written to provide brief profiles of the participants involved
in this study. By giving a brief biographical sketch, while preserving the person’s
anonymity, it is hoped that readers will be able to have a reference for each participant
that they can refer back to as they encounter the various personalities and positions
represented in the forthcoming chapter. The longevity of these participants’ careers at UA
is certainly noteworthy. The following chapter documents the findings.
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Chapter 5
FINDINGS
This chapter features the findings of the study that were gleaned from the data.
Several themes were revealed from answering the four research questions of this study.
On a macro level, they are the themes of Necessity, Opportunity, Radical Innovation,
Positive/Negative Outcomes and Exceptional Marketing. Within these themes are smaller
subthemes I believe that it will be more helpful for the reader if I describe the subthemes
as they relate to the larger themes mentioned above as the four research questions are
answered. I felt that deluging the reader with phrases and terms that they will not read for
some pages likely will be of little benefit. I also second Webb’s (2016) notion that it is a
good practice to have the research questions of a study function as a way to construct the
sections of a chapter that describes the results. As first described in the first chapter of
this writing, this research study featured the following four research questions. Below
each question is the answer.
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Research Question 1
How does UA staff describe the reasoning behind the decision to increase,
dramatically, UA’s undergraduate population?

Two themes appeared as a result of asking this question to the participants:
necessity and opportunity. Two figures, one for each theme, have been developed on the
following two pages. These figures serve as supplemental illustration to help visualize the
themes of the findings regarding the first research question. This figure format will also
be used in the following thematic findings for the other three research questions of this
study.
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Figure 5.1
The Theme of Necessity
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Figure 5.2
The Theme of Opportunity
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Some of the reasons of opportunity are the other side of the coin in regards to the
theme of necessity. This is to say that the necessity to increase revenue at UA was similar
to the opportunity to increase revenue at UA. Likewise there was also likely the feeling
UA needed to “mature emotional” as an institution ran parallel to UA’s opportunity to
increase the University’s academic prestige. Thus with the reader’s indulgence I will
construct the term Institutional Emotional Maturity (IEM), by which I mean that if an
institutional, in this case a public flagship university, is going to be taken seriously, an
institution must act like one. Public flagships universities like UA demonstrate this when
they emphasize the academic mission of the institution with professionalization, time,
money, and effort instead of lip service and unfunded mandates. While he was discussing
his time early on at UA Pat hinted of an attitude as one of entitled immaturity. This
attitude exuded the feeling that UA simply being UA meant there was no need to recruit
students. “Prior to [Dr. Witt], the attitude…had been, ‘Well, we’re Alabama, we don’t
have to go out.’” Pat noted that as a result of this attitude there were fewer undergraduate
student enrollments from traditional successful recruiting areas of metropolitan
Birmingham and Mobile.
The example that most exemplified this attitude of desired Institutional Emotional
Maturity is Pat’s narrative of a decision early in Dr. Witt’s leadership in 2003. According
to Pat, Dr. Witt informed the UA System Board of Trustees that he would resign if he
was not allowed to fire Mike Price, a newly hired head football coach who had
embarrassed UA on a national scale. Allegedly, an intoxicated Price visited a topless bar
in Pensacola, Florida (Price, Time reach second settlement over Sports Illustrated article,
2005). This was not the most salacious accusation lobbied against the football coach that
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was published in the national press (Price). Pat said that Dr. Witt’s termination of Price
sent a message that UA as an institution was serious about its reputation as a university.
Ironically, Pat said that this action on Witt’s part improved the perception from
prospective in-state students. More than one Alabama high school guidance counselor
told Pat this was the case.
UA administrators and executives likely realized that faculty and staff will treat
their place of employment more seriously and professionally (as Avery alluded to in her
interview) if the leaders of the institution took UA seriously as a public flagship
university with aspirations of a R-1 research school designation. Would UA fall prey to
accusations of simply being a “party school” populated mainly by a Greek student body,
or as a visiting professor in my department once joked, “a football team with a
university?” Fortunately UA deemed it necessary to “grow up”, as it were, and thus has
been able to least reduce, if not eliminate, these perceptions and stereotypes.
The participants described this institutional maturing with examples unique to
their work needs. Due to the nature of the organizational unit where Frank works there is
a constant need for required upgrades or replacements. He has noticed this institutional
maturity in where he is now required to justify his unit’s budget as well as procuring
items and costly licenses. One might assume that this new requirement to justify budgets
would be viewed as a negative but Frank saw this change as positive because he was able
to streamline or outsource certain work elements or requirements of the unit that he
would have realized were possible if he had not been called to account for his financial
requests. Likewise, due to software upgrades, Heidi has been relieved of manually adding
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students into her program’s classes. Students now have the ability to do add themselves
into the program’s classes allowing her to focus on other tasks.
Necessity
The theme of the necessity for UA to grow in student population is a central
element of the findings. Edward cited two reasons for the necessity of UA’s growth. He
noted the constantly changing landscape of higher education and the complexity of
navigating that environment. He stated “I don’t think you’re going to have any kind of
explosive enrollment at any university going forward.” Edward also noted the declining
birthrate in the United States. This steady decline has caught not only the attention of
those in higher education but even the national media in regards to how this decline will
effect colleges and university nationwide (Fox, 2019). Tommy speculated that the peak of
student enrollment will happen in 2024 and then the downturn of student enrollment will
begin in earnest. Riley says that Witt, as UA President, “realized that with Alabama
[having] stagnant growth, we had to look out-of-state.” Pat recalls UA’s institutional
awareness of having to recruit outside the traditional boundaries of the state line. “The
population that we were [traditionally] recruiting…wasn’t going to grow,” states Pat. He
mentioned that two recruiters were placed in Texas, one in Dallas and one in Houston,
another in Atlanta, then along the Interstate 4 corridor that connects Tampa Bay, Florida
to Orlando. Riley shares this sentiment stating UA had to become more intentional in
their recruitment.
Abigail described the reasoning behind UA’s growth as very wise. She mentioned
that during UA’s student growth during the Great Recession she encountered rumors of
institutions in other states that were threatened by receivership, proration, and reductions
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in pay for employees. Tommy believes that UA “would not have survived” the Great
Recession if Witt had not put forth the mission of growing the undergraduate student
population. However, Frank believes this mission to grow UA was simply a necessary
response to market forces.
Pat remembers the beginning of Dr. Witt’s mission as being a “top-down
approach” and that recruiting mandates were funded. “He put resources into
[undergraduate recruiting]. I was never turned down if I said, ‘We need this to do this.’”
Riley recounts Dr. Witt having an attitude of UA’s need to supply “the very best
resources for our students. So when they tour the engineering facilities, when they see
suite style residence halls, they look in the cafeteria, they see the Greek houses, they’re
like, ‘Wow.’”
Pat also recalls that both Witt and his wife, Mary, were out at undergraduate
recruiting events, occasions that previous UA administrators had avoided with the
attitude of “Well, we’re Alabama, we don’t have to go out [and recruit].” Again, we
encounter the prevailing previous attitude at UA lacking IEM. Fortunately, Witt was a
higher education administrator who found it necessary to make a concerted effort to grow
a university from a previous cultural place: a party school, a school centered around a
sport or a regional university with minimal research are some examples that some could
have tried to describe UA in the past.
Many other public flagship universities have faced these same accusations as
well. As mentioned in his profile, Riley, who is of retirement age, states that when he was
growing up in Alabama UA had the reputation of being “a party school to everybody.”
Indeed, graduating from a high school in Alabama approximately 20 years after Riley, I
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encountered that reputation as well and that played a part in my deciding not to attend
UA as an undergraduate.
In addition to Pat’s example of the events surrounding UA football coach Mike
Price, Frank provided a second example of the necessity of institutional maturity. Before
working in higher education, Frank worked for a large multinational Fortune 500
company. When he began working for UA in the late 2000s, Frank felt that UA was eight
years behind in infrastructure and technology needs (i.e. having the infrastructure and
technology of a institution in 2001). However Frank stated that “I’ve seen [UA] catch up
now and how it feels like…much more like a corporate environment in terms of the
structure and the processes and the roles and responsibilities of [UA] employees.” Avery
concurred with this professionalization of UA, remembering how in her early tenure at
UA even staff employees who worked in in the Office of Human Resources “had on
jeans and tennis shoes every day.” After a moment, and with a cautionary inflection,
Avery added “But it’s not like that anymore.”
Opportunity to Increase Revenue
When a college or university determines that some program, person, or position is
of necessity, it is acknowledged as something that is required. Opportunity differs from
necessity in that some program, person, or position is not essential for an institution’s
survival but rather a moment in time when an institution can be enhanced from utilizing
some program, person, or position. In the case of UA, the theme of opportunity splintered
into four separate aspects: the opportunities to increasing revenue, the diversity of the
undergraduate student body, the quality of students enrolling, and UA’s academic
prestige.
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Money coming from outside Alabama was invested in UA was very much a
positive result of this growth. When UA was growing at its fastest rate, Abigail recalled
that instead of two or three “Bama Bound” freshman orientation sessions occurring
during the summer, these sessions ballooned to 16. With her own data that Abigail had
retained (and given to me) she noted that that were 287 sections in her program in Witt’s
first year as UA President in 2003. Only two years later, that number had increased to
313 sections. Her program’s classes spread to 14 buildings on campus. The quote used in
her participant profile is worth revisiting: “In the span of 10 years, we went from 3,700
incoming freshman to 7,200 incoming freshman.” Indeed, there was opportunity for
revenue that was seized. Multiple participants recounted UA’s goal of enrolling 28,000
students was achieved several years ahead of schedule. Joy spoke to the simple formula
of UA’s growth. “As people are coming in, we’re getting money that can help in an
academic setting.”
Abigail also experienced this “opportunity” of increased revenue from the
perspective of balancing class and instructor quality with the pressure to increase class
sizes. She recalls numerous phone calls from administrators pressuring her to increases
the size of classes in the program that she directed at the time. Concerned that this would
negatively impact both students and teachers (who were often graduate students) Abigail
partnered with an office on UA’s campus focused on students with disabilities. She
procured classroom furniture (i.e. tables instead of desks) that was ADA (Americans with
Disabilities Act) compliant yet large enough to no more “seats” could be added to the
classroom. This was a clever maneuver and one that I found especially insightful as to the
improvisational skills performed by UA during this time of rapid growth.
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Gary noted the long-term thinking behind UA’s growth in terms of increased
revenue. By adding substantially to UA’s alumni base so too would there be more donors
to UA in the coming years who could financially contribute. One supposes that if a
student was awarded a significant scholarship at UA, it seems reasonable to assume that
student demonstrating nostalgic and affectionate gratitude through financial means in the
coming years. This feeling of gratitude might be especially acute if they graduated from
UA with little or no debt.
Opportunity to Increase the Diversity of Students
When discussing the topic of diversity, even within the confines of higher
education, defining diversity can be troublesome. Even within the American South what
may be considered a diverse student population on a campus in Fayetteville, Arkansas
will differ from Gainesville, Florida. For the purposes of this study, I mean an increase in
the diversity of students resulting from increased variety of students hailing from areas
traditionally considered “outlier” recruiting grounds.
Edward mentioned the increased diversity on campus as a result of UA’s growth.
Speaking from the point of a visiting student prospect from outside Alabama, Edward
said, “This [university] has lot to offer. Not only is it beautiful, not only do you have
great weather, not only do you have great athletics, but you can get a great education.”
He also noted that the more UA was able to recruit out of state, the more diverse UA
would become.
Speaking similarly, Abigail stated this undergraduate student growth gave UA “a
fresh influx of students from other places who had different experiences, different
backgrounds. It gave us a more diverse student population.” At first Abigail said that this
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growth did not affect the racial diversity on campus but after a moment’s consideration
she recalibrated her answer, saying that it seemed that there were more students of color
on campus.
Joy’s position allows her to work with students of color on a daily basis.
However, when she was discussing UA and the concept of diversity she referenced her
own family instead of the students she interacts with. “I think diversity is a big thing that
[we] should be focused on…I have two boys, and it’s very important to me that they have
experiences in the academic setting with people who don’t look like them.” I found this
statement noteworthy because it illuminated the idea of the importance of diversity not
only in one’s professional work culture experience but how a staff member saw diversity
on UA’s campus as important for her young children as well.
Opportunity to Increase the Quality of Students Enrolling at UA
UA also seized on the opportunity to enroll students who were hungrier for
enhanced academic rigor than in years past. Abigail alluded to an increase of the average
ACT score of students beginning their postsecondary education at UA. However, she was
skeptical of standardized testing being an indicator of improving quality of students
enrolling at UA. Later on in the interview, she described attending admissions meetings
and how UA’s out-of-state focus were on “A minus” students that had been denied
admittance in their own state’s flagship university (e.g. California, Florida, Georgia,
Texas). Abigail stated this resulted in UA being able to “attract really good quality
students.” Pat referred to the “10% rule” in Texas where UA was able to recruit and
enroll highly qualified students who were just out of that percentage standing.
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And as the quality of student enrolling at UA increased so did the selectivity of
students admitted. Riley referred to 2002, the year before Dr. Witt became President of
UA, to illustrate the contrast. “I think in 2002, 86% got in, and there were 6,700
applications. Now, 38,000 applications and 50% get in.” Riley was emphatic that
recruiting out-of-state students was imperative.
Opportunity to Increase the Academic Prestige of UA
In addition to the opportunity to enroll students with a heartier appetite for
scholarly work, UA also was afforded the opportunity to increase the academic prestige.
Writing for The New York Times Pappano (2016) writes that the top quarter of the
incoming freshman scored a minimum of a 31 on the ACT test and had an average grade
point average of 3.66. Ten years previously, the top quarter of incoming freshmen
averaged a 27 on the ACT test and a 3.4 grade point average (Pappano). Writing for The
Chicago Tribune Rhodes (2018) listed amazing statistics: Over 700 UA students from
Illinois, from 193 cities across the state, were cited on the President’s and Dean’s lists.
When journalists for the national popular press write, with barely-veiled incredulousness,
about UA’s enrollment accomplishments one is able to demonstrate UA’s improved
academic prestige.
Students selected UA, even to the surprise of UA. Abigail spoke of receiving a
phone call where she learned that over 1,000 students had signed up for the summer
Bama Bound sessions than had been anticipated. However, simply because a student is
accepted at UA does not mean that they will enroll. Students signing up for orientations
is, however, a greater indicator of student interest in attending UA. The perception of a
college or university being a “safety school” or “backup” evaporates when more students
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are choosing to attend that institution even through a university’s optimistic attitude or
best-case scenario.

94

Research Question 2
How do these stakeholders describe the execution of the strategic plan to increase
UA’s undergraduate population?

Endeavoring to answer this question resulted in one larger overall theme with two
smaller subthemes. The first, radical innovation was implemented both on and off UA’s
campus. Two, there was intentional administrative investment and support. Three, even
with financial backing and administrative support there was tension from balancing the
new growth of incoming undergraduates with a infrastructure on campus that forced UA
staff to improvise or play “catch up.” Abigail’s story of the thousand extra Bama Bound
students on the previous page speaks to this. The following figure illustrates the answer
to the second research questions.
Figure 5.3
Themes Resulting From Executing The Strategic Plan
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Radical Innovation
Many, if not most, flagship universities in the United States innovate to fulfill or
enhance their academic mission. These types of innovations vary depending on the
department or office involved or even created. In the case of The University of Alabama
radical innovation was implemented as a means to achieve successful undergraduate
growth. Radical innovation developed as a theme in answering how the participants
viewed the execution of the strategic plan.
Multiple participants described the changes as a result of radical innovation.
Because they work in different departments, offices, and programs on UA’s campus, they
described these innovations in varying ways. Abigail recalls creating a “rolling
admissions” framework so that all the sections of a course would be filled. This
framework entailed opening all the sections of a particular course but only opening each
section with a few students. In so doing, there was a much more likelihood that all the
classes would be filled (In my experience, classes that begin at eight in the morning are
generally not popular with freshman students). Abigail also mentioned UA offering an
Early College program (where high school students enroll in online classes at UA) and
general increasing online enrollment to help manage the increasing undergraduate student
population. Tommy adds that UA has become “smarter” in terms of what he called
“credit hour production.” By this, he means that UA, through the use of information
technology innovations and improvements has been able to ensure that classes always
have enough students to justify the classroom space and costs associated with the class.
Riley stated that despite a growing student population, UA made efforts to “make
that personal touch, that you can be here” to people considering attending UA but are
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wary of the size and sprawl of the campus. Pat employed this term as well. “Well, I think
it was the personal touch that we took in our recruiting. You’d hear ‘I felt like Alabama
wanted me.’”
Multiple participants also spoke of professionalizing the makeup of UA staff. Pat
mentioned how his department innovated: “We put professionals at the front desk…we
added a group [to] set up receptions [and a group] for setting up in-depth visits.” This
professionalization also extended to events off campus. Pat recalls that when UA would
conduct high school guidance counselor lunches and briefings in upscale restaurants
rather than “in the back room of Shoney’s.” This kind of institutional investment exuded
a sense that UA had changed from Pat’s point of view; UA was now “focusing on
academics.” Avery remembers that early in her career at UA staff employees wore jeans
and t-shirts. “If you walked in [to the Human Resources office] they had on jeans and
tennis shoes every day…it was just a way of life…because it was a small-town school.”
Another innovation involves using staff not traditionally tasked with
undergraduate admissions or recruitment. Though Riley has held multiple positions that
work with undergraduate students, his current job title would not automatically bring to
mind recruitment as part of his duties. Yet during our interview, he mentioned that he
was planning to travel to Phoenix, San Antonio, Houston, Dallas, Austin, Charleston,
Jacksonville, Savannah, Chicago, and Milwaukee in the fall of 2019. Riley said that his
first recruiting trip with Witt consisted of flying to Denver and back in the same day. This
example is a striking contrast to the entitled administrative attitude that Pat described
earlier.
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Though Edward has never worked directly with undergraduate students much less
in recruitment, he nevertheless describes President Witt’s vision as “mind blowing” and
“innovative” to place UA recruiters across the nation. Tommy does not often work
directly with undergraduates in his job but he nonetheless praised UA’s recruitment
model for its ambition and that it had become the paragon that other universities soon
copied. Abigail also spoke to this recruiting model of saturating non-traditional recruiting
grounds. In fact, nearly every participant spoke of the emphasis on out of state recruiting.
Abigail went on to compliment UA’s response to a growing undergraduate population by
increasing the size of the graduate student body within the larger academic department
where she worked at the time. More graduate students, according to Abigail, meant more
graduate teaching assistantships. This in turn allowed a relief of the tension to increase
classroom sizes. She stated that these decisions allowed her and her colleagues the ability
to maintain quality control of the academic side of the department. And because other
academic departments were growing as well, both Avery and Abigail mentioned informal
collaboration with other UA departments to share best practices and ideas. Abigail also
became involved with a statewide program association with other public universities in
Alabama that were experiencing growth, albeit to a lesser degree.
Edward mentioned how his department changed not only in size but also in
philosophy of mission. When he began working at UA in the mid 2000s there was a
director, an assistant director, and half a dozen staff employees. Now Edward’s
department features a director, five associate directors, and 45 staff employees. The
department’s philosophy has changed to where Edwards feels the staff members make
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critically important impressions on visitors to the campus even thought the department
does not focus solely on serving undergraduate students.
Even in gameday event planning, Edward asserts that UA led in innovating
parking, concessions, and other elements some might consider mundane or irrelevant to
student recruiting. It would be of great benefits to ascertain how strong a correlation is
between a person choosing to enroll at UA and whether they had attended a UA sporting
event beforehand. Be it softball, gymnastics, or football, a game day atmosphere can, one
supposes, influences school selection. Edward noted that only in the past three to four
years (i.e. since 2015/2016) has there been less of a reaction to, and triage effect of his
department, responding to the growth. Nearly all the participants mentioned how
improvisation was required in their own role to accomplish the strategic plan to grow
UA’s undergraduate student boy. “Patchwork” and “by the seat of our pants” were two
descriptions used by participants. Indeed, when one is leading and developing innovative
techniques, one must create the trail rather than walk upon the ground that others have
already tread. Heidi noted that changes in software and technology have resulted in
students not having to come to her to add or drop classes or enroll in a “Bama Bound”
orientation session. This changes led to a streamlined and much more seamless
infrastructure. This reduced the workload for Heidi and “human error” entry as well as
students being able to take more ownership in their UA experience through class
selection and registration.
Other transformational innovations occurred as a result of the 2011 tornado that
devastated the area. For students outside tornado-prone areas the chance of this occurring
could seem terrifying. To mitigate these fears, multiple participants noted that UA built
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storm shelters through out the campus so that visitors could see these intentional
investments in innovations. Avery remembers Witt instituting a requirement that all
freshmen live on campus unless there was a good reason not to do so. She agreed with
this policy, saying that parents were not simply shipping their child to an apartment
somewhere off campus where no one was checking on them (as opposed to a Resident
Assistant [RA] in a university dormitory). This concept aligns with Riley’s description of
UA’s “personal touch” efforts especially when it came to students far from their previous
home. Tommy described security and safety as part of UA’s innovation recruiting model
in a fascinating way: “Security being the idea that there are safe [infrastructures] and
processes in places to keep their kids safe. And then safety [with] the idea that they can
come down here and be allowed to grow in a way that’s supportive.” In Tommy’s view,
physical safety and intellectual safety were threaded together to create a unique offering
for visiting parents and their children.
Innovation, however, is not always welcome with open arms. Having a
background in the corporate world, Frank wanted to implement certain reforms and
initiatives that he had learned. “But the culture wasn’t ready for a lot of that,” he
admitted. “It was a lot more where in order to get things accomplished, you had to know
people…it was really about going over and talking to somebody.” While Frank confesses
there is a small element of that culture remaining on campus, the professionalization of
the campus has much improved and that UA staff “are not dependent upon a single
person being at their desk at a particular time like they used to be.”
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Intentional Investment and Support
Being the longest serving participant, Gary described UA as being “dramatically
different” from when he started working at UA in the early 1990s. He supposed that his
office is “probably ten times the size, physically, than when [I] first started.” Couple that
with over 100 hundred computers for the 600 or so students he assists demonstrated the
tangibility of the strategic plan. Gary noted that having a state-of-the-art technology lab
very much appealed to prospective students who were visiting the campus. According to
Gary, Witt “went out and found the money. He also knew he had to care of the
infrastructure.”
Abigail mentioned the campus beatification was being done even as buildings
were constructed or remodeled. Gary described lighting UA buildings at night a certain
so that “it looked like an Ivy league type school.” Even seemingly mundane choices, such
as planting mulch around flowers on campus, made an impact.
While campus beautification is not a radical innovation in and of itself,
intentionally focusing on these seemingly mundane choices brought to mind Wilson and
Kelling’s (1982) “broken windows” theory. Here Wilson and Kelling state that “ordermaintenance” creates an improved feeling of a place or location. In the case of UA,
landscaping and improving the grounds with flowers and mulch, a comparatively small
financial investment compared to technology or building upgrades, yielded a high return
on investment. Wilson and Kelling state if that a broken window is not repaired, other
windows will soon be broken due to a lack of care or concern. In the same way, if weeds
were allowed to sprout up all along the quad it would not necessarily be a colloquial
“dealbreaker” for parents or a visiting student but nevertheless something as minor as
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unkempt weeds might speak to a university’s lack of concern overall. A visiting parent
might wonder, “How will this university take care of my child if they can’t take of a few
weeds?”
Interestingly, both Tuscaloosa native participants, Avery and Heidi, did not
believe that the campus had undergone an extraordinary transformation of aesthetic
augmentation. Rather, they both felt that UA campus had always been visually appealing
and it was more of a general and gradual improvement rather than one that is
transformative. Even with this emphasis on campus appearance, Frank felt that there were
still “social spaces” that are missing on campus such as park benches in shady and
wooded areas. He notes that most of the places to sit outside on UA’s campus were too
hot for much of the year.
Institutional Investment and Institutional Emotional Maturity played roles in
professionalizing Tommy’s department in working with UA’s undergraduate growth. He
recounted to me that ten years ago, before he came to the department in 2013, the starting
salary for an entry-level professional position was $26,000. “That’s almost below the
poverty line,” he exclaimed. Now, the starting salary is significantly higher and Tommy
has inserted growth opportunities into the entry-level positions within his department.
This in turn has given Tommy a sense of both increased purpose and professionalism in
his vocation, which is especially relevant since Tommy has a terminal degree from UA.
One possible hazard for universities in out-of-state recruitment is that you may
have increased “homesickness” because a student is ten hours away from home instead of
two or three hours if a student is a resident of Alabama. This can certainly affect retention
rates. However, Riley related a recent trip to Phoenix, Arizona to demonstrate UA’s
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institutional commitment to their students: “[T]here’s been 185 students in the last six
years come to Alabama, but only five or six did not come back the second year.” Riley
attributes this retention to continued and intentional UA staff commitment and
involvement: “I think that [UA] recruiter spends so much time with them once they’re
here [on campus]. Even though he’s in Phoenix, he talking with them [and] connecting
them.” Increasing a sense of belonging is how Riley describing UA’s intentionality in
retaining freshman students. He notes that there was significant institutional investment
into UA’s office of First Year Experience and Retention Initiatives as well as UA’s
Capstone Success Center (which assists students in achieving their academic goals).
Riley also spoke of administrative support of the Greek system due to higher retention
rates, saying that 91% of UA Greek students return to Tuscaloosa to continue their
postsecondary education compared to 86% for the general population.
Tension and Balance from Growth
The organizational unit where Abigail worked encountered immediate impact as
student enrollment increased. She described having to field numerous phone calls as the
start of the fall semester approached. In our era of ubiquitous email, it begs the question
of phone calls having more of a plausible deniability rather than emails that are retained
on cloud servers.
Ultimately this led to what Abigail described as a “balancing act” between the
quality of education a UA student received and keeping operational costs down. Further
pressure was applied to staff. Abigail recounts having the full faith and backing from UA
administrators but nevertheless these administrators felt compelled to relieve their own
institutional pressures and “pass the buck” onto subordinates. Abigail stated that both the
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then dean, and then associate dean, of the college requested that she raise the enrollment
“caps” of classes. Like Abigail, Heidi recalls numerous meetings about raising the “cap”
in her department’s classes. She admitted “[I] really have pressure to ‘seat fill’ the room
to 85%, that’s where they want it…if it’s not 85% ‘seat fill’, they don’t want you to use
it.” Thus efficient use of space is, in her words, “the goal.”
Adding to this balancing act, Abigail spoke of the difficulty in finding qualified
adjunct faculty due to UA being located in a college town rather than a city or
metropolitan area. Reflecting on her experience as an undergraduate student, Joy believes
that she had smaller class sizes overall than the students she currently assists. “I never
really had a class where I felt like just one of millions. I had teachers that knew my
name.” Joy admits that this may still be somewhat the case but she felt that faculty are
being compelled to be “creative” in their assignments as their classes feature more
students with “bigger classrooms.” Ironically, Riley mentioned that small class sizes of
the English classes I have taught, as a major selling point to students and parents wary of
getting “lost in the shuffle.” These experiences of pressure and tension coming from a
focus on classroom size and space from multiple participants speaks to the symptoms of
pressure as a result of a rapidly growing undergraduate student body with an
infrastructure that is improvising and playing catch up to incoming student who
continued to enroll at UA year after year.
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Research Question 3
How do they describe their events and experiences that constructed their view of
the positives and negatives of this growth of UA’s undergraduate student body?

Taken together as a whole the participants’ views constructed several themes
when they determined what were the positive and negative outcomes resulting from the
student population growth. Many of the participants listed the economic benefits for UA,
Tuscaloosa as well as the surrounding communities as the number one net positive.
Participants also noted that the academic “quality” of the average student seemed to
improve as well. Some noted that UA’s academic reputation, added sports, and
streamlined campus services. Multiple participants spoke of greater staff quality and
improved staff cooperation between departments, offices, and other organizational units.
Lastly, participants mentioned, to varying degrees, that UA’s diversity and campus
dynamic had become less homogenized and more contrasts in student backgrounds had
benefited the campus at large.
The negative outcomes of this student growth involved multiple participants
mentioned that a larger student body resulted in a less nimble, less flexible, and less
quant. UA seemed more automated, impersonal, and more “corporate” an environment
and more focused on the bottom line. Infrastructural strain and staff turnover occurred as
a result, more than one staffer mentioned that they felt that UA grew too much at too
great a clip. Other negatives include a loss of a sense of an intimate campus, increased
traffic, and a road and pedestrian design that changed dramatically.
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Positive and Negative Results
Themes Concerning The Positive Aspects of UA’s Student Growth
Figure 5.4
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Economic Benefit
When higher education initiatives feature substantial financial investment the
economic benefit can often be described tangibly. For example, newer infrastructure, has
in Edward’s mind, allowed for more conferences and tour groups to meet in the area. For
Tommy, the construction of several upscale hotels in downtown Tuscaloosa and along
the Tuscaloosa River cannot be divorced from UA’s growth. “It’s hard to [separate] the
feel of the Tuscaloosa change…with the student change.” Tommy also spoke to how the
economic benefit spread to the surrounding communities, how even neighborhood gas
stations and outlying housing area not traditionally associated with UA benefited from
more students living in the area.
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Frank supposed that there would be a return on investment that would benefit all
Alabamians. “I can imagine that it would eventually help the demographics of the state to
bring in additional people to live here who fall in love with Alabama. It gives you an
opportunity to showcase the best of the state to the rest of the United States, which can
help with reputation.”
Regardless of whether one views it as causation or correlation debate it is worth
documenting that UA is one of the most successful recruiters in Illinois (Rhodes, 2018)
and that nearly 30,000 people from Illinois have moved to Alabama since 2010
(Archibald, 2019). As a supplement to this data, I personally add the following: In both
the spring and fall of 2019 I have undergraduate students originally from the Chicago
area whose families moved to Alabama (Huntsville and Vestavia Hills, respectively) after
the students enrolled at UA.
Certain participants also believe that there was a much more narrow economic
impact. Tommy states that UA humanities-based departments “were protected” from the
Great Recession because of revenue gained from an increased student population.
However Tommy concedes that he did not realize that protection because the academic
department where he was working at the time “was just humming along.”
Improved Quality Of Student
According to Gary when UA raised the academic standards and requirements for
admittance this resulted in UA being able to attract better student athletes. As UA’s
academic perception improved both nationally and internationally, UA became more
attractive to student athletes. “We’ve been able to attract a wide variety of good
students…which I think really has helped all of our sports be more successful.” Gary also
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spoke of multiple sports being added at UA and that there are now over 600 UA student
athletes compared to approximately 400 when he began at UA in 1992.
Riley praised the newer “type” of UA undergraduate student as being much more
likely to engage with other students in a spirit of service and working together for the
greater benefits of the campus community. Half-joking, Riley said that “Here [UA
students] get along almost too good…that kind of cooperation really pays off [with]
dividends.” Like Riley, Tommy is a former student at UA, and he spoke along the same
lines first noting his arrival in the mid 2000s as a student. “I think there were some great
students then, I think there’s some great students now. It’s just, you know, a little bit
more dynamic in terms of the breadth of students in the classroom.” From his current
position as a middle-management staffer he disclosed he is “really pleased” with the
growth overall. “I think that really works well for the balance of in-state, out-of-state
[students] is wonderful. I think that really works well from both those different
populations of students.” Tommy was exuberant about the dividends of improving quality
of student population at UA, noting that high number of UA students to law school and
medical schools, Vanderbilt, Harvard, and Georgetown Universities among them. Lastly,
Tommy described a cultural mindset at UA where students can connect with other
students who are likewise “academically gifted.”
Better students will very much likely come as a result of improved academic
reputation for UA as it obtained the coveted R1 status in Carnegie Classification in 2018
due to an increased emphasis on research (Thornton, 2019). Frank believes that this
classification was very important because UA can now apply for grants that it could not
in years past.
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Improved Staff Cooperation and Perception of UA
Multiple staffers reported that they were able to share and relate stories and
problems they had encountered both on campus and with their professional peers from
other institutions at conferences and associational meetings. Among the issues discussed
were logistics, class size best practices, transportation needs, strategies to prevent the
need to increase class sizes. Avery related an example dealing with processing hundreds
of paper applications annually when she began her current staff position. Other UA
academic departments would call Avery’s department and ask if they could teach her
department’s application processing techniques. “We were processing so many… they
thought ‘Well, if [Redacted] is processing that many [applications] they got to have it
down to an art.’ So yeah, I mean I think we all lean on each other like that. We’ve learn
from each other.”
Several staffers believe that UA became the paragon for other institutions to
emulate in regards to recruiting students from outside the traditional recruiting boundary
lines and areas. As a result, they believed to varying degrees that UA’s advantage has
lessened somewhat. Gary related a story of UA recruiters showing displays every Friday
where several of the 67 countries that had traditionally been Auburn University sources
for applicants now became UA sources for applicants and had overtook Auburn in
number of applications.
Improved staff perception of UA also involved one’s immediate family. Though
two of Gary’s children are currently enrolled at UA, Gary admitted that when he arrived
at 1992 he would “be hesitant whether or not I’d send them here.” He felt at the time that
UA was in the bottom quarter of the SEC academically but he now believes that UA has

109

risen to the top quarter. His perception has changed very much. Now Gary has no doubt
that his children are currently receiving “a quality education from [a] great institution.”
Riley sums up this theme well when he stated that one of the “biggest things” that UA
staff have learned to succeed in their departmental mission is “to work together a lot
more across campus.”
More Diverse Student Population
Several participants spoke to the increased diversity of UA’s student body due to
more out-of-state students arriving on campus. The dynamics of the campus has changed
due to out-of-state students, noted Gary. Pat remembers that in the mid 1990s there was
obvious racial segregation and interaction at the Ferguson Student Center and at the
recreation facilities. But Pat was quick to point out that as UA became more diverse this
did not construed in a simplistic view of Black student/white student paradigm but that
other racial and ethnic demographics have contributed to the makeup of UA’s student
body as a result of intensive recruiting efforts outside the state of Alabama.
Frank described the diversity on campus as giving off more of a “cosmopolitan
feel.” The imagery he used to describe UA’s diversity was seeing “license plates from 49
other states” in the parking lot just outside his first floor office. Frank continued to relate
how he observed campus diversity through the lens of his office window. At first he
seemed almost hesitant to state he did not see diverse groups actually interacting with
each other any more so than when he began working at UA. However, he did note that
self-segregation in the case of international students did not seem that different than most
universities in the United States. However Frank felt that Greek organizations on UA’s
campus continued to be “monolithic” and “stuck out like a sore thumb” in the midst of
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positives steps UA has taken towards a more diverse campus and campus culture.
Tommy’s perspective was more optimistic, saying that he had observed relationships
between “Southerners”, “Yankees”, and international students. I found Joy’s comments
on diversity UA to be very interesting. As both the youngest participant and having two
degrees from UA, she spoke about this issue as a mother with young children. “I have
two boys, and it’s very important to me that they have experiences in [an] academic
setting where people don’t look like them.”
Themes Concerning The Negative Aspects Of UA’s Student Growth
Figure 5.5
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Less Flexibility as Infrastructure Issues Appear
Often is the case that as organizations scale up in size, be they hospitals, churches,
or universities, they become less nimble and have reduced flexibility. Stakeholders may
think that these organizations are expanding too much at too fast a rate. Infrastructure
issues quickly make their presence known.

111

Edward’s vision for fulfilling the mission of his department has been recalibrated
as a result of the changes on campus. “The downside of huge growth is that you have to
look the [needs of the] majority.” UA’s growth has caused Edward’s department to
become more “regimented” and what will benefit the most people on campus. He noted
this has caused irritation from some stakeholders who has complained that “we used to
always do this.” At times, Edward has been the bearer of uncomfortable or unpleasant
news due to his staff position telling other UA stakeholders (faculty, staff, administrators,
students, and their parents) that “Well, we can’t do this now.”
As a native of Tuscaloosa, Avery spoke of having to avoid the campus and the
surrounding area due to everyday traffic as opposed to athletic events and graduation
ceremonies. “To someone who grew up here, this [university] is huge…this [university]
doubles our population.” Even as a lifelong resident of Tuscaloosa and a UA employee
for several years Avery informed me that “I get turned around now. I can drive across
campus and not know that street was there or that building has been built or that parking
deck is new.” She added, “You used to be able to leave campus [for lunch] and comeback
no problem. Now it’s like, nope, you’re staying here because you’ve got 30,000 kids out
there trying to drive around.” Heidi seconded many of Avery’s comments. “You pretty
much have to time your entrance and exit [from the work day] around class ending and
around when class is starting.” Seconding their comments on traffic, Edward’s
commented that people on campus often told him “Hey, that road doesn’t go there
anymore.” Tommy states that where once “there was a field and now there wasn’t a field.
There [is] a road and buildings and different infrastructure. So that change, I think, you
feel on a regular basis.” Heidi saw parking becoming “tougher” from a cost-benefit point
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of view. More traffic and more demand for classroom space were symptoms of growth
with obvious economic benefits to the community at large as a lifelong resident of
Tuscaloosa.
Challenges for Staff to Improvise Solutions
Challenging adjustment from faculty and staff, demand for more contingent and
adjunct faculty. Sometimes, due to acute need, UA staff were hired from immediate
desperation than qualification. Multiple participants with terminal degrees from UA were
hired as staffers in ways quite different than their academic training at UA. My story at
UA was similar. I began teaching as an adjunct in the fall of 2007 teaching two classes
and was told there were no teaching opportunities for the spring. Over the winter break, a
colleague in the department expectantly passed and I was hired to teach this person’s
classes two days before classes started in January of 2008.
Abigail related an interesting story of having to add 100 levels in the fall due to
growth because there was not space to have the class in the fall. She had difficulty at first
convincing faculty to teach the class in the spring because they thought, incorrectly, that
they would be teaching students who had not passed the class in the fall. Here we see in
this example of an improvisational challenge on two fronts, both in terms infrastructure
and organizational culture. Solving one problem, teaching more sections of a class
typically taught in the fall to the spring to relieve infrastructural pressure (the 100 level
classes took place in 14 different campus buildings) created an new one: teaching faculty
that students taking the 100 level class in spring were not “good” students.
One participant spoke of infrastructure pressure and playing “catch up” regarding
Greek affairs stating that UA’s student growth “happened so fast…you should have one
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staff member for every thousand Greeks, so we need 12 but we have six.” And as
institutions grows, more staffers are required to be “on call” for emergencies of various
types. In the case of this study, a third of the participants had to be “on call” as part of
their duties as UA scaled up in infrastructure and population. “It is a 24/7 job,” said
Riley. “And you’ve got 38,000 something students and one student does something
wrong, and it looks bad on the whole university.” An example Riley offered that five UA
students may become arrested on a Friday night which may seem troubling at first unless
one realizes that there are over 38,000 UA students.
Class sizes and student to faculty rations were concerning to several participants
due to UA’s growth. Gary voiced concerns about online classes and his feelings that,
generally speaking, they were not as beneficial to undergraduate students as traditional
classes and further reinforced students to be, as he termed it, “disassociated” with people
and enable students to isolated themselves. This may be especially relevant to student
athletes who travel during the week and be tempted to take more, if not all, classes online
so that they will not feel “behind” in their academics as they play through their athletic
season. For example, 2019 Heisman trophy winner Joe Burrow, a quarterback on
Louisiana State University’s (LSU) football team, spent a scant amount of time on
campus due to enrolling solely in online classes (Stacy, 2019). Joy also noticed more of
the students she works with taking online classes and the problematic nature of these
classes. She believes that taking classes online has been emphasized more than when she
was a student at UA. “[F]or me personally…I would not do well in that. I would
struggle. I want one-on-one interaction, and I want to talk to my teacher.”
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Frank described an interesting circumstance where a negative occurrence became
a positive one. His organizational unit was understaffed despite UA’s growth.
Traditionally, the department where Franks works has found it challenging to hire and
retain qualified personnel because people can command a high salary working in the
corporate sector. UA’s growth forced his office to innovate leading Frank to declare this
challenge “was good in some ways because we had to rely more on automation, so it
helped us to really streamline processes.”
A More Corporate and Impersonal Feel
Numerous participants mentioned UA having a “small hometown feeling” as well
being “quaint” and “quiet.” According to Edward, when classes at UA are dismissed it is
“New York City…you can definitely feel a difference.” Other differences that Edward
noticed include working in a more intimate relaxed fashion. “When I first got here [in the
mid 2000s] it was easier to do kind of the mom-and-pop thing…now it’s like ‘I can’t
open that can of worms up.’”
Coming originally from a background in student affairs, Pat admitted, “I think the
campus can be a little bit too impersonal. We’ve been the victim of our [own] success.”
He described how UA is not doing as many “one-on-ones” student meetings within some
of UA’s colleges and instead information sessions are set up for set up in a one-size-fitsmost format.
Avery feels that as UA became more corporate she felt that the university culture
became too fixated on money. But she said that, from the standpoint of a citizen of
Tuscaloosa the development and the growth of the city have outweighed the negatives.
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Employee Turnover
Radical change, especially change that is disruptive and or expedient, can incite
staff turnover. Even if the change is unquestionably positive substantial change in
staffing may result. Only half of the participants (Edward, Frank, Gary, Heidi, Gary, and
Riley) work in the same organizational unit (department, office, etc.) as when they begin
at UA, though all have been promoted to varying degrees. Speaking about his particular
department Riley speculated that “I think we’ve had a complete turnover in staff, there’s
hardly anybody in [Redacted] that was here when I first [began in 2002].”
When Frank began working at UA, several of his colleagues in his department
chose to retire rather than undertake new technology and software training. Avery’s
cousin worked as a UA staff employee for 36 years in student housing and retired rather
than adapt.
However, Tommy saw staff turnover at UA as something that was positive rather
than negative. “I don’t think we have space anymore for the deadwood that [our]
institution used to have space for…I don’t think that’s the case [now because] there’s too
much pressure that’s placed in higher ed in terms of minimizing…and decreasing of
resources.” With an air of self-deprecation, Tommy explained how he found it
“charming” to attend a meeting with UA colleagues and be the “least intelligent person in
that room.” Within his own department, he described his colleges as “doing incredible,
incredible things, taking their gifts and applying to this space to make it better.” When he
was asked about how he viewed himself as being first a UA student and then later a staff
employee Tommy described his academic career more akin to a calling than a vocation.
“I think as I’ve gotten deeper and deeper into working here, it’s what I am giving to this
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institution, either giving to my staff that are either giving back [through] better ideas, best
practices, giving back to the departments, and it becomes a service engagement.”
One rationale for the staff turnover is that innovation is not always to someone’s
liking. People become comfortable with a certain way of performing their duties
especially if it is the way they have done for several years (for example, computer
software programs). Earlier in this section I referenced Frank’s experience of having
older colleagues leave UA rather than receive new training. If the reader will recall the
quote from Tommy on page 76 indicate a “with us or against us” campus atmosphere
regarding Witt’s strategic mission to grow the student population. Surprisingly, Tommy
described this campus atmosphere as something both laudable and necessary in order for
UA to shed staff that was, from Tommy’s perspective, “deadwood.”
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Research Question 4
How do they describe their experience, perception, and perspective as to why UA
was successful in increasing the undergraduate student body?
Figure 5.6
Marketing, Engagement, Investment, and Success

Exceptional
Marketing of
UA

Administrators
Engaged and
Invested in the
Mission

A Mission That
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The answer to the question has two parts. The first part involves the large,
overarching theme of UA’s Extraordinary Marketing by offering many things to many
people. Of further interest is that this occurred before, during, and after The Great
Recession, one of the most consequential economic periods of United States history in
our lifetime. The second theme that emerged is UA administrative leadership effectively
“steered the ship” through effort, investment, and zeal towards achieving the mission of
growing UA into a university transformed in population and campus appearance.
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Exceptional Marketing
When a person encounters the term “marketing” in higher education they may
gravitate towards thinking of an institution’s website, pamphlets, recruiting staff, among
other examples. Those things are certainly true that they are part of the makeup of a
university’s efforts to market itself. However there is much more that I discovered that
was distilled to where it could be counted as part of UA’s exceptional efforts in their
effectiveness in recruiting students. I use exceptional because as I mentioned in the first
chapter UA stood out, nationwide, in their marketing efforts, drawing the notice of
publications not normally focused on higher education to pay attention to UA and to
UA’s efforts. Witt placed full-time recruiting staff in most states, just not the traditional
orbits of the 300 hundred mile radius circling Tuscaloosa.
More than one participant mentioned a marketing aspect that appealed to both
students and their parents was the value one received in a UA education. Frank said that
UA “has be able to demonstrate that this is an option that’s cheap [and] realistic. The cost
of living here is incredibly low compared to [other] areas.” Edward declared that “people
are kind of hesitant, leery, [and] fed up with the cost of education.” Pat was of a similar
opinion. “Scholarships helped, Honors [College] helped. We did have a good price point,
which we don’t have anymore. In some places, it was cheaper to come here than it was to
go to their state university, but we’ve lost that edge.”
By offering scholarships to students who just missed the opportunity to attend the
flagship university in their home state (California, Florida, Georgia, Texas, etc.) Through
the offering of generous scholarships, UA was able to market to, and attract, higher
quality students. Nearly all the participants described these scholarships as the most
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important component to UA’s growth model. “You give enough scholarships and they
will come,” said Avery. In Tommy’s estimation he sees these higher quality students as
“savvy and aware of the system in terms of what’s being offered and what’s equitable
between their other [scholarship] offerings.” Abigail described it as “Just like skimming
the cream out from underneath top of the cream. It was a smart, smart recruiting move.”
Other participants noted the effective marketing of scholarships. “I think we were
attracting those out-of-state students that may be looking at other schools,” said Gary. He
was emphatic that increasing UA’s “academic integrity really helped to attract different
students here.” Pat stated that with UA’s Honors College becoming its own college and
the development of other scholarly programs “we were able to sell the academic side of
things.” He added that new residence halls were helpful in marketing to students and their
parents. “When they were built, freshman had priority to move in there.” Riley believes
that generous scholarships “got it started for sure. [They] got people in the Chicago area,
[New] Jersey, wherever, to look at Alabama. They…saw the scholarship situation, they
came to visit, they saw the grounds, they met very student-oriented [staff].”
For Avery, UA was marketed as a place where a student’s only limits was their
creativity. Referencing UA’s New College program, she said, “You can study anything
you want here. We’ve got things like New College where if you don’t like what we’re
offering, you can make up a whole new subject on what you want your degree to be in.”
Having recently gone through the recruitment and admissions process with his daughter,
Frank was able to look at UA’s recruiting and the campus at large in terms of
marketability. He was of the view that people who select UA are people looking for a
“classic undergraduate experience.” Frank went on to described how he perceived his
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daughter’s perspective. “She saw [UA] as being an amazingly good value so that she
could use the money that we would have otherwise spent on her do something like go
study abroad. From a parent’s perspective, the cost of going here still makes it really
affordable. It’s a great benefit to working for the university and you get it even cheaper.”
Without prompting multiple participants explained that UA’s football culture was
not the cause for people selecting UA as their institution of choice. Gary explained, “I do
feel like some of the growth came with football but I also know that so much [of UA] had
grown prior. Even the look and feel of campus had changed prior to Nick Saban. So is it
100% percent related? No.” Gary was also noncommittal on football and athletic success
in general being a driver for student enrollment and thought of them as more of a reason
to visit UA rather than as the reasons a student would apply for undergraduate admission.
This opinion concurs with Pat’s assessment. “The growth had started before Saban got
here…we’d see an increase, but it wasn’t a significant increase in applications.”
One of the participants who work in intercollegiate athletics spoke of
improvement in marketing UA to student athletics via renovating older facilities, new
construction, computer labs, and other amenities and services. “And by doing that, you
increase graduation rates. Increasing graduation rates would attract kids that would
normally look at different schools.” This participant added that the end result of this
marketing effort is that “we’ve been able to attract a wide variety of good students from
out-of-state, which I think has really helped all of our sports be more successful.”
Marketing well can result in other benefits other than revenue. Reflecting over his
nearly three decades at UA Gary stated that “when you grow a university like [UA],
you’re not only attracting students…you’re attracting better faculty members…I think
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every program on campus has benefited.” Indeed, perhaps faculty are indirectly effected
if they hear at a conference or read an article about a university described in glowing
terms regarding financials, institutional investments, improving academics, and an
emphasis on diversifying. Faculty may apply there whereas previously they may have not
done so.
In his newest staff position, Riley said that only about 10% of his job concerning
undergraduate recruiting. However, his job title and official description of duties would
lead a person to determine he would conduct any out-of-state recruiting. But due to his
skill set and experience in doing so, UA has retained him to take several trips outside
Alabama to recruiting events.
Administrators Engaged and Invested in the Mission
When asked what allowed UA to succeed Pat was adamant about the
effectiveness of the commitment he and his colleagues received from Witt. “He put
resources into it. I never was turned down if I said, ‘We need this to do this.’” Riley
spoke in glowing terms as well saying that previous to Witt, there was not a close
administrative relationship with undergraduate students and there is more of a “trust
factor” between the two groups. As a result, Riley said that now “there’s a very close
relationship, they work together, they’re very supportive and [each] has the university’s
back.” Later in the interview, he spoke of UA’s administrative support and how the
various elements of a university contribute to continual and tangible success. Riley
declared that administrators have “to have the support to give the scholarships, they’ve
got to have money to invest in the grounds, they’ve got to be able to build new facilities,
they’ve got to have the expectation that you’re going to be outstanding.” Taking a
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moment to ponder what he had just said, Riley said in a quieter, more contemplative, tone
“it was a total commitment in all parts of the thing.” He felt that scholarships alone do not
drive sustainable growth; investments in an institution’s infrastructure need to be there as
well. Tommy related a story that fits in with this line of thinking. “[Dr. Witt] cleared
house those first couple of years if you weren’t on board with this,” he stated. “There
used to be a faculty newsletter and the faculty newsletter said, ‘we don’t
[approve]…we’re not in favor of this growth.’ And like the next week the newsletter was
gone.”
A Mission That Succeeds Beyond Expectations
According to Abigail the mission worked so well that UA “planned for some of
the students, but they didn’t plan for that big a growth.” Other participants echoed a
similar feeling. “I don’t think anybody ever thought it would be like this,” said Riley.
Noting that other institutions have reached out to Pat’s department about setting up best
practices, he simply stated that UA’s success was more due to effort and dedication to the
mission of marketing UA effectively. “We didn’t have any magic formula. At first we
were just going in on a wing and a prayer.” Times, however, have changed, in Pat’s
department. Staff are now required to set goals, reports must be turned in, and data is now
utilized to determine the department’s next steps.
In trying to describe UA’s vision succeeding, Frank said that UA “hit a sweet
spot” where there was a people that was “really desperate” for a great college experience.
Combine that fact with UA being, in his view, “a school that had resources, the right
people behind it to support and the leader or visionary person to come in...give [the
strategic plan] a go and take on that risk [and] assume that risk to see if it would work.”
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Joy described it as “a perfect storm,” and she theorized that normalizing students
to consider attending UA who are from non-traditional recruiting areas helped accelerate
that success. She also felt another institution could be replicate UA’s success with a few
caveats. “I think that another institution could do [this], kind of, given the right
circumstances. It might be different reasons and different things that go into the perfect
storm of creating that growth.” One of those caveats was Joy being mindful of living in
Tuscaloosa and choosing to live and work there after graduation and how that formed her
view. “I went to school here, and I have raised a family here, and so I love it here. I think
there is something special about Alabama. But I also know…there are people around the
country that think the same thing about their school. I think the growth could be
replicated somewhere else. It would just look differently.”
Summary
The findings from the data revealed themes that were able to accurately answer
each of the four research questions. Among the larger, overarching themes of Necessity,
Opportunity, Radical Innovation, Positive and Negative Outcomes, and Exceptional
Marketing, other themes of a small nature emerged as well. These smaller themes
involved economic benefits, academic prestige, staff cooperation, improvisation, and
others as well. The concept of Institutional Emotional Maturity (IEM) was defined and
described within the context of UA’s undergraduate student growth. This concept can be
used to help measure whether an institution takes steps to professionalize the campus, be
it through salaries appropriate for staff positions that require a college degree or through
maintaining the facilities and grounds of a school with a sense of pride and purpose.
These smaller themes not only supplemented the larger ones but also helped construct a
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more complex and detailed description of UA’s campus, personnel, culture, and
infrastructure during this time period.
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Chapter 6
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND PERSONAL REFLECTIONS
The final chapter of this study will discuss the implications of this study,
recommendations for university staff and other stakeholders, suggestions for future
research, and some brief personal reflections. I will first discuss the themes as answers to
each of the research questions of this study. They were as follows: (a) How does UA staff
describe the reasoning behind the decision to increase, dramatically, UA’s undergraduate
population? (b) How do these stakeholders describe the execution of the strategic plan to
increase UA’s undergraduate population? (c) How do they describe their events and
experiences that constructed their view of the positives and negatives of this growth of
UA’s undergraduate student body? (d) How do they describe their experience,
perception, and perspective as to why UA was successful in increasing the undergraduate
student body?
The themes that emerged, and their implications, will be discussed within the
literature that was cited in previous chapters. Recommendations for university staff
professionals and stakeholders will be submitted. Suggestions for future research about
this subject and personal reflections will conclude this research study.
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Discussion of Findings in Relation to the Existing Literature
Because there were multiple research questions, it is not surprising that multiple
themes emerged from the data. Listed below are the major themes as presented and
described in the previous chapter:
•

Necessity—Anemic Growth in Alabama, Financial Challenges, and Institutional
Immaturity (Research Question 1)

•

Opportunity—Revenue, Diversity, Academic Prestige and Quality of Student
(Research Question 1)

•

Radical Innovation—Dramatic Change, Institutional Investment and Support,
Tension from Growth (Research Question 2)

•

Positive Results—Economic Benefit, Staff Cooperation, Staff Perception of UA,
Student Quality and Diversity (Research Question 3)

•

Negative Results—Impersonal campus, Reduced Flexibility, and Staff Turnover
(Research Question 3)

•

Exceptional Marketing—Scholarships, UA being a Good Value, and
Administrative Investment (Research Question 4)

Necessity
The University of Alabama was not alone among higher education institutions in
the challenges it faced such as poor state population growth (Sharp, 2017). What did
separate UA was the leadership of Dr. Robert Witt in executing a strategic plan of
opportunity to grow UA’s undergraduate student population. It may be inferred that
President Witt and other important UA stakeholders considered a plan of this magnitude
and scale essential for UA’s future. When asked if they agreed with the strategic plan, the
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responses from Tommy and Pat in particular revealed their belief of the necessity of the
plan. Tommy speculated that 2024 will be the year that a nationwide downturn in
undergraduate student occurs. Fox (2019) states it will occur in 2026. Pat saw the
necessity of this growth plan more immediately due to an attitude of taking high school
students in metropolitan Birmingham and Mobile. The literature speaks to this necessity.
Fethke and Policano (2012) state it is not a question of if public universities need to
change but whether public universities can “react, quickly, successfully, and sensibly
enough to sustain their competitive position as premier provides of instruction and
research” (p.4).
Opportunity
The reader may recall my citation of Barney (1991) in the first chapter. Barney’s
resource theory was alluded to as a possible explanation for UA’s success. This theory
revolves around the notion that an organization will hold significant advantages over
competitors if the organization executes strategies that utilize the organization’s strengths
and keep at arm’s length weaknesses. In the case of UA, the other competitors were other
colleges and universities in the United States. The resources were there for UA to
succeed and the results confirm this theory. Taking advantage of what Pat described as a
competitive “edge”, UA was able to portray itself as a good economic value. If one
couples the idea of a good value with Frank’s explanation of UA offering a “classic
undergraduate experience” we can see how UA created a recipe for success via attractive
grounds, new residence halls, generous scholarships and the “personal touch.” In so
doing, UA was able to increase revenue, academic prestige, student diversity, quality of
student that enrolled at UA. Terms such as “edge” and “personal touch” from participants
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reinforce Clark’s (1983) discussion on higher education in the United States as being part
of an expansive consumer market.
Radical Innovation
The participants in this study described the numerous ways in which UA changed,
be it through infrastructure, enrolling students in classes, or campus culture. Clark (1983)
notes that much of the change that occurs in higher education is invisible. New buildings
on UA’s campus were not. And so what was most seared in the minds of the research
participants was the tearing down and building up of campus infrastructure. In the case of
Abigail’s ADA classroom furniture story, we learned how changing the furniture of a
classroom can determine how many students are allowed to enroll. The large, expensive,
and often noisy endeavors seem to have become permanent memories with the
participants.
However, what I found to be most innovative throughout this study was UA’s
student recruiting method that used a combination of newly targeted recruiting areas with
scholarships generous to tempt students (and parents) who would have not otherwise
considered UA. This innovation drew the attention of the national press (Pappano, 2016;
Rhodes, 2018). While innovation is generally considered to be a “net positive” there may
be trade-offs or consequences. Participants described various pressures, tension, and
having to construct solutions, sometimes even solutions that were makeshift in nature.
The example that most illustrates this was Abigail’s description of assigning 313 sections
through 14 buildings on UA’s campus.
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Positive Results
The outcomes of UA’s growth were numerous, some were beneficial, and some
were not. Tellingly, some outcomes were correlated to each other. The participants all
spoke, to varying degrees and descriptions, of the economic benefits this growth gave to
UA and to the Tuscaloosa area at large. Tommy referenced new upscale hotels that were
built in downtown Tuscaloosa as well as the millions from each football game day that
that impacted Tuscaloosa County.
UA’s financial boon even drew attention from the titans of the popular press such
as The New York Times (Drape, 2015), The Washington Post (Anderson, 2015), and The
Chicago Tribune (Novy-Williams, 2017). An increased diversity of the undergraduate
student body was often mentioned as well. One positive outcome that I did not foresee
were participants explaining how staff cooperation across campus improved and there
was more camaraderie and sharing of best practices. Another revelation was staff
perception of UA as a more cooperative and professionalized place to work. More than
one participant recounted times during this student growth where UA staff leaned on their
colleagues in other departments to determine the best practices as they encountered a
growing undergraduate student population.
When I reflected on UA as an institution that both matured and professionalized, I
immediately thought of Tommy and his description of a UA professional staff position.
This position required a college degree, yet only paid an annual salary of $26,000, was
unsettling. However, this story has a somewhat happier ending. Tommy secured a
significantly higher starting salary for these entry-level positions in the department that
he oversees. As I thought of Clark’s (2004) concept of a university’s “soul” in
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comparison with the example above, I recalled the sense of content accomplishment in
Tommy’s voice. The University of Alabama’s soul had been cleansed, as it were, of an
immature and ultimately self-slaying evaluation of a staff employee’s worth.
Negative Results
With increasing professionalization being mentioned by many of the participants
so too was mentioned UA being described as a more corporate and impersonal campus.
Mention was also made of staff turnover. These participant responses fit with Clark’s
(2004) story of encountering counter-arguments stating that a university’s soul would be
destroyed with the implementation of increasing professionalization. Participants also
described challenges they encountered and how they were often compelled to improvise
solutions. As a result of UA’s growth, participants such as Edward, Abigail, Avery and
Heidi also mentioned less flexibility and more pressure in terms of infrastructure within
the unique dynamics of their job and organizational unit. Examples they gave included
classroom spaces, parking on campus, and foot traffic when classes were dismissed.
Exceptional Marketing
Pat and Riley gave valuable testimony to the efforts undertook to recruit students
and their parents. Regardless of their specialty or organizational unit where they work,
many of the research participants mentioned scholarships, generous ones at that, were
effective in incentivizing students and their parents to visit, apply, and ultimately, attend
UA. Even if one tables scholarships to the side, other financials reasons were given by
participants to explain UA’s popularity with students and their parents who were not
Alabama residents. Though some members of UA staff may not always be conscious of
it, UA competes with other institutions for students and their tuition dollars. Clark (1983)
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explains that higher education institutions are themselves as part of a consumer market
where the “central feature is consumer choice” (p.162). Paying tuition is the most
obvious example to Clark that demonstrates colleges and universities participate in a
consumer market.
Because of a lower cost of living in Alabama, UA was able to present itself as a
good value. With the Great Recession occurring during this research study’s time period,
one can easily see the appeal of a university marketing itself as being a good value. UA
administrator also invested in the campus, upgrading transportation services, building
new student housing, and beautifying the campus. Ultimately, in a consumer market,
Clark states that students “vote with their feet” (p.163). This study has shown that
students voted in great numbers, from a great number of places, for The University of
Alabama. According to Fethke and Policano (2011) the solution for public universities is
that they must “identify a unique strategy and invest in programs that align with it” (p.5).
Frank’s description of this period in time on UA’s campus concurs with Fethke and
Policano regarding unique strategy and investment: “[UA] hit a sweet spot where we
have a population that was really desperate for [scholarships] and a school that had
resources, the right people behind [UA] to support it, and the right leader or visionary
person to come in and led people.”
Summary of the Study
As was mentioned in the introductory chapter, the purpose of this study was to
obtain a greater understanding of how a growing campus population altered the personal
and professional lives of UA staff. This was done through the participants’ descriptions
of their experiences and perspectives during this time of growth. Student enrollment, and
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the financial elements inherent to this topic, remains important in higher education
studies, as student enrollment is an important indicator of a higher education institution’s
future financial stability. The findings of this qualitative study will help researchers and
practitioners alike in hearing the “voices” of the participants.
Clark (2004) writes that change that is both lasting and transformative in higher
education is based on “responses that build new sets of structures and processes” (p.5).
What follows is “a stabilizing entrepreneurial constitution” that is threaded into the
“fabric” of the university (p.6). Indeed, the research participants spoke to having to do
their jobs differently due to this growth. Because the 10 staffers came from 9 different
UA organizational units (departments, offices, programs, etc.) it was shown that this
change was not isolated to certain elements of UA. Most, if not all of UA, was changed to
varying degrees. Regardless of whether the participants work (or worked) directly with
undergraduates, they, as UA staffers, each had to change or adapt their “best practices”,
often leaning on one another for guidance. The data that constructed the themes of
Necessity, Opportunity, and Radical Innovation speak to this. Changes, be they positive
or negative, were described and participants gave multiple examples of both. Be it
through generous scholarships, the “personal touch”, or seductive campus beauty, the
theme of UA’s Extraordinary Marketing must be noted as worthy of future study. The
concept of Institutional Emotional Maturity (IEM) was defined and described in relation
to UA. The University’s increased professionalization and the intentional investment in
staff, campus, and infrastructure ensured a campus ready to enroll undergraduate students
at an increasing rate, year after year, for several years in a row. Thus the strategic mission
was deemed a success.
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Limitations and Strengths
The following two paragraphs describe the limitations and strengths of the study.
As was mentioned in the third chapter, this case study was focused only on The
University of Alabama (UA). All research participants were part of the UA community
during the study’s time period. Additionally, no participants have left UA or retired and
thus they remain currently affiliated with the university as a staff employee. A second
delimitation is the time line of 2006-2015 with deviations when appropriate and of
benefit to the study and to the reader. Only non-executive staffers were interviewed, no
one with the title of Vice President, Dean, Provost, and other executive or administrative
titles participated in the study. Faculty, administrators, current student, student parents,
and other stakeholders were not a part of this study.
As was also mentioned in the third chapter my “insider status” as UA faculty (and
doctoral student) proved to be helpful in that I was able to determine who not only had
witnessed UA’s undergraduate student growth and a transformed campus but might also
supply interesting examples, narratives, and data that would be valuable for a study of
this type. I will concede that being a member of UA faculty, as opposed to “merely”
being a doctoral student, may have played a role in the decision of some individuals to
participator, or not, in the research study.
However, all of the research participants seemed willing to provide honest
answers and evaluations of UA’s strategic plan, documenting both the positive, and
negative, outcomes. Many of them appeared to enjoy conversing about this particular
epoch in their career at UA. Perhaps they felt valued because their views, perspectives,
and personal history were deemed important enough to document for a study of this size.
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Implications for Practice
There are a variety of implications for both practice and future research as a result
of these findings. This section will discuss implications for practice, specifically for nonexecutive university staffers and their administrative supervisors. These findings
demonstrate the benefits of interoffice and interdepartmental cooperation and mutual aid.
Multiple staff related stories of others asking for help or advice in lieu of student
population growth, organizational change, and infrastructure pressures. Abigail’s story of
using disability services staff and furniture procurement to keep faculty student ratios
down was quite memorable and instructive. In this narrative we see both cooperation but
also improvisation. The findings showed that staff across campus improvised solutions
regardless of whether they worked in an academic department or an auxiliary service
office. “A wing and a prayer,” was how Pat described his office’s attempt to fulfill the
strategic plan’s mission. Refreshingly, all of the participants were quite humble about
their efforts and each were quick to speak to the collaborate effort on campus. The lesson
here to be learned that one reaps dividends if one is humble enough to ask someone for
help.
Another implication from the findings was that for every improvement,
innovation, or positive result on campus, it is likely be a trade-off or negative
consequence. For instance, participants spoke of the increased professionalization of
campus, Avery spoke of staff dressing more appropriately for an office setting and
Tommy spoke of staff salaries in his department more in line with a professional
positions. Avery also mentioned though that the campus had become more impersonal
and more corporate. Whether staffers are considering how best to implement a campus
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wide strategic plan in their office or selecting vendors to supply paper, it is worth the
time to consider the tradeoffs and consequences, multiple angles or perspectives, one may
encounter from making a decisions. On a campus, or in a small college town like
Tuscaloosa, one never knows who is married, or related, to whom.
Implications for Administrators and Executives
There are also implications from this research study for higher education
administrators and executives as well. Here I recommend that instead of concerning
themselves with the numerous offices, departments, centers, and other organizational
units they consider the larger themes of this study, lest they find themselves overwhelmed
with institutional minutiae. What lessons can be gleaned from UA’s growth? The
overarching themes of Necessity, Opportunity, Radical Innovation, and Marketing are the
answers to this question. Campus leaders should envision what the future needs of the
college or university will be to ensure a flourishing future. They should take into account
what opportunities they have available to them. Be it the institutions of the Universities
of Alabama, Arkansas, or Arizona, all institutions, to varying degrees, enjoy certain
unique advantages whether it is location, value, cost, endowment, weather, amenities or
attention. Likewise be they located in Tuscaloosa, Tempe, or Tampa, the surrounding
area can offer opportunities, be they urban, suburban, or rural. Obviously, all of the
aforementioned universities and areas have unique circumstances that can be viewed as
challenges as well.
Terms like marketing and innovation has become so bastardized and
commonplace, that a writer may feel trepidation in using them. Fortunately, the examples
from the findings of this research study demonstrate the necessity of using them. These
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terms are inescapable and they are thoroughly and truly applicable. Participants not
involved in undergraduate recruitment spoke to the innovation and marketing that UA
implemented in reaching out to areas that were unknown previously but proved to be
fertile recruiting grounds. Administrative leaders must be willing to take a honest look at
how their college and university perceives itself and is perceived by others. I harken back
to the term Institutional Emotional Maturity (IEM). If a university, like The University of
Alabama, thinks of itself as a “flagship” university it must behave accordingly. It must
invest with money, time, and effort. Consider Tommy relating the story of a starting
professional salary of a staff position, requiring a college degree, being $26,000. How
can an institution take itself seriously as a flagship university aiming to rise in Carnegie
classification when it pays such an “immature” wage? As UA professionalized itself, the
participants noted their improved view and opinion of UA as being an authentic flagship
university worthy of receiving various accolades.
Recommendations for Future Scholarship
There are numerous areas where researchers could conduct future scholarship.
When studying universities as large as UA, there are always areas that are not covered. I
regret that I was able to secure participants from human resources, facilities and grounds,
and dining services, and residential housing. Those scholars wishing to further study
UA’s undergraduate growth during this time period would do well to do so. Additional
study on this concept of Institutional Emotional Maturity (IEM), that is to say, the
willingness and desire of an institution to “grow up” and professionalize itself thereby
likely increasing the perception of the campus, campus culture, and the college or
university itself.
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Out of the 10 participants, 3 were married to other UA staffers. One participant
was married to a UA faculty member. This came about either through prior knowledge or
the participant’s own admission. I did not ask the participants if they were married, much
less married to a UA employee, as I felt that was invasive and not required for this
research study. However I do believe this would make for interesting research regarding
organizational change, campus growth, and how that affects UA employees when their
spouses or domestic partners work on campus as well.
The last recommendation for further study concerns future models of higher
education institutions. Edward, perhaps prophetically, stated, “It’s definitely going to be
the big kids on the block survive, and that’s where your bump in enrollment is going to
come. [Schools like UA are] going to eat up the closing institution students.” Will some
schools merely atrophy and weaken or they will be forced to close or merge, allowing the
“big kids” to enroll more students? Will there be fewer and fewer institutions of higher
education in the coming decades? These are questions worthy of future research.
Personal Reflections
Writers are often tempted to conclude a significant piece of writing with a quote
from another source. I will end this writing with a quote from Frank regarding UA that I
found to be pertinent. “We’re not as diversified in terms of what we’re known for outside
of football. But we’re getting there, and it’s a very, very exiting journey.” Indeed, this
journey I have undertaken, beginning in the fall of 2007, to the first of January 2020 as I
write these words, has been fascinating. Fascinating to the point of composing a
dissertation on it. I speculate that this interest is due in part to the scale of the institution
involved. It is less compelling in my view would be less inclined to study a small college
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that grew from 2,400 students to 3,700 students in less than a decade. And so I have
learned things about myself as a researcher as well. Namely, that size and scale are
significant factors that play into what I choose to pursue in my research.
Faculty can often fall into the binary trap of “us versus them” when it comes to
faculty and staff or faculty and administrative. I am grateful to have had the opportunity
to learn from the research participants, UA staff who took the time to share with me their
own piece of UA’s transformative growth from less than 24,000 students in 2006 to a
campus that enrolled over 37,000 students in 2015 (The Plan, n.d.).
Through the undertaking of this study I have improved as a qualitative researcher.
Conducting interview after interview gave me both the confidence and experience to
where I discern my own improvement from my first research participant to the last. I also
learned about what it is like to work as various types of university staff employees at a
large university. There is no generic staff experience or position on a campus, one’s
department, office, or program can vary vastly in culture, attitude, and outlook. This
research study has allowed me to learn and share what knowledge I have acquired with
you, the reader. I thank you for your time and hope that reading this document has been
enlightening, edifying, and worth the endeavor.
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APPENDIX B
RECRUITMENT EMAIL TO POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS

<Insert Month and Day>, 2019
Dear <Insert Name>,
My name is Donovan (Van) Newell and I am a faculty member in the Department of
English and a doctoral student in the College of Education here at The University of
Alabama. For my dissertation, I am conducting a case study of the experiences of UA
staff regarding the dramatic growth in undergraduate students at UA since 2006.
I have contacted you specifically because I believe that your background, perspective,
and position within UA can uniquely contribute to this study. I am conducting research
this semester (Fall 2019) and your participation in this research will consist of a personal
interview with me that will be recorded and last approximately one hour. You may
choose both a time and location for the interview to occur in the next two months. All
participants will have pseudonyms, their position at UA will be obscured, and all
responses will be kept strictly confidential to the extent permitted by law.
If you are willing to participate, please complete the very brief attached questionnaire and
return to me via email by <Insert Month and Day>. Every participant who is interviewed
will be compensated with a $30 Target gift card.
Thank you for your time and consideration. Please feel free to contact me if you have any
questions and I look forward to hearing from you.
Sincerely,
Donovan (Van) Newell
vnewell@ua.edu
(205) 873-1542
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APPENDIX C
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE
The information provided on this sheet will assist the researcher in understanding
the background of participants in this study. All of your responses to the following
questions will be kept confidential. If the results of the demographic data are used in
findings it will be employed either through a pseudonym that will not allow individual
identification or in aggregate form (for example, “All of the male participants were born
and raised in Alabama”).
1. Name:
2. Email Address:
3. Telephone Number:
4. Preferred Gender Pronoun (He/She/They):
5. Current job title and year you began working at UA:
6. Please list other positions you have held at UA:
7. Are you a graduate of UA? If yes, please list year of graduation and degree type:
8. Have you taught a class to undergraduate students at UA?
Your participation is greatly appreciated. It will consist of an in-person interview that will
be recorded on an audio device. Please check all that apply and respond accordingly.
______ I can conduct the interview on campus or within a three hour driving distance.
______ I am willing to be audio recorded for my interview (this data will be kept
confidential)
The best interview times for me would be the following:
(e.g. Mondays 11am-1pm, Wednesdays 9am-11am, Saturdays 3pm-5pm)
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APPENDIX D
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Introduction
Thank you for taking the time to give this interview with me. The purpose of this
research is to better understand how rapid and consistent undergraduate enrollment has
impacted staff at The University of Alabama from 2006 to 2015. This interview will
consist of a few basic background questions and will transition into hearing your
reflections and perceptions.
Part 1 - Background:
1. Please state your current position at UA, how long you have been employed at
UA, and any other positions you have held at UA.
2. What are the general duties of your position?
3. Are the hours that you work very fluid, very set and structured, how are they
divided off and on campus?
4. Please describe how directly or indirectly your position relates/related to
undergraduate students?
5. If applicable, what role if any, have you and/or your department/office played
in the mission of increasing UA student enrollment?
6. If applicable, please describe how UA’s student growth impacted your position,
your work and your department/office.
7. What have you learned about how enrollment growth has impacted your
position, your work, and your department/office?
Part 2 – Reflections and Perceptions
8. Please describe what UA and UA undergraduate students were like when you
first became affiliated with the university?
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9. Please explain how the makeup of the student body population has changed
over the years as a result of the growth.
10. Were you and your UA staff peers used differently by UA administration
during this increase in enrollment growth?
11. Please describe what you saw as UA executed the plan to grow the institution.
12. Do you believe in the validity of this initiative? Please explain why or why
not.
Part 3 – Rationale of Enrollment Growth:
13. What do you believe to be the initial causes of UA’s growth in student
population?
14. From your experience and perspective, what caused this growth to become
sustained year after year?
15. What do you think made UA an attractive university for both in-state and outof-state students?
16. Would their parents/guardians have differing reasons for finding UA an
attractive institution for their child? If so, what might they be?
17. Do you believe that scholarships and the cost of attendance are the most
important factor regarding student and parent choice?
18. Do you believe certain one-time events (a team winning a national
championship, the 2011 tornados, etc.) are overrated or underrated when it comes
to influencing a student’s decision to attend UA?
19. Do you believe newer dorms, a large Greek system culture, Chic-Fil-a, and
Starbucks matter more than academics or cost?
Part 4 – UA Today:
20. How would you describe UA now?
21. Do your colleagues and peers in other institutions perceive UA differently as a
result of this growth?
22. From your perspective as a UA staff employee, have there been positive
outcomes as a result of this student growth?
23. Have there been the negative consequences as a result of this growth?
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24. Could another institution replicate UA’s initiative with similar results?
25. What should future researchers of UA enrollment growth investigate or focus
on?
26. Is there a question that you wished that I had asked regarding UA’s student
growth? If so, please state the question and answer it.
Part 5- Conclusion
Thank you again for taking the time to speak with me. Your insights, perspectives, and
experience is valuable not only to this research study, but also to those researching
enrollment growth at public flagship universities.
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