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Jim Collins (author of the popular book Built to Last) examines in his new book good companies that became “great” as a result of a corporate culture that sought out well disciplined individuals who could systematically move the organization forward, producing sustainable and profitable results.  While it is difficult to translate Collins’ findings into the world of higher education, and more specifically, Enrollment Services, he introduces several concepts that are worthwhile to ponder.
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He uses this metaphor to communicate to us the importance of building the right team.  Most individuals have experienced public transportation or, at the very least, a school bus.  I believe that Collins might have had the Magic School Bus series in mind when he wrote this book.  He tells us that we need to have the right people on the bus, get the wrong people off, and make sure that those who are on the bus indeed occupy the correct seat (quiet kids in the front, bullies in the back).  With all of that is in place, I envision a transport to some magical universe that will enable us to realize our hedgehog concept.
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That brings us to the hedgehog concept.  That is, defining what we are good at and getting to it.  Along the way, we simply leave behind a trail of crumbs as we nudge the unproductive off the bus.  Hedgehog.  What an interesting idea.  Imagine a spiky rat-like porcupine type animal on the verge of extinction.  This insectivore serves as the symbol of our rootedness, clarification of who we are and what we will do.  

You may be thinking at this moment that I didn’t like this book.  On the contrary, I found it most applicable to our daily existence as Enrollment Services professionals.  One may think that we never get to choose what we are good at or what we will do.  After all, our task is to recruit students, admit them to the institution, get them registered, get them money, pay their bills and get them grades.  (Forgive the rather simplistic version of our complex existence).  However, simplicity and clarity is what Collins is all about.  Have the courage to determine what you are good at and do it.  That doesn’t mean that you have the luxury of just eliminating that which you are bad at, but it does mean that you need to take a cold, hard look at yourself and what you are doing.
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All of us, down to the front line person of the organization, make decisions on a daily basis about what is important, what will get done and how it will be done.  These individual decisions collectively determine the long-term mediocrity or long-term superiority of the organization.  At the helm of the organization that demonstrates long term superiority lies leadership that combines vision and dedication with humility and selflessness.  The great leaders are those who seek success for their organization, not for themselves.  Collins’ leaders are focused on results.  The great leaders are dedicated to shaping the organizational culture to greatness.  Collins also tells us what great leaders don’t do.  They don’t launch radical change programs and wrenching restructuring.  They build from strength.  

The implications for Enrollment Services are complex.  The fundamentals of what we are good at have been determined for us.  We are team members in support of instruction and bringing instruction to greatness.  Our challenge is to envision and implement services that are so seamless that no one knows we are there.  The mark of success is anonymity.  Students should be concentrating on learning and not whether or not their financial aid will arrive on time.  Faculty should be concentrating on teaching excellence and not worry about the adequacy of their classroom.  Enrollment Services staff should be concentrating on assisting students to the best extent possible and not subsumed with the stack of transactions awaiting them at their desks.  Educated people are our product.  

How do we become great within the constructs raised by this book?  We are mostly all good but few are great.  Share this book with your staff and discuss it.  Building from a common experience or point of discussion can assist in the road from good to great.

Collins, J. Good to Great, Harper Collins Publishers, New York, 2001.
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Abstract:  In Jim Collin’s book, Good to Great, he examines “good” organizations that become “great” ones.  Collins illustrates that sustainable excellence is possible and defines the key concepts that constitute greatness as well as suggestions on how to get there.  Read this book and think about how to pave the way to greatness in Enrollment Management.  

One concept is that of the “bus”.  





The hedgehog concept.





Leaders at the helm.
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