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I had the privilege and pleasure of interviewing John Finney as he prepares to retire.  John was PACRAO President in 2001 and has been the University Registrar at the University of Puget Sound since 1976.  I wanted to get his perspective and insights on our work in higher education, where we need to focus in the future and learn about the legacy he will leave at the University of Puget Sound (on February 1 he handed the reins and title of University Registrar to Brad Tomhave).  John will officially retire in May 2007 after the UPS Commencement ceremonies.  He will have served 31 years as University Registrar and I wanted to gain his wise counsel before he jumps on the next train and heads down the track into retirement.   

RLA:
  What is your education/work background?
 

JF:  I had a terrific introductory sociology course when I was a sophomore at UPS and out of inertia I just kept on trucking.  I have a bachelor’s degree in sociology from the University of Puget Sound (1967) and master’s of science and Ph.D. degrees in sociology from the University of Wisconsin, Madison (1969 and 1971).  My scholarly interests were research methods, statistics, the sociology of religion, and the sociology of education.

 

RLA:
  What was your career path to the University Registrar’s position at UPS?
 

JF:  The University of Wisconsin socialized you to be a big time researcher, so I had to put my interest in teaching at a small college like UPS on the back burner until I’d gotten the big time research bug out of my system.  Between 1971 and 1976 I taught at Washington State University, where I also directed the Public Opinion Laboratory in the Social Research Center, doing surveys on all kinds of topics on all kinds of populations across the state.  

 

But I always kept in touch with the UPS prof who taught that first introductory sociology course that got me into the sociology game in the first place.  In 1976 UPS created the new position Registrar and Director of Institutional Research. This was UPS’s first institutional research position, which I understood to be the sociology of education in an applied setting, where what you do matters to someone else beside yourself.  That appealed to me, although I had no idea what a registrar was or did.  I went for advice to WSU registrar Jim Quann, who convinced me that registraring was the best career opportunity on the planet.  I applied for the UPS job, and to everyone’s surprise, especially Jim Quann’s, UPS hired me.  Jim had never before known someone hired to be registrar who didn’t know what a registrar was.  I learned that UPS hired me because they wanted to get some institutional research going, and they hoped I would learn the registrar end of things along the way.  Thanks to a supportive and patient staff, I eventually did, and I came to love the registrar part of my job even more than the institutional research part.

 

In 1989 the associate dean retired and the dean asked me to take the job.  I said I would so long as I could continue to be registrar.  I was Associate Dean and University Registrar until February 1, 2007, when Brad Tomhave was promoted from Associate Registrar to Registrar and I became just Associate Dean Finney.  I was relieved when Brad was promoted because for years I as registrar had received fame and glory for the successes of the Registrar’s Office, which were mostly the result of Brad’s work.  Now I don’t feel guilty anymore.

 

RLA:  What was your greatest achievement as a registrar?
 

JF:  Helping Brad to develop into the best registrar UPS has ever had.  A lesser achievement was getting the faculty to accept the move from an arena mass registration environment that served as the social highpoint of the new academic year, to the use of computer terminals to register students into classes.  Another achievement was to hold the vendors at bay so that our college never had an outside commercial company dictating our academic policies and procedures.  Beyond that I continually and relentlessly nudged and encouraged the faculty to develop and revise academic policies that seemed to fit better with the kind of school UPS has become than the earlier “anything goes” environment of the sixties and early seventies.

 

I consider serving as PACRAO President in 2001 to be the high point of my professional career.  Although it completely wore me out, I’ll treasure always the people I worked with and the experiences I had.  I take pride in our having been able to put on a terrific conference two months after 9/11 without losing money. 
 

RLA:  You have been a member of PACRAO and AACRAO for 30+ years.  How have you seen these associations change and do you have any advice for future association leaders? 

  

JF:  My basic advice is not to concede the field to the vendors.  It bothers me that vendor user group meetings draw more participants than PACRAO or AACRAO.  That’s wrong.  PACRAO and AACRAO should be seen as being the most important professional groups to belong to and their conferences should be the most important to attend during the year.  Vendor meetings are successful because they are seen as being useful to participants, and PACRAO and AACRAO need to make it clear just how their organizations and conferences are even more useful and more important to members.  

 

PACRAO could strengthen itself by resuming publication of a hard copy directory that members have on their desks to remind them of PACRAO day and every time they need to contact a colleague.  Going to the website for this purpose is unwieldy and impractical.  PACRAO could strengthen itself by perfecting a strategy for soliciting members and membership renewals that works.  I’m confident that Brad Tomhave, as this year’s membership VP, will set a good example.  The protocol that Chris Kerlin established when she was membership VP in the 1990s was extremely effective.  PACRAO should not settle for having fewer than 400 dues paid institutional members.  PACRAO needs to do a better job of vetting future leaders.  Too many PACRAOns get into positions of leadership before they are ready simply because there are no senior people willing to do the job.  It never used to be like this.  You can’t have a strong association if the new VP is someone who has been in the profession for two years and that seasoned people have never even heard of.  We need to promote an ethic of service.  All this is of course easier said than done.

 

That PACRAO has done away with its archives is tragic.  The idea was that digitized documents from the old archives are just as good.  But not everything was digitized.  Electronic media are ephemeral.  And I know from my experience in PACRAO that a chain is only as strong as its weakest link.  With no permanent, ongoing executive office or officer like AACRAO has, all it takes is for one incompetent set of officers to lose or fail to pass on the critical history, manuals, and documents, and the chain is broken forever.  When PACRAO had its dynamic presidents in the 1990s, people like Chris Kerlin, Melanie Bell, and Janet Ward, PACRAO just hummed.  It didn’t take very long for all of their good work to get lost in somebody’s garage somewhere so that successor officers had to try to reinvent a lot of wheels from scratch.  We need good, strong people in office every year, not just occasionally.  

 

In summary, probably the single best thing PACRAO could do to ensure its viability and long-term health and survival is to raise dues a bit and fund an ongoing part-time executive officer to provide continuity.

 

RLA:  Do you have any horror stories?
 

JF:  One time I got the bright idea of reversing the registration priority of students, so that freshmen registered first, then sophomores, then juniors, and then seniors.  The idea was to give lower division students the opportunity to get into the lower division courses they should be taking before juniors and seniors had closed them all out.  This didn’t go over very well, and the students invited me to an open forum to discuss the proposal.  That was one of the worst experiences I ever had.  We never did implement the reverse registration priority proposal.  I completely caved in.

 

A huge horror story that occurred during my career actually turned out okay when proposed changes to AACRAO that would have effectively done away with the organization were voted down at the 1997 conference in Salt Lake City.  The relief I felt that day was tremendous.  In AACRAO, registrars still have a strong national organization with which they can identify and from which they can learn.  We are not simply amorphous administrators in a new higher education landscape, as proponents of the changes tried to argue.  We are registrars; the greatest hope there is for keeping the academic enterprise focused on student learning.

 

RLA:  What was the role and function of the registrar when you first entered the position?
 

JF:  The central role and function of the registrar was what it still is, to interpret and implement the academic will of the faculty.  Without the registrar serving as the faculty’s administrative representative, the faculty can create rules and degree requirements and pontificate all day long with no impact whatsoever on how the institution actually operates.   
 

RLA:  What are the skills needed to do this?

 

JF:  As we know from Jim Quann’s 1979 history of the field, registrars are of the faculty; they originally came from the faculty.  To the extent a registrar has academic credentials the task of representing and having influence on faculty is made easier.  But Brad Tomhave, for example, does not have a Ph.D. degree, yet has tremendous credibility with faculty.  The skills needed therefore devolve into understanding academic issues, understanding the curriculum better than most faculty do and can having an academic understanding of what it is faculty are trying to accomplish in their courses and through the degree requirements they impose.  If one is “of the faculty” in this fundamental sense, one will be effective in dealing with faculty and in representing the faculty view in administrative functioning.

 

RLA:  How has it changed as you are retiring?
 

JF:  Because of the decentralization of access to student records and other data, the registrar nowadays must be a leader on campus in the implementation of technology in ways that strengthen, not weaken, the academic enterprise.  One of the trends that bothers me greatly is the ascendancy of vendors in driving academic policies and practices.  Too many times the registrar is outside the decision making process that brings to campus an information system that does not resonate well with the academic culture of a place.  I am greatly encouraged by the potential of open source software for student information systems.  Although open source is a ways off, the movement in this direction is exactly correct, and I envision a future higher education world in which colleges, with guidance from strong registrars, regain control over their own academic fates.  Commercial companies will transition to providing support for open source.  This is a better model for higher education systems.

 

RLA:  What would you recommend to potential, new and veteran registrars?  Are there things you would highly encourage us to do or read or be involved in?
 

JF:  For potential and new registrars: What is so terrific about being registrar is that the whole question of the meaningfulness of the work is taken care of for you.  The work is meaningful because what you do has a demonstrable impact on the lives of hundreds or thousands of others every day.  This should not be taken for granted.  It is the single most important fringe benefit of the job.  Money cannot buy it and many people spend their entire lives looking for it.

 

For veteran registrars: Learn about and monitor the open source software development movement in higher ed and its “service-oriented architecture” (SOA) approach.  This has the potential to become a “next generation” system that can be sold on our campuses because it will be the most cost effective in the long run.  Attend sessions about open source at professional conferences (the PowerPoint presentation from the open source session at AACRAO’s 2007 Boston conference may be found at http://handouts.aacrao.org/am07/finished/T1100a_T_Dodds.pdf.  

 

RLA: Do you have anything to add?
 

JF:  Something I’ve learned from life and from being registrar is that smaller is usually better and simpler is always better.  We should ride the train more often.  If you can ride a long distance train and enjoy it, then you are definitely in charge of your own life.  It’s a test.  Take the test.

 

RLA:  Could you share some personal information?

 

JF:  Karen and I met in high school and were married at age 20.  It seemed like a good idea at the time, and it worked out.  This summer we’ll celebrate our 42nd wedding anniversary.  We have one daughter, also named Karen, who is married to Dave, the one person on the planet we would have picked out for her had we been in charge of the selection process.  They as parents are taking good care of our granddaughter Holly, two years old.  Here’s one of life’s truths: being a grandparent is the very best experience life has to offer.  You have to be a parent first, but that’s just a necessary first step.  A problem for us is that we only have one grandchild.  We want more but we can’t be pushy.  When you have a daughter who says she had a terrific time being an only child and who is so far enjoying having an only child, the force is against you.  But you don’t give up hope.  You keep quiet and you pray.

 

Nobody is automatically good at being retired.  Like learning any other skill, you have to practice.  I’ve been practicing and I think I’ll be good at it.  You practice by pursuing other activities to see if you can actually disengage from work for a period of time, whether it’s for fifteen minutes during a noon hour or for a month during the summer.  Some of my other activities, or hobbies, are scrap booking (I’m one of a handful of male Creative Memories consultants), model railroading, real train riding, family history, journal writing, and photography.

What I’ve learned from John Finney over the last 15 years:

Accreditation is critical

John was leading the UPS Self Study for their 10 year accreditation visit in the late 90’s.  UPS was one of the first institutions to follow the new standards.  I hadn’t been involved in a self-study, but I knew I would be.  I asked John many questions and took pages of notes.  As SPU has been working on its 10 Year Self Study this year, I have pulled out those pages of notes over and over again.  They have guided my thinking and gave me something concrete to refer to as I stepped into this new work.

History is important

John has kept all the PACRAO and AACRAO programs.  They are on a shelf in his office!  And he is a committed photographer; sharing pictures with PACRAO colleagues and chronicling our events and relationships over the years.  These photos are wonderful to look at and remind me that I share this profession with valued colleagues.  These people are my resource and I realize with John’s retirement, we are losing our historian.

Leaving a legacy is vital

John had the title of University Registrar, but he was building a legacy in Brad Tomhave.  He gave Brad all the opportunities to work with the faculty, to build relationships and grow into his role.  Brad has been a wonderful resource for me as I have worked with him; he will be a tremendous University Registrar!  John made sure of that.  I need to make sure of that too; I will retire, God willing, and I do want the baton pass to be swift and easy.  You have to invest and build a legacy to make that happen.   

The title University Registrar is an honored title

In 1995 I was offered the Director of Student Academic Services position as Janet Ward became the Dean of Enrollment Management.  I had the fortunate opportunity to pick my title and I recalled a conversation with John Finney about his decision to keep the title in 1989 when he became the Associate Dean.  He told me it was “an honored title” and would keep him connected to the PACRAO and AACRAO organizations.  I requested the title of University Registrar based on that conversation.  As I have traveled around the world, I am often surprised at how the title University Registrar is received, especially in Europe.  Everyone knows who that is and what I do!  It is an honored title and the greatest work I’ve ever done.
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Pictures are from the Surprise Luncheon held in John’s honor at the University of Puget Sound on March 15th during the Private Registrar’s of Washington meeting.  The event included a “Whistle stop Tour” of Washington colleges wishing John all the best and thanking him for his commitment and devotion to all of us.  If you would like to send your best wishes to Dr. John Finney you can reach him at jfinney@ups.edu or at 1500 North Warner CMB 1020 University of Puget Sound Tacoma, WA 98416.

About the Author:  Ruth L. Adams has been University Registrar at Seattle Pacific University since 1995.  Prior to that, she was the Associate Director on that campus.  PACRAO member since 1992; on The Writers Team since 2004.  For comments or questions, please e-mail radams@spu.edu or call (206)281-2548.
Lori Blake (UPS), Andrew Anderson, (Seattle U), Ron Urban (Whitman) and Chris Masterson (Bastyr U) led us on the “Finney Express”








Chuck Nelson, registrar at Trinity Lutheran and retired Pacific Lutheran Registrar with John Finney








John Finney with his camera; a memory we all will recall.  








Brad Tomhave, registrar at University of Puget Sound conducted our Whistle Stop











