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The Invisible and Visible Registrar

By Ruth L. Adams

In the Spring of 1997 Seattle Pacific University launched web registration and gave students the ability to register 24/7 over the web.  It was a huge success with one small exception; our Director of Student Programs was convinced that this move was a huge mistake.  He valued relationships (as do I), but he was sure that the university would suffer if students did not stand in a long line and hand a piece of paper to a registration representative who, data entered it and handed them back a paper copy of their schedule.  While the registration representative was warm in her greeting and happy that all courses had successfully been registered, I did not consider this a “vital relationship” that needed to be preserved.  Quite the opposite, I considered this one of our biggest opportunities to be “invisible” for better service to our students.   

That is the challenge for registrars today; knowing when to be visible and when to be invisible while standing at the hub of university operations orchestrating complex systems and policies.  This is a time of limited resources, budget and staff.  Yet we are asked to do a wider variety of tasks, from improving retention and graduation rates to planning academic ceremonies and being the consistent voice of academic integrity.  You and your staff have a unique perspective and a broad information base.  It is a privilege, as well as a huge responsibility to have that role and place in the university’s work.  And why you need to be both invisible and visible.  
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Being Visible

With all that on your plate, how and where do you “be visible?”  Being visible means developing relationships across campus and maintaining them for the good of your staff and the institution.  It also means being at the table when you are needed.  That can only happen if people across campus know you and understand the expertise you bring to the discussion.  
When building a new science building and for a number of reasons, I was not involved in the construction planning.  When the final plans were approved, I did have an opportunity to review and make comments, and I was surprised that the all purpose classroom space was serving 50 fewer students than was needed to support our growing enrollment.  My concern was heard and I was asked I was asked to participate in the initial planning and redesigning of the space, all the way through to final construction.  This is where the registrar may serve as the voice of the faculty and enrollment management.  You have the opportunity to speak their desire for more space, a different space configuration so students can break into small groups or create a windowless venue for a film course.  But that knowledge comes from having the relationships with the faculty so you know what is needed to have an effective learning experience. 

With whom should you build relationships with first?  Start by understanding your campus culture and the role the Registrar plays on your campus.  Are you part of the faculty governance process?  Do you sit on faculty committees as a voting or advisory member?  Is the Registrar a position of influence with faculty and administration or a position of granting approval?  It is likely that you are both; depending on whom you are working with. They will look for your guidance and wisdom as they make decisions.  You see things from the greatest breadth and depth and that is invaluable to your institution. At Seattle Pacific University, I have a traditional and a non-traditional registrar’s role.  This is true for many registrars today; I am the system administrator for the student data system, I sit on various faculty policy committees, enrollment planning and facilities teams.  In each of these roles, I have had to build relationships with committee members that have made the work of my staff much easier and more effective.  

You also need to have strong relationships with those who interact with your processes; especially financial aid and student accounts.  Other operations such as admissions, housing and student life also connect with your processes.  When you have good relationships with the administrative and academic areas of your campus, you can do much to improve service, good will and effectiveness for your staff and for the students and families.  


Have you been successful?  You need to decide that based on the culture of your institution.  I knew when I was asked to meet with the new chair of the faculty committee on policy to discuss the agenda for the year.  You may know when a Dean calls and asks for your advice before they make new policy or when the VP of Academic Affairs requests you meet the entire new faculty.  

My department annually asks the faculty and department chairs for their feedback on our service, access and if we are meeting their expectations.  From this information we have made specific changes; including adding people to various meetings and deleting some from others.  It is helpful to hear where they see the expertise is needed.  Keep in mind though; you cannot be everywhere, so you need to strategically consider where you must be versus where you might like to be.  For me, this means I need to look at the big picture and where the institution is focused for the coming year.  If we have an accreditation visit coming up or if we are launching a new program, my focus will shift to those priorities.  In those moments you may need someone else on your staff to represent you and you’ll know you’re successful when she can step into those roles with ease and effectiveness because the bridges have been built.  


What are the benefits of visibility? The best outcome of being a visible registrar is being known and your processes understood.  This gives your staff access to the right people to do their best work and the respect they deserve.  It also keeps your staff informed before changes occur because you are in the know.  If you find yourself in a position where you aren’t being asked, I would recommend you offer to be involved with those committees or teams.  It is rare for people turn down help. 
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Where should you be invisible?  Start by looking at your business processes; those services that are routine and cyclical.  How many of them can be redesigned to an electronic process?

Ultimately you want to be available to students who need special attention.  

Where should you start?  With the academic process!  Your office is responsible for serving faculty and students.  The main goal of an academic institution is to educate and the administrative process needs to serve that goal, making it simple and accessible to do the necessary paperwork to reach the goal of a degree.  The next is to look at your administrative processes and see where you can make changes.  Deadlines are a good place to start.  We had a deadline that all students had to be registered by the 5th day of the quarter; but we noticed that we had numerous petitions for late registration for music instruction courses every quarter.  When we looked into it, we realized that auditions and decisions were being made during the second week of the quarter by the department.  Rather than continue to require the petitions, we changed our deadline for music instruction courses to the 10th day.  It was an easy change and solved numerous headaches for everyone.  


Have you been successful?  Run the numbers!  Before you make a change, check to see what the numbers are:  how many students have been accepted into a major?  How many have after you made the application process on-line?  Write a student satisfaction survey.  It is always good to see where you are meeting expectations and where you need to improve.  It is best to use a tool that also tells you how important meeting that expectation was; perhaps you can shift resources from a low importance item, to a high importance one.  

We were able to do this after we moved to web registration.  Having two full time staff members on the front line was a waste of resources.  We redesigned one of the positions into an additional academic counselor to serve our continuing students.  This was a high importance item for students, but because each counselor was serving over 700 students, appointments were often made two weeks in the future.  Once we added a position, the counseling load dropped below 600 students per counselor.  This also helped us improve our graduation rates as the counselors could do some intentional follow up with seniors.  

What are the benefits of invisibility?  Your staff can do what is MOST important!  They can work with the exceptions and the students who have special needs and situations.  Those situations happen daily and when your staff needs to track paper or check on a process instead of working with the students, the students suffer.  And so does your staff, as they want to serve the students.

OVERVIEW

	Visible
	Invisible

	Family Educational Rights to Privacy:  Make sure your office is trained and keeps the rest of the institution up to date 
	Business Processes: what can be done through other means; such as through the web? Or can you change a deadline? 

	Faculty Committees: Be at the table when academic and administrative policies and processes are being decided
	Outsourcing:  What can be done by another group?  Such as using the Clearinghouse for enrollment verifications and degree verifications.

	Communicating University Policy:  Be the voice that communicates new policies so you are sure it is understood and can monitor students, faculty and family reaction
	Programming:  “Just in time” communication to students is critical.  Systematizing these communications is a huge time savings and encourages student follow-through. 

	Enrollment Planning:  You have a broad view of enrollment (classrooms, course offerings, and persistence and graduation rates).  Being part of this critical planning is required.
	

	Facilities and Master Planning:  As renovations and building occurs, you need to be aware of the impact on classrooms
	


Striking a balance between visibility and invisibility is a challenge and one that you should discuss with your staff and particularly the leaders in your area.  Establish an approach you can all work with and have back ups if needed.  This is a good professional development opportunity for assistant and associate directors; to sit in these meetings or to be the project leader for a process change.  Together you can build those necessary relationships and improve your services.

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.  For comments or questions, please e-mail radams@spu.edu or call (206)281-2548.
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