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Abstract of the Dissertation

Institutional Change in Undergraduate Education ata Research University:
The Stony Brook Undergraduate Colleges

by
Donna Marie Di Donato
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Sociology
Stony Brook University

2016

This qualitative case study concentrates on the evolution of undergraduate education at Stony
Brook University, with particular focus on the establishment and continuity of the Undergraduate
College program. The Undergraduate Colleges represent the most broadly imagined undertaking
in undergraduate education in Stony Brook’s history and, therefore, is a good case study for the
exploration of the topic of institutionalizing change and programmatic persistence.

The Undergraduate Colleges marked the first attempt to establish a formal introduction to
Stony Brook as a research university to all incoming freshmen, involving both academic and
student affairs components and, most importantly, faculty. —Program architects contended that
creating smaller active learning communities would enhance the quality of education by offering
a more coherent, more clearly directed first year of college with greater academic guidance and
faculty participation than is typical in large public universities.

Research in the sociology of higher education and the sociology of organizations are used to
examine factors that contribute to enduring institutional change. Comprehensive interviews with
the team that established the program, current academic and student affairs staff, the Provost, and
faculty who have taught the University’s freshman seminar provided the data to explore various
factors leading to the persistence of this program, which was established in 2002. | conclude that
there are three primary factors to change in undergraduate education in a research university:
collaboration between academic and student affairs, leadership and allocation of resources, and
the role of faculty and faculty culture.
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Preface

Seminar Faculty Interview
Professor of Anesthesiology
SUNY Distinguished Teaching Professor

I try to avoid just babbling, because they're adult learners, and if they don't see relevance
to it, it's useless. If it's not something that's going to be meaningful, it's pretty useless. And that
LDS [Leadership and Development] class, | do have to say, | had one student who was in the
first or second year that | taught the seminar, so she is probably a junior now, | haven't heard
from her in a little bit of a time, but I'm sure she'll get back with me. She did the program and
then she came to me at the end of the term, the end of her freshman year and she said, “I'm
mterested in medical school.” She heard the lecture on preparing for future options and all of
that stuff and said, “I'd like to start looking into a research experience; what do | do? How do |
get into research?” And I said, well, it's kind of hard and it's really hard as a freshman, because
faculty are committing time to you. They're going to train you in their lab. You don't want to
blow up a lab or anything like that. Those things could happen realistically.

| said, be careful, a lab can be a dangerous place if you don't know what you're doing.
The faculty has to train you. You've got to learn some techniques that are being done in the lab
to do the science properly. So, it's tough as a freshman. The way you do it is you go around, get
online, start looking at things you're interested in, find faculty, look at their research interests,
and, make some order of it and when you think, “This sounds really interesting, I wouldn't mind
being involved in that,” go find who that faculty member is and go knock on their door. And, I
said, be prepared to be turned away, because they may be busy. They may not have a grant right

now. There may be a multitude of reasons—that have nothing to do with you—for why they
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can't accept you: they've got three postdocs in their lab; they've got two other undergrads, and
they don't have any more room for students. Or they're between grant cycles and they're
feverishly writing for grants. So, | said, there is a multitude of reasons why they can't, so, don't
be discouraged. Just keep knocking on doors, and by the time you're done you're probably going
to have some sore knuckles but, I said, you will find something.

Next, | said, what you do is the following; here is your approach. You go in, you
introduce yourself. You explain what you want. No one is going to welcome you with open
arms. If they tell you, “Well, here is what I do, if you're interested, go look up an article, look up
something on this topic in the library and then come back and talk to me about it.” I said, that's
an open door. If they tell you that, you write it down, you do it, and you get back to them.
Because, they're not just going to say, “Oh sure, I'd love to.” That's not going to happen. I said,
so that's usually the end of a first visit, go get an article, go read something, come back and talk
to me, and then they'll see if you got it, if you understood it, whatever, if you're motivated. So, if
they tell you that, you do it. And, now that you've just been through this LDS class, let's make
use of what I've been telling you. Take that nice c.v. that you just made, and that nice personal
statement that you just wrote, and do what we talked about. Fashion that personal statement and
fashion that c.v., focusing on getting a position as a lab person or student in a laboratory.

So, again, very motivated Kid, very bright. Her GPA was 3.9 at the end of her first year
or first semester. So, she was a real player, and a delightful kid. So, she planned to knock on the
first door. And she emailed me and said, “My classes end at noon tomorrow I'm going to start
knocking on doors. I'll let you know how I do.” And at 1:30 pm she emailed me and she said,
“Dr. Vitkun, I can't believe it was exactly what you said.” She said, “I went in. The guy told me

he was really busy. He really didn't have a lot of time, blah, blah, blah, and he told me that |

viii



could check back with him, but he was very busy.” And then she said, “I did what you told me to
do. As I was leaving | said to him, by the way, | am really interested in your work, and if you
have an opening, | would really appreciate if you could contact me; and here is my c.v. and my
personal statement.” And she said, “He looked at me, the guy was shocked,” and he looked at
her and he said, “I never had a student that was so organized and motivated and prepared— that
they had a personal statement and a c.v. Have a seat. I've got to rethink this.” He took her n his

lab. She knocked on one door.
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Chapter 1

Focus of the Dissertation

From the founding of the first universities in Europe almost a millennium ago, their core
mission has always been undergraduate education. To this were added, a little over a century
ago, first research and then graduate education. The growth of external funding after the Second
World War led to the creation of the modern research university, in which the latter two
functions pushed the core mission of the university aside, at least in terms of prestige. Within
the last two decades, a movement arose in American education, led by the Boyer Commission, to
restore undergraduate education to the first rank by emphasizing its function within the new
research university.

Over many years with administrative responsibility for a range of undergraduate
programs at Stony Brook, | became increasingly interested in identifying the factors that
contribute to the establishment, growth and long-term sustainability of undergraduate academic
programs in universities, especially considering the status of undergraduate education in research
universities. Although my administrative work was devoted to the enhancement of academic
success of Stony Brook’s undergraduate students, this dissertation is not an analysis of the
quality of undergraduate education; it is an analysis of programmatic persistence in a particular
organizational context. More precisely, it is a case study and qualitative analysis of the
successful persistence of one comprehensive undergraduate program in a setting that prioritizes
research and graduate education. The academic success of our students may be why we do the
work we do, but understanding what is necessary to propose and foster effective, long-lasting
initiatives in the environment on an American research university is essential to the enduring

success of these programs and a more balanced prioritization of the undergraduate experience.
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My longstanding commitment to undergraduate education certainly encouraged the
selection of this topic for my dissertation, but from a different perspective than that of a college
administrator. My doctoral work gave me the opportunity to widen the lens and gain some
distance from the daily routine of establishing and managing programs, and explore the larger
question of undergraduate education in an institution like Stony Brook from a sociological
perspective.

This dissertation concentrates on the evolution of undergraduate education at Stony
Brook, with particular focus on the establishment of the Undergraduate College program, a
relatively new initiative but one which appears to have taken hold in the structure of the
institution.  In 2002, the university reorganized and redefined the first year student program with
the formation of Undergraduate Colleges. At the inception of this initiative, the Provost and his
team imagined the potential for a great cultural and practical shift.

The Undergraduate Colleges represent the most broadly imagined undertaking in
undergraduate education in Stony Brook’s history and, therefore, a good case study for the
exploration of the topic of institutionalizing change and programmatic persistence. Stony Brook
University is an interesting institution to use as the basis of a study on the undergraduate student
experience. It has an excellent reputation as a research university, but undergraduate education
has not always fared as well. Over the more than fifty years since Stony Brook’s founding in
Oyster Bay, a number of curricular and co-curricular academic programs meant to improve
undergraduate education have been initiated. Some of these programs have been successful,
some short-lived, but most rather modestly conceived. The Undergraduate Colleges, by contrast,
affect all first year students. They are small thematically based, academic and co-curricular

communities whose primary goals are to reduce the psychological size of the university and



connect students to the vast resources of a major research university, including most notably, its
faculty. 1 have chosen the system of Undergraduate Colleges as the vehicle through which to
explore the factors contributing to the institutionalization of lasting change in undergraduate
education at a research university. The key elements in creating and sustaining such change in
undergraduate education at research universities through this and other initiatives have not been
widely explored. 1am interested not only in identifying the various components that contribute
to or hinder enduring institutional change, but also in understanding the impact of each of these
components and how they contribute to the persistence of the program.

From their inception, the Undergraduate Colleges were a collaborative effort between
academic affairs and student affairs with the intention of blurring organizational lines university-
wide. The new structure and mingling of these organizational areas brought together existing
efforts, amplified the resources dedicated to undergraduates by the university, and facilitated
delivery of academic and co-curricular services to students.

Before the Undergraduate Colleges, there were numerous well-intentioned efforts to
establish and develop programs that would enhance the undergraduate experience inside and
outside the classroom. But these efforts addressed small segments of the overall student body.
The Undergraduate Colleges marked the first attempt to establish a formal introduction to Stony
Brook as a research university to all incoming freshmen, involving both academic and student
affairs components and, most importantly, faculty. The intent of the project was to enhance the
academic success of entering students and to reduce the imposing nature of the institution.
Program architects contended that creating smaller active learning communities would enhance

the quality of education by offering a more coherent, more clearly directed first year of college



with greater academic guidance and faculty participation than is typically the case in large public
universities.

The Colleges were named for broad themes that drive the academic and co-curricular
lives of the students, they are: Arts, Culture and Humanities; Global Studies; Human
Development; Leadership and Service; Information and Technology Studies; and Science and
Society. The core components of the Undergraduate College program include a fall semester
101 seminar, taught by university professional staff and designed to comprehensively orient new
students to the complex and rich landscape of a research university and its valuable resources.
Unlike other such courses that are taught around the country, Stony Brook’s orientation seminar
is approached from the perspective of the theme of the particular Undergraduate College the
student is admitted to. Following the 101 orientation seminar, the spring semester of the first
year includes a 102 seminar taught by tenured and tenure-track faculty, devised to intellectually
enrich the intellectual academic experience of freshmen and to foster enhanced contact between
faculty and students. The course topics for these seminars are proposed by the faculty and are
typically consistent with the themes of the Undergraduate College in which they are involved.
Operationally, each College is led by a team of faculty and staff with a faculty director to provide
academic and programmatic direction and leadership. Mandates for the Undergraduate Colleges
included the strengthening of academic foundations, promotion of a more inquiry-based
freshman year (as recommended in the Boyer Report), integration of the academic and co-
curricular experiences and greater faculty engagement with freshmen. The expectation was that
this integrated approach to the undergraduate experience would serve as a strong foundation for
subsequent college years. Itis not my claim in this dissertation that the Undergraduate College

initiative alone is responsible for improvements in student retention or greater academic success



in the first year. That would have been a different study that required different data. | do
contend, however, that the galvanizing effect of the many facets of the initiative led to the
persistence of an innovative undergraduate education program at Stony Brook. | demonstrate
this, in part, through the interview data collected from those who designed and established the
program as well as those who have participated in its implementation.

By studying the founding and development of the Undergraduate College system, |
explore various elements that are likely to contribute to permanent institutional change in
undergraduate education in an any American research university, with particular focus on Stony
Brook University. My premise in this context is that the collaboration of academic and student
affairs, the nature of administrative support, and most notably, the role of faculty, function as
critical components of durable institutional change to improve the undergraduate experience. To
examine this premise, | briefly review selected major programmatic initiatives in the history of
the institution, but concentrate more substantively on the most recently established of these, the
Undergraduate Colleges, and show how they can be and have been promoted as a mechanism for
raising the quality of engaging and educating college freshmen.

Colleges and universities in the United States vary widely in terms of their roles and
functions. Institutional goals, who they serve, public or private control and how funding is
generated are diverse, depending on whether the organization is a community college,
comprehensive four-year college or research university (Bess and Dee, 2008, p. 20).

“,..a research university which seeks to provide an education for undergraduate
students that is somewhat broader in curricular scope and for graduate students at
advanced levels. Research universities also seek to produce new knowledge
through both basic and applied scholarship. Funding for private research
universities comes from student tuition and an accumulated surplus of funds,
called an endowment. Public research universities, in contrast, derive a
proportion of their revenues from state government appropriations. This



proportion has been declining over the past several years. When state
governments decrease their funding for higher education, public institutions often
raise tuition levels to make up the difference” (Bess and Dee, 2008).

In addition to tuition increase, as government support has diminished, public research
universities have had to find alternate sources of funding. Endowment revenue becomes more
important. Although research universities serve a minority of the total undergraduate student
population, they are central to the training at the doctoral level and “produce the bulk of the
research output” (Altbach, 2011, p. 11). According to the Carnegie Classification of Institutions
of Higher Education, there are approximately 300 doctoral universities in the country, with one-

third at the Highest Research Activity (R1) level (httpz/carnegieclassifications.iu.edu). Stony

Brook is a member of this most elite set of institutions and a member of the prestigious
American Association of Universities, which comprises 62 of the leading public and private
research universities in the United States and Canada.

“Research universities produce the bulk of original research...and receive the
most funding for research. Their professors are hired on the basis of their
qualifications to conduct research and are rewarded for research prowess and
productivity. The organization, reward structures, and, indeed, the academic
culture of these universities focus on research. In the hierarchy of academic
values, research ranks highest, although teaching and advisory services remain
important” (Altbach, p.12).

Higher education researcher Philip Altbach argues that research universities must sustain
a flow of support and a positive work environment to fulfill their academic mission. In addition,
“a considerable degree of autonomy—to make decisions about degrees, programs, and other
academic matters—must be provided, and academic freedom is central.” The Boyer
Commission report, Reinventing Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s Research

Universities states,


http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/

Because of the research universities” commitment to create new knowledge, they
consider research capability as a primary qualification of appointment, promotion,
and tenure of faculty members, and they pride themselves on having world-class
scholars among their ranks. Significantly, almost all the Nobel laureates who
have identified themselves as professors have been affiliated with research
universities. Of course, outstanding researchers are not limited to these
institutions; nearly all colleges and universities can point to strong scholars within
their departments. But at research universities, these faculty become a defining
element (Stony Brook, 1998, p. 2).

As a defining element, an examination of the role of faculty in undergraduate education,
and the Undergraduate Colleges in particular, is fundamental to this study. An appreciation of
the inherent nature and expectations of the faculty role in a research university contributes to the
understanding of the persistence of the program itself. Many of the emblematic elements of the
American research university also contribute to the difficulty of fostering a quality undergraduate
program. Faculty are often expected to respond principally to their peers and advancement of
scholarship, rather than to the “customer;”—undergraduate students.

Benefits have costs, strengths have weaknesses. Operating as a professors’
medium, the university has difficulty in being responsive to undergraduate
students. As professors turn to their research and their graduate students,
freshman and sophomore students get the short end. Since the turn of the century,
and especially in the post-1945 decades, the task of teaching beginning students
has drifted toward the margin of reward and interest (Clark, 2008, p. 316).

As educational sociologist Burton Clark argues above, the evolution of the research
university in the 20t century has not always incorporated undergraduate education into its top set
of priorities. The pressure to respond to the growing recognition of the importance of the
research university to economic growth and the creation of new knowledge internationally
inevitably required choices, and the choices leading to income generation, research innovation,
and strong graduate training have overwhelmingly led to a more competitive position in the
marketplace often at the expense of a thriving undergraduate program.
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This study tells the story of the development of a program that sought to take advantage
of successful national models and the work of the Boyer commission to alter the trajectory of
undergraduate education at Stony Brook, particularly for first year students. Buit it also tells the
story of the persistence of the Undergraduate College initiative, established in 2002, and the
major factors contributing to its institutionalization. Stony Brook is not unique. Every research
university, and every organization for that matter, wrestles with the tensions between competing
priorities. Although clearly limited by state or private oversight, each institution has the
discretion to manage these conflicting challenges. The response by many universities to the
ongoing decline in resources has been cut backs on expenditures, a shift in the mode of delivery
of curriculum and, in some cases, downsizing. These measures often affect undergraduate
education first. In this dissertation | review a number of efforts over the second half of the 20t"
century to draw attention to and address the continuing struggle of undergraduate education in
the context of higher education and more importantly, for this study, research universities. The
role of the research university in society is more important than ever, but the terms of their

survival and mission are more complex.



Chapter 2

Historical Framework: Undergraduate Education at Stony Brook University

Stony Brook is a research university in its adolescence. This makes an examination of its
history somewhat simpler, but also more thought provoking from the perspective of what may be
possible in the future. Stony Brook’s history began with a commitment primarily to training
science and mathematics secondary school teachers, and the university quickly became the
center for active recruitment of science research faculty.

Although it took nearly forty years for Stony Brook to consciously rededicate significant
resources—human and financial—to the undergraduate academic program, atemplate was put in
place much earlier for the development of this sector. In his book, Politics and Public Higher
Education in New York State: Stony Brook-A Case History, Sidney Gelber describes the
initiation of a plan in 1971 to create the position of Dean of Undergraduate Studies. This plan
was in large part a response to a campus self-study conducted in advance of a review by the
Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools to be held in 1973. This comprehensive self-
study, entitled Stony Brook in Transition: A Report on the Self Study of the State University of
New York at Stony Brook, focused partially on undergraduate students, and discovered what has
come to be known as “The Two Stony Brooks”, a bifurcated set of experiences for students and
faculty. Survey data exposed either very positive impressions or very negative ones of the
undergraduate experience; both, it was judged, had great validity (Gelber, 2001, pages 266-7).

According to Gelber, who was Stony Brook’s Provost at the time, the proposal for a new
Dean met with a great deal of resistance, particularly from faculty who believed that this position

would mark a departure from Stony Brook’s primary missions of research and graduate



education. Although obvious, it is worth noting that proposing a new and major administrative
position is rarely popular. But even more tentatively received was the nature of the position.
Also interesting in regard to this study was that the justification for the resistance in some
quarters, according to Gelber, rested with a comparison to the San Diego campus of the
University of California. Selected Stony Brook faculty accurately observed the great similarities
between the two institutions, both in terms of the period in which they were founded and the
declared missions of each. Even, however, in the midst of the launching of an undergraduate
college system as the defining centerpiece of the San Diego undergraduate experience, faculty at
Stony Brook focused on the primacy of graduate student education and training.

After much debate, the University Senate ultimately endorsed and Provost Gelber
established the office of the Dean of Undergraduate Studies (Gelber, pages 291-3). The founding
Dean was historian Robert Marcus. Dr. Marcus’s tenure was critical to building a foundation for
a strong undergraduate program at Stony Brook, but it also fell victim to the original and
persistent cynicism regarding a separate and distinct office for this function. There were then, as
there continue to be today, a number of dedicated faculty and administrative staff working to
support undergraduate academic affairs. Missing, though, were at least two important factors; a
consistent stream of financial support dedicated to the undergraduate academic program and a
true appreciation of what was necessary to build a strong undergraduate program to compete
with peer institutions nationally and internationally. In his history of Stony Brook University
published in 2004, Distinguished Professor of History Joel Rosenthal describes the establishment
of Stony Brook’s admmistrative structure:

One missing link in this chain was a comparable administrator for undergraduate
studies as such. Even when Ross and then Gelber were deans of Arts and
Sciences or VP’s for Liberal Studies—when the university was smaller and less
complicated—they had been forced to juggle undergraduate needs against the
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higher priorities of new graduate programs, and we know who wins this sort of
arm-wrestling.  Though eventually the University did establish an office of
undergraduate affairs, with its own dean or director (Bob Marcus of History, and
a student of Sid Gelber’s from Columbia days), the weaker sibling always went to
the wall. That this appointment was not made until 1974-5 says a lot about
priorities. Furthermore, Marcus was junior in rank to the other administrators,

and this seemed to symbolize a position with fewer resources and less authority.
Where the others had dollars his office took over undergraduate advising.
(Rosenthal, 2004, p. 157.)

When Provost Gelber named Robert Marcus Stony Brook’s first Dean of Undergraduate
Education, he had a particular goal in mind; to create a stronger foundation for undergraduate
education at a new university established with research and graduate education as its primary
defining features. Gelber may have even realized at the time that a strong undergraduate
program could serve as support to these other areas. It was not until the Kenny administration,
however, that the Stony Brook community joined the conversation in a meaningful way
regarding the necessary elements to institutionalizing change in undergraduate education.

Stony Brook’s first commitment to undergraduate education lay in the development of a
number of small-scale programs designed to enhance the experience of few undergraduate
students. To better understand the historical context in which the Undergraduate College
initiative was positioned, | briefly discuss three of these initiatives: the Federated Learning
Communities, Living Learning Centers and, more extensively, the Honors College.

The Federated Learning Communities

The Federated Learning Communities was proposed and established in 1976 by then
Stony Brook philosophy professor, Patrick Hill. Innovative undergraduate programs at other
institutions influenced Hill, who later became Provost at Evergreen State College in Washington,
itself known as an nnovator in undergraduate education. He observed what he termed “ills”
embedded in the structure of a university education that reflected a profound mismatch between

11



faculty and student expectations. In the context of the University’s self-study, this argument
resonated with Dean Marcus. Hill wanted to confront what he saw as isolating and passive
educational practice in the undergraduate area that focused narrowly on the delivery of
disciplinary material, with little active debate across disciplinary lines between faculty or faculty
and students, or students and students for that matter. To tackle this, Hill proposed that courses
taken by undergraduates be grouped together with an overarching interdisciplinary theme
connecting them. It was important that the courses used for this project already existed and were
part of the mainstream curriculum. Further, it was critical, Hill thought, that the faculty who
should teach these courses be regular department faculty, not new lecturers or faculty hired
solely for this purpose. In 1976, the first iteration of this program included Hill as Master
Learner with a group of twenty-four students who explored the theme of World Hunger.

A pioneering program called Federated Learning Communities was early
established at an otherwise traditional institution, SUNY Stony Brook, by Patrick
Hill, who later went on to play a significant role at Evergreen State. At present
the yearlong program focuses on a major issue such as world hunger, creativity,
gender and sexual diversity, or globalism. For two semesters, students take three
regular university courses relevant to the issue and a substantial program seminar
that integrates the material. Each seminar is taught by a regular faculty member
called a master learner who actually takes the three courses—exams, papers, and
all—and acts as a model for the students. Students may earn a minor in the
program (Muscatine, 2009, p. 69-70).

In 1983 Patrick Hill left Stony Brook to assume the position of Provost at Evergreen
State College n Washington, an istitution that was persuaded by the value of Hill's Federated
Learning Communities initiative and the bridge that the program created across the divide that
too often existed between faculty and students at research universities. While at Evergreen, Hill
continued to develop his model, which led to increased attention to learning communities and the

adoption and/or adaptation of these programs at colleges and universities nationwide. In an
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address to the Association of American College and Universities Conference on Learning
Communities in 2001, then Provost of Evergreen State College, Barbara Leigh Smith, stated,

There was a joining of the east and west coast learning community effort when
Patrick Hill became Provost at Evergreen in 1983. The momentum for learning
communities dramatically increased in 1985 with the establishment of the
Washington Center for Undergraduate Education at the Evergreen State College.
The Washington Center served as a statewide and nationwide dissemination
system for the idea of learning communities (Smith, 2001).

In 1985, with the benefit of some hindsight, Patrick Hill spoke at the inaugural
Conference on Learning Communities of the Washington Center for Undergraduate Education
about the “rationale” for learning communities’ programs and the seven problems, or “ills”, in
higher education that this initiative was designed to address. These problems are the mismatch
between faculty and student expectations, inadequate interaction between faculty and students,
the isolated and unconnected nature of non-major courses, a lack of faculty development
resources, increasing complexity of societal issues which disciplines must attempt to address,
high rate of students who do not complete college, and finally, the ubiquitous shrinking budget
problem which, he argues, exacerbates the other six problems. Hill contended that the
importance of learning communities’ programs rests in the way that they work to change the
structure of the educational process with dynamic interaction among all involved as a key
variable. Additionally, and contrary to common assumption, this structure does not result in a
special opportunity for a small number, but if done properly, will operate as a series of
laboratory-like experiences using the already existing curriculum.

You are releasing the capacity of people to learn from each other, and it is simple
as that, what we are after. How you give them real time and real space will vary
in different administrative contexts. But | emphasize that a structural change is
necessary which actually puts at peoples’ disposal real time and real space which
IS rewarded, and which is there to be used for the sake of learning from each
other, learning from diverse perspectives (Hill, 1985).
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The Federated Learning Communities program benefitted originally from a large federal (FIPSE)
grant, and faculty and administrative support, particularly from Dean Marcus and Provost
Gelber. Between 1981 and 1983 however, Patrick Hill and Robert Marcus left Stony Brook, and
Sidney Gelber stepped down from his position. These departures negatively affected the
mstitutional commitment to FLC and, consequently, the realization of Hill's primary goal of
permanent institutional change. Interestingly, however, FLC is still acknowledged both within
Stony Brook and nationally as a model of innovation in undergraduate education, the potential of
which was realized upon Hill's move to Evergreen where, in a position of institutional
leadership, he provided strong support for the growth of the learning communities writ large.
Living-Learning Centers
The establishment of the Living-Learning Center program at Stony Brook represented one of the
earliest collaborations between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs. These thematically
designed programs included an interdisciplinary academic minor and bridged the classroom to
the residence halls with co-curricular events and activities outside the classroom. Similar to a
number of other initiatives, the Living Learning Center (LLC) program was a response, although
not immediate, to the problematic institutional self-study of 1973 and borrowed a great deal from
the original Stony Brook Residential College program:
e The Director of Residence Life appointed a steering committee in 1983 that included
campus residences staff and faculty. The charge of the committee was to create a
program that would bridge and enhance the undergraduate academic and residential life

experiences.
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e The committee proposed the first LLC, Human Development, which was launched in the
fall of 1985, followed by International Studies in 1987 and Science and Engineering in
1988.
In the chapter, “Improving Student Learning by Forging Partnerships Between Academic and
Student Learning”, found i the edited volume, Residential Colleges: Reforming American
Higher Education, former members of the Stony Brook faculty and administrators of this
program James Mackin and Jerrold Stein state:

The basic operation of each of these Living-Learning Centers was the same. A
faculty director taught interdisciplinary courses and advised students from an
office within the residence hall, while the residence hall director organized
extracurricular programs centering on the theme of the Living Learning Center.
The program was and is still administered separately by student affairs and
academic affairs staff through the Division of Campus Residences and the Office
of Undergraduate Studies [later renamed the Office of Undergraduate Academic
Affairs] (Stein and Mackin, 1998, p, 88).

This active collaboration between Campus Residences and Undergraduate Affairs continued over
the next seven years or so and resulted in the establishment of four more Living Learning
Centers. Stein and Mackin argue that the partnership created by Campus Residences and
Academic Affairs with a clearly defined division of labor between faculty and residential staff
promoted a successful enterprise. But it was not just that the division of labor was clearly
defined, but how it was defined that encouraged success. The faculty director was primarily
responsible for teaching interdisciplinary courses that were required by the LLC minor and
advising students in those courses and other requirements of the minor. The Campus Residences
staff planned the educational and social activities connected to the minor’s theme. In other
words, each member of the team was expected to support the program with activity consistent

with their primary role at the University. The administrators and faculty involved in designing
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and implementing the Living Learning Center program understood the importance of greater
faculty involvement with undergraduate students, both inside and outside the classroom. This
understanding as well as the recognition that the best way to invite this participation was to
design the faculty role as academic mentor with support from Student Affairs for co-curricular
enrichment produced a successful model of organizational collaboration.

Today, the Living Learning Center program continues to operate, but not without
obstacles similar in nature to those experienced by other undergraduate academic programs.
Recruiting faculty for the position of Director has not always been easy and in recent years, even
more difficult as the appeal of the academic themes and associated minors of selected LLCs have
waned. Inafew instances, this struggle has led to the suspension of certain LLCs (e.g.,
Interdisciplinary Arts and Science and Engineering). Another compromising influence on the
terms of the original LLC model is the increasingly diminished number of students affiliated
with the program who actually live in the LLC designated residence halls. Although not a
requirement, living in the building in which LLC classes, programming, and other activities are
held contributes to the life and vitality of this thematically driven initiative. In recent years, as
residence halls have exceeded capacity, mobility between buildings is more problematic.

During the period of research for this project a committee of academic affairs and campus
residences staff recommended a name change for the Living Learning Center program, to
directly address the increasingly challenging residential issue. The new name for this program,
Academies, was designed to explicitly broaden the definition of the program and encourage
wider participation. The problem with this new nomenclature (as | have learned in the
interviews conducted) is that, unlike the previous title, Academies does not adequately

communicate the core purpose of the program and is unfamiliar enough as to not encourage
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participation. Resources, on the other hand, have not been a major issue in the development of
the program, as the LLC’s are not particularly capital intensive to operate and the partnership
with Campus Residences has provided much needed fiscal and other resources to support the
program. The architects of the Undergraduate College initiative supported the continued growth
of the Living Learning Centers and considered them the “upper division” component of the
Colleges. It is still unclear, however, whether this vision will fully materialize.
The Honors College
| detail the establishment and early history of the Honors College to highlight the intentional and
extensive planning and implementation of this program by various and central University
constituent groups. Faculty, staff and administration alike were involved in the founding and
execution of this elaborate endeavor.

Concrete plans for a Stony Brook Honors College evolved over a four-year period of
faculty committee and governance discussion punctuated by a proposal drafted in 1986 by a
faculty advisory committee appointed by then Vice Provost for Undergraduate Studies, Aldona
Jonaitis. A few years earlier, the University Senate endorsed a report submitted by the
Curriculum Review Committee, which strongly encouraged an honors education option for high-
achieving undergraduates. In August of 1985, Associate Vice Provost for Undergraduate Studies
and Professor of Chemistry, Theodore Goldfarb, encouraged the University Senate Executive
Committee to lend its support to the discussion of a baccalaureate level honors program at Stony
Brook. Less than one year later, the Vice Provost presented a proposal for an Honors College at
Stony Brook to the campus and, although the Undergraduate Studies Advisory Council (a group
comprised of faculty and governance leaders) had unanimously endorsed consideration of the

proposal for an honors college, they did so with some qualification. A major reservation
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expressed was a fear that such an endeavor would drain off a significant portion of already
insufficient resources to support existing programs for non-honors students. Overall, however,
the growing sentiment of the faculty and administration was that a signature honors program
would help to attract high-achieving students who, no longer considering Stony Brook for their
education, were enrolling elsewhere—for example at the State University of New York at
Buffalo, State University of New York at Binghamton, and Cornell University.

After additional discussions in January of 1987 by the Undergraduate Studies Advisory
Council, Vice Provost Jonaitis sent a revised version of the proposal to the chairs of several
governance committees to continue the consultation process. Feedback was generally positive,
but questions regarding curriculum and budgetary details persisted. The Vice Provost contended
that such details should be left to a faculty committee once the framework for the initiative was
endorsed. By March of 1987, the Education and Teaching Policy Committee of the University
Senate formally recommended going forward with planning for an Honors College, with the
assurance that a faculty committee would convene and flesh out the proposal. In addition, the
University Senate Executive Committee endorsed the Honors College in principle, but reiterated
concerns regarding resources and disparities in cost of the various undergraduate academic
initiatives that were already undertaken or planned. Specifically noted was the support received
by the Federated Learning Communities (FLC), which was seen by some in governance as
excessive in comparison with other programs, potentially to be exacerbated with the addition of
any new projects. Faculty who participated in the FLC were given a semester leave at full pay,
which if not resource intensive, might at least prove to be prohibitive going forward. Vice
Provost Jonaitis pledged to “regularize and rationalize” the compensation policy that the

University used for such extra service by faculty. Simultaneously, she also worked to identify
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the membership of an Honors College Advisory Curriculum Council, chaired by History
Professor Barbara Weinstein, to design the interdisciplinary Honors College seminars. As work
commenced to develop the academic core of the program, a senior member of the Undergraduate
Studies staff, Dr. Laurie Johnson, was reviewing honors programs at other American universities
and preparing recommendations for components of the initiative, including administrative
structure, faculty participation, a budget, student recruitment, academic advising, program
promotion, and a physical home. Weinstein’s Advisory Council also exammed the academic
requirements of other major honors programs and ultimately recommended a university-wide
four-year program that would include the following components: a 36 credit honors curriculum
that included five specially designed interdisciplinary seminars; a first year scholarship; an
individual faculty mentor assigned to each student; an Honors College Master to develop and
supervise the academic program.

In the spring of 1988, as work on curriculum development continued, Jonaitis sent a
memo to the faculty inviting nominations for a Master of the Honors College. The Master not
only would work with an administrative director and devote half time of the appointment on
academically related issues (curriculum development, recruiting faculty to the seminars), but also
would interact closely with the students through teaching, advising and co-curricular activities.
This invitation resulted in approximately ten nominations and ultimately the naming of
Biochemistry professor Elof Carlson as the first Master. Professor Carlson was a SUNY
Distinguished Teaching Professor, had previously served as a master learner in the FLC program
and, for many years, taught a popular introductory biology course for non-majors. He came to
this new position enthusiastically with many ideas and was ready to enroll the first cohort of

students in the fall of 1989.
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The initial proposal for an Honors College called for the enrollment of a modest cohort of
thirty students with additional plans to enroll a small number of transfer and continuing Stony
Brook students. Eligibility for admission included quantitative criteria (high school average and
SAT score) as well as letters of reference and a writing sample. For freshman applicants,
evidence of outstanding achievement or talent was required. Less emphasis on quantitative
criteria existed for applicants who demonstrated an extraordinary talent. In the initial stages of
implementation, a faculty-staff committee not only selected the cohort each year, but also
worked to establish procedures for application and admission to the program. Honors College
membership benefits included supportive academic guidance, a merit scholarship, and priority
for course registration, residence hall assignments and a designated space for seminars, study and
other program-sponsored activities. Early on, a faculty mentor was assigned to each student and,
over the life of the program opportunities for students to interact with faculty on an ongoing
basis, both inside and outside the classroom, were actively encouraged and made available. A
3.30 cumulative grade point average was required for continuing membership in the program.
Upon graduation and successful completion of all Honors College requirements, participation in
the program was noted on each student’s transcript.

In preparation for the recruitment of the first class of students, the Office of
Undergraduate Studies, with the participation of the Admissions office, prepared materials that
were sent to every guidance counselor in New York and selected high schools in New Jersey and
Connecticut. In this first year, although there were over 250 inquiries about the Honors College,
only 149 met the eligibility criteria. Completed applications were received from ninety students,

which ultimately yielded twenty-three students in the inaugural cohort.
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The first class of Honors College students enrolled in one specially designed three-credit
seminar in each of the first two semesters, and one seminar each year after for three years. The
seminars were broadly thematic, interdisciplinary and designed to be team-taught. The required
curriculum also included departmental honors courses, one-credit enrichment classes and a six-
credit senior project representing the culmination of each student’s honors experience. The
curriculum was supplemented with various enrichment activities including field trips, academic
presentations and other co-curricular events. Many of these activities occurred in the Honors
College Center, a dedicated space on the third floor of the Melville Library. The Center, which
included office space for the College Master, was designed to integrate learning and the informal
interaction between students and faculty with the goal of creating a lively academic community.

As the infrastructure for the Honors College was evolving, issues related to budget and
faculty participation presented the greatest challenges. Most problematic was the recruitment of
faculty to the three-credit required seminars. The Honors College academic curriculum stands in
place of the University’s general education curriculum that all other students complete.
Recruiting faculty to teach these special seminars is included among the duties of the Honors
College faculty director. This obligation has consistently been a challenge and at times very
problematic. Staffing these required courses has been and continues to be an effort of personal
appeal rather than institutionally embedded. Each appointed faculty director for the Honors
College, from Elof Carlson to the present incumbent found it necessary to approach colleagues
and personally negotiate their participation in the program. Over the more than 25 years since
the Honors College was established, faculty directors and undergraduate administrators alike
have vigorously appealed with concrete recommendations to institutionalize the staffing of

Honors College seminars. These proposals include assigning faculty to the program for a single
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seminar upon hire by an academic department, with the understanding that this would be a part
of their regular teaching portfolio. Another suggestion has been to increase the compensation to
academic departments who release faculty to participate in the Honors College. Neither of these,
nor any other mechanism to insure the flow of faculty to the Honors College curriculum has been
put in place. What makes this particularly significant is the fact that the students enrolled in this
program are required by the university to take the seminars, yet their staffing remains tenuous
and uncertain. Rosenthal points out,

One major problem at Stony Brook is that faculty are not hired for an interest in
such ventures, and the programs have a constant fight to find dedicated people
whose departmental chairs are willing to spare them from the regular discipline-
oriented curriculum they are expected to deliver. The administration tends to
encourage the development of alternatives, though it is often hard pressed to
maintain the original level of special funding without which the project never
could have left the ground. Once in a while there is some help from a source like
the Carnegie Foundation or the Lillie Foundation, but such funding tends to come
with term limits and provides rather shaky planks on which to build an edifice
(Rosenthal, 2004, p. 175).

With no endowment or grant-sponsored support, the financial backing for the Honors
College derived solely from the organization. In recent years, although some of the original
elements of the program have been cut back (field trips for instance) due primarily to reductions
in the budget, the willingness to continue the program and recognize its value to the institution
has remained more or less constant. Why then, is the fortitude to institutionalize one of the more
important components of the program been so lacking over time? This question is key to the
general topic of this dissertation and the factors that contribute to the persistence of

undergraduate programs in research universities.
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Reinventing Undergraduate Education

In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education published A Nation at
Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform. The commission was charged with investigating
the state of learning and teaching in primary, secondary and post-secondary schools and,
although the report dealt primarily with grade school levels, the effect on higher education could
be felt. The report, which gave American education a failing grade, made recommendations for
changes in a number of areas including standards and expectations, teaching, leadership and
financial support (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). The Commission’s
work triggered a number of other studies. According to Wendy Katkin, the former director of
the Stony Brook University Reinvention Center, a common theme among these reports was the
need for the examination of, and change in, undergraduate education. Change came to higher
education, but at least initially, it was the four-year liberal arts colleges that embraced the effort
most heartily ‘“both with curricular and pedagogical experimentation on their own campuses and
through combined action” (Katkin, 2003). As I will discuss below, not until the Boyer
Commission did its work was there a significant engagement by research universities regarding
undergraduate education.

The fact that Stony Brook’s initial development profile did not stress undergraduate
education was a weakness identified in the University’s 1993 self-study and highlighted in the
1994 Middle States review. The neglect of the undergraduate program exposed by the
evaluation was pervasive and required action. Middle States promised to revisit the campus in
five years, rather than at the normal ten-year review interval, a very public black mark on the
university. Stony Brook’s lack of adequate attention to undergraduate education helped to

encourage the choice of Shirley Strum Kenny as the University’s fourth president in 1994.
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Among her priorities, Dr. Kenny delivered a clear message that undergraduate education would
receive the attention it greatly needed to create a nationally and internationally competitive
research university. Fourth among the thirteen presidential goals presented in Kenny’s maugural
address in April of 1995 was the transformation of Stony Brook into a model of undergraduate
education among research universities. As a public declaration she coined the phrase, student-
centered research university to clearly set the stage for what would become an important focus
in her administration. The most significant initial step in the Kenny presidency in this regard
was the establishment of the Boyer Commission on Educating Undergraduates in a Research
University. Although there already existed some discussion nationally about undergraduate
education in research universities, and various attempts to integrate more successfully research
and undergraduate education into the mainstream of the institution’s business, the work of the
Boyer Commission helped to galvanize this national discussion. Fundamentally, the subject of
undergraduate education in the research university came out of the shadows with the publication
of the Boyer Report and for Stony Brook specifically with Shirley Kenny’s mandate to recognize
the saliency of a strong undergraduate program to Stony Brook’s aspiration as the “Berkeley of
the East”.

The Boyer Commission was formed to explore innovative ways in which research
universities could use their primary mission to enhance the undergraduate experience. “What is
needed now is a new model of undergraduate education at research universities that make the
baccalaureate experience an inseparable part of an integrated whole” (1998, p. 7). The Carnegie
Foundation’s former president, Ernest Boyer, who presided at the initial meeting and was the
intended chair of this Stony-Brook-launched commission, unexpectedly died five months later.

Boyer viewed the groups’ work as a successor to two earlier Carnegie reports, “Scholarship
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Reconsidered” and “Scholarship Assessed” completed in the 1990’s (Wilson, 1998). The Boyer
Commission’s “star-studded” membership included Bruce Alberts, President of the National
Academy of Sciences, Chen-Lin Tien, Chancellor of UC Berkeley, Kathleen Hall Jamieson,
Dean of the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania and Stony
Brook’s C.N. Yang, Nobel Laureate in Physics. The Commission’s work ultimately resulted in a
report entitled, “Remventing Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s Research

b

Universities,” which made a set of ten recommendations, some more controversial than others
(Stony Brook, 1998). At the heart of these recommendations, however, was the admonition that,
rather than attempting to mimic the liberal arts college model, research universities should use
the unique and powerful resources of this type of institution to directly enrich the undergraduate
program. Another key Boyer Commission proposal was to involve undergraduates in a first year
experience that encourages active learning and development of critical skills development. In
April of 1998, The Chronicle of Higher Education responded to the release of the Commission’s
report with an article entitled, ‘“Report Blasts Research Universities for Poor Teaching of
Undergraduates”, citing this report as the most recent, though not only, attempt to raise the flag
of undergraduate education in the research university. The article quotes President Shirley
Kenny, “For 30 years, universities have been saying that we’ve got to fix the problem of
undergraduate education, and we have done a lot of interesting things. But the core has not
changed” (1998, p. A13).

Not surprisingly, reaction from the academy to the recommendations of the Commission
were mixed. They varied from the very enthusiastic, “its time has come” to the dubious sense

that the extensive suggestions were unrealistic and excessively resource intensive (Katkin, 2003,

p. 23). What is necessary to institutionalize change in undergraduate education? The seeds of
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the answer to this question are buried in the divergent reaction to the Boyer recommendations
and reflect the ongoing struggle that undergraduate administrators and dedicated faculty
experience when working to make, and keep, the undergraduate program a serious priority in a
research university setting.

In April of 2000, then Provost Robert McGrath spoke about the Boyer Commission
report and its recommendations at a symposium celebrating the establishment of the Reinvention
Center at Stony Brook. The Reinvention Center was an outgrowth of the Boyer
recommendations and was designed to serve as a catalyst to help realize the change that
Commission members envisioned. McGrath addressed local and national goals in undergraduate
education, providing examples from Stony Brook’s history and trajectory i this arena. From the
perspective of this research, the most noteworthy point that McGrath made in his remarks was
that although programs like the Honors College, Women in Science and Engineering (WISE) and
the Educational Opportunity ProgranVAdvancement on Individual Merit (EOP/AIM) were all
successful by many measures, they exposed only a very small segment of the total undergraduate
student body to a special programmatic experience. For change to be truly made and sustained in
undergraduate education, most if not all students must be offered an experience that is
consciously tailored to their academic success while also making use of the unique qualities of a
research university. Smaller honors and learning community programs inevitably work at the
margins of the institution, and are therefore, in some ways, easier to establish and operate over
time. To mstitute a ‘special’ experience for most or all students would require much more than
the creativity and commitment of a relatively small number of faculty and staff. Among other

things, it would require a change in the allocation of resources, as well as in institutional culture.
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Less than a year after making his remarks at the opening of the Reinvention Center,
Provost McGrath would propose the establishment of an Undergraduate College system at Stony
Brook. Although the architects of this organizational change did not propose it in direct response
to the Report, it was impossible for its message and recommendations not to have been an
influential guiding force.

The goals of the Undergraduate College initiative included reducing the psychological
size of the institution, creating smaller active learning communities that would provide quality
education and, more importantly, creating a more coherent, more clearly directed first year of
college with greater academic guidance and greater faculty participation. Approximately ten
years after publication of the Boyer Report, it can be argued that the Undergraduate College
system, along with other concurrent organizational changes to the student experience at Stony
Brook, embodied a most ambitious effort to realize the chief goals for the first year of college
called for by the Commission. Most noteworthy of these was the opportunity for students to
interact in a meaningful way with faculty in the classroom through research and inquiry based
education. There had been many attempts to crystallize the undergraduate experience at Stony
Brook, most rather modest. The Undergraduate College initiative, however, marked a more
determined attempt to establish a first year experience at Stony Brook that was specialized and
distinctive enough to attract the attention of academically competitive high school seniors (and

their parents), as well as recognizable enough to keep true to the mission of a state university.
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Chapter 3

The Stony Brook Undergraduate Colleges: A Case Study

As stated earlier, the Stony Brook Undergraduate Colleges grew primarily out of a
realization on the part of Provost Robert McGrath that, although Stony Brook University had a
number of successful programs that targeted specific segments of the incoming first-year
students, these programs were single points having little effect on the great majority of enrolled
students. With the recommendations of the Boyer Commission report fresh in the minds of those
charged with undergraduate education, a Stony Brook delegation of academic and student affairs
administrators, led by the Provost, traveled to the University of California at San Diego (UC San
Diego) in May 2001 to explore their undergraduate college system. The trip was initially
inspired by a conversation between McGrath and a member of the UC San Diego faculty who
was visiting Stony Brook. Exploring the undergraduate program at UC San Diego particularly
appealed to Provost McGrath and his team because of the significant similarities between the two
institutions.  Stony Brook University and UC San Diego were established at roughly the same
time and, as public research universities, with largely the same set of priorities: scholarly
research and graduate education.

One of the [external] reviewers was from UC San Diego, and | had always been
mterested in San Diego because, as you know, it’s essentially the same age as
Stony Brook and in many ways, it had developed faster. And I always like to say
that they had the good fortune to have been born into a better university family,
namely the UC system, compared to SUNY. [I] asked this guy...do these
colleges actually work? And | remember he kind of looked at me and said
something like, “Well, of course they do’. Because, you know, a lot of places
advertise they have whatever, but if you ask, is it really comprehensive in
covering all undergraduates, the answer is, maybe not so much. (Interview,
former Provost, 2015).
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Unlike Stony Brook, the University of California at San Diego included undergraduate
education as a priority from the very start and, by all apparent indications, was successful in
providing rich academic and co-curricular experiences for all undergraduate students. The
hallmark of the undergraduate experience was their system of undergraduate colleges, “...a
unique university structure that personalizes the delivery of service to undergraduate students.
The Colleges are residential neighborhoods on campus with their own residence facilities, staff,
traditions and general education requirements. Every UC San Diego undergraduate is assigned
to one of six colleges when they are admitted to UC San Diego”. (UC San Diego website,

www.provost.ucsd.edu/colleges/#start).

The Colleges of the University of California at San Diego

Established in 1956, the University of California at San Diego campus was designed from
the start around a set of undergraduate residential colleges. Unlike the Stony Brook academic
structure, each residentially based college has its own set of general education requirements.
Similar to Stony Brook’s model, the UC San Diego colleges are comprised of dedicated
residence halls, staff, and, although students may choose from the full range of academic majors
available, college assignment is not based on major.

The two-day visit to UC San Diego included meetings with faculty serving as
Undergraduate College Provosts (the equivalent of Faculty Directors at Stony Brook), the Vice
Chancellor of Student Affairs, Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, the Associate Vice
Chancellor for Academic Planning and Resources, the Dean of Biological Sciences, and
undergraduate students. The group of visitors heard first-hand from people like themselves
about promising educational practices. Not surprisingly, the feedback varied depending on

institutional role, but it was largely very positive. This is not altogether surprising, considering
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that the college system at UC San Diego is foundational to the student experience as well as to
the nstitution itself. UC San Diego’s enthusiasm for the structure, along with organizational
similarities between the two universities, led the Provost and his team to further consider a
parallel configuration at Stony Brook. Such an initiative would need to span the academic and
student affairs divisions, and the campus dialogue would necessarily be broad and include the
range of constituencies. Fortunately, productive working relationships between academic and
student affairs preceded this effort and were critical to the establishment of such an initiative.
Reorganization of Undergraduate Education

In 2001 Paul Armstrong, who had served as Stony Brook’s first Dean of the College of
Arts and Sciences for five years, left the University. Armstrong’s departure as well as a report
issued in that same year by the Provost’s Steering Committee on Undergraduate Education that
strongly recommended enhancing the first and second year student experience, contributed to a
restructuring of undergraduate education and the centralizing of the administration of
undergraduate academic programs and services, which had some years earlier been decentralized
under the academic Deans, primarily the Dean of Arts and Sciences. On December 3, 2001
Provost McGrath, in his report to the University Senate, announced a new reporting structure for
university-wide undergraduate academic programs. The programs included in this
reorganization were the Honors College, Undergraduate Research and Creative Activities
(URECA), Learning Communities, Living Learning Centers, Multidisciplinary Studies Major,
Academic Standing and Appeals, and Academic Integrity. The administrative unit assigned to
coordinate these programs was Undergraduate Academic Affairs, which reported to the newly
named Deputy Provost and Professor of Linguistics, Mark Aronoff. In his memo announcing

this new role for Aronoff, the Provost stated,
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Professor Mark Aronoff, who has been serving as Associate Provost, has accepted
my offer to become Deputy Provost. In this position, he will work closely with
me on all matters that come before the office. As Associate Provost he took the
lead in developing our campus response to the SUNY general education
requirements and to the new SUNY requirements on assessment. He has chaired
the provost’s undergraduate steering committee, organized an expanding
provost’s lecture series, and organized most of the recent external program
reviews done by our office.

As Deputy Provost he will bring university priorities on undergraduate programs
into strategic planning processes, work with several of the units in the academic
sector that report to this office in needs assessment and strategic planning, and
help coordinate all the activities of this office. (Provost’s Memo, 2001).

In addition to the shift in reporting structure, McGrath announced the formation of a new
standing group called the Committee on the Undergraduate Experience (CUE). The committee,
chaired by the Deputy Provost, was charged with overseeing initiatives and developing priorities
with respect to undergraduate education at Stony Brook. It included faculty, staff from academic
and student affairs, and two faculty members from the University Senate Undergraduate Council:

Our University has come a remarkably long way in forty years. By many
measures, we are among the preeminent research universities in this country. At
the undergraduate level, we can be proud of our many innovations in the
integration of research into undergraduate education that have led to important
university awards. We also have some excellent programs for a subset of our
students such as the Honors College, WISE, URECA, and the learning
communities. Nonetheless, many of us share the belief that we must do more to
improve the everyday experience for all our undergraduates.

Until we are as proud of Stony Brook’s undergraduate education as we are of the
best of our graduate programs, we cannot truly rank ourselves among the best
educational institutions in the country. The task of this committee is to bring us to
that point by setting achievable concrete goals that will further the education of
our undergraduates seeing that they are carried out. An action plan will have
better integration of academic and student affairs staff and activities, and also
mechanisms to help all students get more involved in the academic activities that
happen at a great research university such as ours. (Provost’s Report to the
University Senate, December 3, 2001).
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The importance of this organizational change is, first, that it was made as McGrath was
considering a major new initiative that would alter undergraduate education at Stony Brook.
Second, McGrath understood the importance of appointing a member of the faculty with a
significant scholarly reputation, and a direct reporting relationship to the Provost, to oversee and
develop undergraduate education at Stony Brook. The foundation for institutional change was
being laid and reinforced in terms of the all-important factors of leadership and resources. It
bears mentioning, however, that the McGrath team was not the first task force or steering
committee on undergraduate education at Stony Brook to make recommendations for
improvements to the first year undergraduate student experience. Among the most significant
efforts in this regard was the work of a task force on the first year experience in 1993-4 created
by Vice President for Student Affairs Frederick Preston. The fourteen-member task force
representing west campus faculty, staff, and students was asked to consider a number of issues
related to the experiences of students in the first year of college. This mandate came, in part, asa
response to the work of the Undergraduate Project Steering Committee appointed by then
Provost Jerry Schubel. The Select Task Force on the First Year Experience submitted a report,
and although, as the Student Affairs Vice President, Preston’s charge was not primarily
academic, the task force did include faculty, attempted to pick up where the Schubel steering
committee left off, and ultimately made a number of recommendations that were consistent with
those that came later from other groups, particularly regarding enhanced academic support for
students, more ‘nformal out of class contact between faculty and new students’, and improved
teaching in large introductory courses. (Report of the Select Task Force on the First Year
Experience, 1994). However, whereas Preston’s task force offered suggestions for

undergraduate education that represented changes to existing structures, the recommendations
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made during the Kenny/McGrath administration encouraged new structures and more significant
change to the institution itself. There was also a greater degree of success implementing these
more ambitious proposals than there had been previously. In this dissertation | consider how
mechanisms in place may have contributed to the success of effecting change in undergraduate
education in the period during which the Undergraduate Colleges were established.

A further key dynamic during this period were strong relationships growing between
academic and student affairs administrators. From its inception the development of the
Undergraduate College model was a consciously collaborative effort between academic affairs
and student affairs. The visit to the UC San Diego campus by the Provost, two members of his
staff, and a senior student affairs staff member sparked the discussion of ways in which academic
and student affairs could work together to facilitate greater interaction between faculty and
undergraduates. By this time there was a commitment among those with responsibility for the
Stony Brook undergraduate experience, academic and co-curricular, to work together and end the
organizational divide between these areas.

Well, I think they both had deep respect for one another’s roles and
responsibilities at the University. That is, the Provost and the Vice President of
Student Affairs. And they saw that the student was, so to speak, one being and
that their academic and intellectual development were as critical as their social
and interpersonal development. So, the two of them...came together and
indicated their support. Probably more the Provost at the time, in terms of what
was committed to and wanted to make a significant impact on the undergraduate
experience here at the University. (Interview, Dean of Students, 2015.)

Collaboration
Following the trip to UC San Diego in May of 2001 and the reorganization of
undergraduate academic affairs by year’s end, a small group of administrators had begun

working together in earnest to advance the idea of Undergraduate Colleges at Stony Brook with
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consideration of various models, including UC San Diego’s. Visits to Yale and Bucknell
University followed the trip to UC San Diego and the original Oxford and Cambridge residential
college models also served as sources of inspiration. As stated earlier, from their inception, the
Undergraduate Colleges were a collaborative effort between academic affairs and student affairs
with the intention of blurring these organizational lines university-wide. The blurring of
organizational lines brought together existing efforts, maximized the resources dedicated to
undergraduates by the university, and enabled the academic, residential, advising and counseling
needs of students to be addressed by members of a single team within each Undergraduate
College. The UC San Diego model was mtuitively attractive to the Stony Brook Provost’s team
and their colleagues, who worked to devise an approach to organizing a more sound first-year
experience that combined what was gleaned from the UC San Diego visit with the current
research literature and the realities of the Stony Brook campus. Without question, it was a great
advantage in the planning of the colleges to have like-minded people committed to student
success with knowledge of the higher education literature, and the fortitude to engage in the
implementation of complementary programs. Creating a common vision and establishing
common goals across the provostial and student affairs landscape accelerated the collaborative
process and made it easier to move the implementation along ata good pace.
Building the Undergraduate Colleges

In the summer of 2001 the Provost and the Vice President for Student Affairs, Dr.
Frederick Preston, hosted a retreat of undergraduate program directors to present the idea of an
Undergraduate College system to a group of faculty at the University whose appointed
departmental role was most directly engaged with undergraduate education. At the time, Stony

Brook enrolled more than twenty-two thousand students, over fourteen thousand of them were
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undergraduates, the great majority of whom attended full time. The University offered more
than sixty academic majors through the College of Arts and Sciences, the College of Engineering
and Applied Sciences, the School of Health, Technology and Management, the School of
Medicine, the School of Dental Medicine, the School of Nursing, the School of Social Welfare,
the Marine Sciences Research Center, and the School of Business. New York State’s provisional
teaching certification was also available in the sciences, mathematics, foreign languages, social
studies, English, and the teaching of English to speakers of other languages. Innovative
programs offered to undergraduate students included the Honors College, the Educational
Opportunity Program/Advancement on Individual Merit (EOP/AIM), a program designed to
provide access to higher education for educationally and economically disadvantaged students,
Living Learning Centers, and Women in Science and Engineering (WISE). The trend of student
enrollment in the late 1990°s and early 2000’s was increasing and between 1997 and 2002 SAT
scores had risen by approximately 75 points (President’s State of the University Address,
September 2002). The student body had traditionally been highly diverse and included a great
number of students who were the first in their families to attend college or who come from low-
income homes. In 2002 about 87% of first-time, full-time students were still in attendance after
their first year and approximately 60% of each freshman class graduated from Stony Brook
within six years.

The retreat, entitled Building a Culture of Student Success, was the first event of its kind
and an indication of a deliberate shift in practice for the two executive areas. The two vice
presidents and their staffs would now set priorities for the undergraduate student experience
together by formulating a broad notion of where the university was heading with a set of

concrete action items generated by members of the retreat. This was one of a number of working
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groups and presentations to campus governance, faculty, staff, and students to garner support and
build on the proposed concept for Undergraduate Colleges at Stony Brook.

Given the exigencies of time and complexities of long range planning in an institution
that is heavily influenced by the unpredictability of state budgeting, it was decided that the
Undergraduate College effort would be guided by sensitivity to campus culture and knowledge
of best practices. This approach was inspired by higher education literature and followed the
University of Indiana model (A Vision for Indiana University Bloomington, 1995; Bolman and
Deal, 1991; Senge, 1990). George Kuh’s work on intentionality in undergraduate education was
also an influence (Kuh, 1995 and 2001).

The core principle of the Undergraduate College project overall was to enhance the
academic success of students by creating a more deliberate and coordinated experience, thus
communicating the true essence of a research university to first year students. The colleges were
designed to make Stony Brook more attractive to prospective applicants and to enhance the
experience of those students who elected to enroll. Those working to establish the program
adopted an integrated approach to undergraduate education motivated by the Kenny presidency
and the Boyer Commission report. This tactic included blurring the boundaries between
academic and co-curricular experiences for both resident and commuting students, realizing the
goal of a student-centered emphasis at the university and creating a freshman experience that
would serve as a foundation for subsequent years. The imperatives associated with the
Undergraduate College enterprise involved strengthening the academic foundations of students,
community building and mentoring, and the inclusion of inquiry-based learning in the freshman

year, as recommended by the Boyer commission.
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As Tinto (1996) has noted, in the past institutions have responded to the perceived
academic needs of their students in non-academic terms: introducing arange of remedial (or
developmental) courses, tutorials, and supplemental instruction activities to enhance the skills of
these students. They have turned to extended orientation sessions and required freshman courses
like University 101, which stress coping skills as well as providing information about how to
negotiate the demands of college life. Some colleges have also emphasized better advising and
career counseling as ways of helping students make more informed academic and career choices.
Other institutions have stressed freshmen social activities and faculty and mentor programs as
mechanisms for the development of much needed affiliation among new students and between
students and faculty. However, most colleges have seen only modest improvement in academic
success. Tinto argued that the main reason for the modest gains was that most of these efforts
and programs are largely non-academic in nature. Some faculty members have been involved in
these programs but they are usually not integral to the student experience. The Stony Brook
organizers of a new freshman experience had something more ambitious in mind.

The structure of the Stony Brook Undergraduate Colleges that emerged is:

e there are six colleges

e each college is an academic and social community, the size of a liberal arts
college.

o the colleges are names for the broad themes that drive their academic and social
lives. The themes are: Arts, Culture and Humanities, Global Studies, Human
Development, Information and Technology Studies, Leadership and Service, and
Science and Society.

e each college has a faculty-staff team made up of a Faculty Director, a Living-
Learning Center director, academic (College) advisor, Residential Quad Director,
and Residence Hall Directors (RHDs).

e the college curriculum consists of College 101 and College 102. College 101 is a
one-credit introduction to the Stony Brook as a University tailored to each college
theme. The course is taught primarily by College Advisors and Residence Hall
Directors. College 102 is a one-credit faculty seminar taught by tenured and
tenured track faculty. It is considered an “enrichment” course and is less formal
than most courses. Topics for the classes are of the mstructors’ choosing and
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should appeal to first year students. The primary purpose of this course is to
foster contact and build relations between faculty and students that could last
throughout the student’s stay at Stony Brook.

The six Stony Brook Colleges were designed to be both academic and co-curricular
communities, each between 350 and 400 students in size. The number six was determined by the
simple fact that Stony Brook, for many years, had six residential quads. These were originally
built on the College model, complete with a resident faculty master, although they had not
operated as academic colleges since very early in the history of the university. The themes of the
Colleges are not tied specifically to particular majors, but are broad and designed to appeal to a
wide range of student interests. However, since many incoming students are quite major
conscious, analyzing the degree programs of graduating students to identify themes that would
best match the eventual interests of the students generated the choice of the six themes. As
stated in an early program brochure, “The Colleges are named for distinct themes around which
academic and social life revolves: the system is intended to let students explore a wide range of
interests, both within their intended majors and across the academic spectrum. While each
College has its own personality, there are many experiences that will be the same for every first-
year student.” Senior members of the faculty who had the opportunity and resources to make
decisions would lead the Colleges. It was anticipated that each of the six Colleges would
consequently develop its own character and traditions but have an academic focus supported by
advising, residential, counseling, and career center staff. Invited faculty would teach a small
first-year seminar in the second semester, and play a central role in College life. This component
of the program responded directly to Tinto’s (1996) call for faculty led efforts. As integral parts
of the Undergraduate Colleges, the residence halls were also given an academic focus. For some

time, students had been given their choice of housing, though their accommodations were based
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entirely on housing criteria. The thematic College system, therefore, represented a redirection of
process and existing resources. Commuter students, who comprised less than 10% of the first-
year cohort, were also included in the Colleges. A professional academic advisor, referred to as
a College Advisor, was assigned to each College. The advisor works with individual students to
plan their course of studies, monitors academic progress, is available to assist students with other
academic questions that they may encounter and works as a member of the team to deliver
programs throughout the year. Each College Advisor also teaches a number of sections of
College 101 each fall semester, as do the residence hall directors. By the end of the first
semester, each student should have developed a connection with their advisor that, ideally, lasts
throughout their undergraduate career.

A full-time tenured member of the Stony Brook faculty was identified to lead each
college as faculty director. The faculty directors were appointed personally by the Provost or the
Deputy Provost, who ensured that each was a respected teacher with a strong research program
in a field related to the theme of the College. The inaugural faculty directors were:

e Imin Kao, Associate Professor of Mechanical Engineering, College of
Information and Technology Studies.

e Perry Goldstein, Associate Professor of Music, College of Arts, Culture and
Humanities.

e Michael Schwartz, Professor of Sociology, College of Global Studies.

e Jeffrey Levinton, Distinguished Professor of Ecology and Evolution, College of

Science and Society.

e Manuel London, Professor of Business and Psychology, College of Leadership
and Service.

e Paul Bingham, Associate Professor of Biochemistry, College of Human
Development.

The faculty director oversees the academic activities of the College, which include first-year
seminars taught by members of the faculty, the College affiliated Living-Learning Centers for

upper-division students, faculty-student lunches and dinners, and special academic programs and
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events held throughout the year. By far, the most considerable director responsibility is the
recruitment of faculty colleagues to teach the 102 seminar. According to the current faculty
director of the Global Studies College, “My primary responsibility is to staff the 102 seminars
for the spring. And this usually takes place between May and October or November, with most
of the work done in September and early October.”

The faculty director, College faculty, and College Advisors work in partnership with
student affairs staff (e.g., Quad Directors, Residence Hall Directors, Dean of Students staff). As
noted earlier, the students living on campus are linked to one of six residential quads and the new
first-year students in the program live in the quad associated with the Undergraduate College:
students of Information and Technology Studies reside in Mendelsohn Quad, students of Arts,
Culture and Humanities in Tabler Quad, and so on. The Quad Director, the Residence Hall
Directors, and the Resident Assistants work as a team with the Faculty Director, College faculty,
and College Advisors in organizing college activities and programs. Commuter students,
regardless of College affiliation, are included in all planned activities in the residential quads and
elsewhere on campus. One feature of the Stony Brook environment that made involvement of
campus residences staff feasible was the well-established expectation of academic background
and participation for the Campus Residences professional staff. Nearly all Residence Hall
Directors (RHDs) have master’s degrees, and each is expected to be involved in an academic
credit-bearing experience. This meant teaching a course in a Living Learning Center or working
with a peer-education program. RHDs also met with every new student in the residence hall to
discuss a “contract for success” executing the Campus Residences motto “Education Beyond the
Classroom.” The staff in Campus Residences were therefore prepared to become partners in the

Undergraduate College team. Many Quad Directors and each RHD would teach a section of
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College 101 and contribute to providing educational guidance to first year students. The
expectation of this active participation precipitated changes in training and program planning,
but it is change primarily made possible by the pre-existing philosophy and leadership within the
department that made this change possible.

Well, one thing | remember very well was while we were at San Diego, Bob
McGrath asked me if | thought that RHDs could handle the responsibility of
teaching a 101 semmar and first lme advising. I said, ‘no question’. And, of
course, one of the things that was clear very early on was if we were going to set
an expectation that every freshman would have a 101 course as opposed to it
being optional, there were going to have to be a whole lot of people teaching.
(Interview, Assistant Vice President for Campus Residences, 2015).

The primary academic component of the College experience for first-year students is the
seminar program, and at the heart of that program is the spring semester College 102 seminar. In
the Fall semester students enroll in College 101, a one-credit introduction to the university
course that bears resemblance to other such classes offered nationally, but with the distinguishing
feature of being tailored to each College theme. Primarily the College Advisors and RHDs teach
the College 101 sections. The faculty-delivered 102 seminars are designed to be much less
formal than other academic courses and seminar leaders are encouraged to explore topics of their
own choosing with a group of about 20 students. The original design specifically called for the
102 seminar to be taught by tenured and tenure-track faculty to introduce students to the most
significant component of a research university-its faculty. Sample topics of the first series of
seminars included; Recent Discoveries in Human Evolution, Information Technology and
Decision Making, and The Marriage of Figaro.

In contrast to the San Diego model, architects of the program at Stony Brook thought it
best to keep the mandated curriculum associated with the new freshman experience to a

minimum.  Introducing an initiative of this scope to a large organization is challenging in itself,
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and when that organization is a research university it is essential to have faculty endorsement,
particularly when it comes to proposals related to the curriculum. After a series of meetings with
various groups on campus, the modest approach to this fundamental piece of the program
seemed prudent and more likely to garner the support of the most important constituent group,
the faculty. Moreover, additional extensive curricular requirements could have made it difficult
for students to meet graduation requirements in atimely way, potentially jeopardizing the
objective of the entire enterprise. Review of the College 101 and 102 course proposals was
identical to that of any other, and required approval by the university’s undergraduate curriculum
committees. The curriculum for College 101 was similar to SBU 101 and required minor
revisions with new designators to be college specific, e.g. ITS 101. College 102, however, was a
completely new course and required careful planning and preparation by the initiation team and
the college Faculty Directors. Once these one-credit courses were approved, faculty were
recruited to teach each section by the Faculty Directors. Spring 2003 was the first semester that
the freshman 102 seminar was offered, and there were ten distinct sections of ITS 102 listed in
the class schedule with titles such as Computational Robotics, Information Technology and
Decision Making, and Engineering: Society’s Enabling Profession (Stony Brook Undergraduate
Class Schedule, Spring 2003). All ten sections of this course were taught by tenured members of
the Stony Brook faculty. As the university added more Undergraduate Colleges, and mandated
the freshman seminars for all incoming first year students, the number of sections would increase
from ten to approximately twenty per college each semester. This meant, for example, that each
spring it would be necessary for approximately 120 faculty to volunteer or accept an invitation to
teach a section of College 102. The program was developing in terms of organization and size,

and considerable faculty support for and participation in this initiative would be crucial.
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Beginning in the fall 2004 all new freshmen will take SBU 101 within their
Undergraduate College, and the curriculum has been redesigned to incorporate the
colleges’ academic themes throughout the course. Curriculum based seminars

will be offered in the college in the spring semester. For example, the College of
Science and Society will offer a seminar focused on the influence of science on
culture and thought and designed to improve students’ written and oral
communications skills. (2003-04 Accomplishments Report, Five Year Plan, 2000-
2005).

Another component of the College system and further sign of change in undergraduate
education during this period was the ambitious undertaking to create specially designed facilities
for each Undergraduate College. Believing that dedicated space provides greater potential for
institutionalization of the endeavor, the Assistant Vice President for Campus Residences
envisioned physical locations for colleges within each residential quad. These locations would
provide a center for thematically driven programming, College activities, delivery of the
freshman seminars and space for informal gatherings to engender an educational community
among students, staff and faculty. The first one of these spaces, the Center for Arts, Culture and
Humanities, was realized through a massive renovation of Tabler Cafeteria, a previously
abandoned building in Tabler Quad. The new facility would include a student gallery, music
practice rooms, an art studio, a digital arts computer lab, space for a radio station, meeting
rooms, classrooms and a 250-person capacity performance space. In an effort to facilitate an
academic presence and activity in the residential quads, each of the College Center’s included
office space for the College Advisor and Faculty Director. As was the case in subsequent
iterations of this project, the Faculty Director of the new College of Arts, Culture and
Humanities participated in the planning stages of the renovation with Campus Residences, as
well as presided over the use of the Center. This undertaking proposed by the Assistant Vice

President and Student Affairs signified a tremendous contribution to the collaboration between
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academic and student affairs and was a significant component to the construction of a strong
foundation to the initiative:

It was evident from the earliest stages of the development of the Undergraduate
College model that facilities that could accommodate the activities and functions
of the Colleges would be critical to their success. What became the Tabler Center
is a great example of the combination of a space for large events (the Performance
Space), as well as smaller venues that support theme-specific functions (the
gallery, studio, and practice rooms) (Interview, Assistant Vice President for
Campus Residences, 2015).

In addition to providing customized facilities for academic and co-curricular student life,
the facilities provided the tools for exploring the themes of the Colleges and classrooms for the
delivery of instruction-a valuable and scarce resource on most any campus. Completion of the
Center was also touted as an accomplishment of the University 's 2000-2005 Five Year Plan,

http//www.stonybrook.ed u/sh/5yrplan03-04/faculty.shtml.

The renovation and opening of the Tabler Center for the Arts in 2004 was followed in the
next eight years by similar renovation projects in each of the other residential quads, some more
elaborate than others and each distinctive (based on the available space in the quad and other
logistical factors), until all six Undergraduate Colleges could claim a specially designed student

facility, http://ucolleges.stonybrook.edu/facilities. Parallel to this grand effort on the residential

side, was a more modest renovation of space in the Melville Library (the location of
Undergraduate College administrative offices) that was primarily planned as a meeting place and
classroom for commuter students.
Early Implementation

With many of the necessary components to launch a system of Undergraduate Colleges
approved and in place, planners turned to the daunting task of introducing the first College.

After much consideration and consultation with various campus units responsible for the
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admission, advising, housing and teaching of undergraduates, a decision was made to phase in
the six Colleges over three years and introduce one College in the first year (2002), two more in
the following year and the final three in the third. Itis important to note that establishment of the
Undergraduate Colleges was complemented by other first-year actions, including more directive
academic advising, arevised and more supportive academic standing procedure for students in
academic jeopardy, greater managing of gateway courses, and the limiting of the number of
credit hours for new students. These were all efforts that, to be successful, required intentional
and collective action across the provostial, student affairs and governance sectors of the
university (See Appendix A).

The first Undergraduate College to come on-line was Information and Technology
Studies (ITS). This choice stemmed primarily from the pattern of Stony Brook applicants who
were admitted to the university but denied admission to a major in the academic College of
Engineering and Applied Sciences. These students were considered “pre-admits” to the major,
but did not have the same access to courses and advising that students did who were directly
admitted to a major. Since the primary goals of the College program were to reduce the
psychological size of the university, improve the academic success of its students and increase
faculty engagement with freshman, targeting a population that on the one hand, met the
admission requirements of the university but, on the other, fell short of direct admission to
certain challenging academic major programs, seemed an ideal place to start. These were
students, many of whom had a history of falling through the cracks and were in great need of
direction, advising and encouragement. Program architects thought that the College of
Information and Technology Studies could help students realize their goal to complete a major in

engineering or, alternatively, help them see beyond the College of Engineering and Applied
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Sciences and pursue a new set of goals. The first task at hand was the selection of a Faculty
Director. The Provost invited Associate Professor of Mechanical Engineering, Imin Kao to serve
as the first Undergraduate College faculty director of the college of Information and Technology
Studies. According to Professor Kao, he viewed his “responsibility to be available to help
students to learn, grow and realize their dreams at Stony Brook.” (Statesman, October 2002).
Kao’s long dedication to teaching and scholarship as well as his entrepreneurial spirit
encouraged this choice for the academic leader of the pilot College. ‘“We all worked hard on i,
and we had an awful lot of good people. Think of the founding Directors, think of how good they
are. And how generous they were. Imin Kao, | remember, he was almost too good to believe,
right?” (Interview, former Provost, 2015).

In addition to the Faculty Director, a College Advisor needed to be identified and the
curriculum planned and approved by the university’s curriculum committees. The first College
Advisor was chosen from among the staff in the university’s Academic Advising Center and
once Mendelsohn Quad was chosen as the ITS College residential quad, the quad director for
Mendelsohn became the third member of the ITS team. The three got to work planning for the
first cohort of ITS students which would include planning programs reflecting the theme of the
College, plan events for new student orientation and opening weekend, determine College-
specific curriculum for the 101 seminar and develop ways to build an ITS community. Beyond
the team, the implementation of the program required campus-wide planning and participation
from academic affairs, student affairs, academic deans, governance, admissions, registrar,
student activities, communications, information technology, food services, etc. The formerly
siloed organization came together on behalf of first year students to deliver the various

components of this ambitious endeavor. Regular meetings of key players were scheduled to
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strategize every element and phase of the program, from promoting the Colleges to prospective
applicants to admitting students to one of six Colleges, to planning the curriculum for College
101, new student orientation and other events and activities. This planning crossed all
organizational lines with the objective of consistent messaging and coordination. This group,
called the Undergraduate College Council, was chaired by the Deputy Provost (later named Vice
Provost for Undergraduate Education), and included the Associate Provost for Enrollment
Management, the Associate Vice President for Student Affairs, Assistant Vice President for
Campus Residences, Dean of Students, Undergraduate College faculty directors, and the Director
of Advising. As the program evolved other relevant members of the campus community were
invited to join the Council including Associate and Assistant Deans from the Colleges of Arts
and Sciences and the College of Engineering and Applied Sciences, and a representative from
the University Senate’s Undergraduate Council

Implementation of the initiative was rapid. In the fall of 2003 two more Colleges were
added; the College of Arts, Culture and Humanities led by an Associate Professor and the
Undergraduate Program Director of the Department of Music; and the College of Science and
Society whose first Director was a SUNY Distinguished Professor from the department of
Ecology and Evolution. The three remaining Colleges were added in the fall of 2004, one built
on the theme of Global Studies, directed by a Professor of Sociology, one centered on Human
Development directed by an Associate Professor of Neurobiology and Behavior and the College
of Leadership and Service guided by a Professor of Business and Psychology. In his memo to
the faculty calling for nominations for faculty directors of the last three colleges the Provost
stated:

| believe that these Colleges are a very effective and practical way to enhance the
undergraduate experience through engagement with research faculty in ways that
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complement classroom experiences, or research experiences enjoyed by a fraction
of our students. The fact that these Colleges are for first-year students addresses
an issue faced by most research universities like ours, helping entering students
gain a sense of what drives academic inquiry and learning. The commitment of
time and effort on the part of faculty (and students) associated with the College
activities is compatible with the myriad other demands on time, and modest
compared to the payoffs. (Provost’s memo, 2004).

Also in 2004, an administrative director for the College program was hired, a position
which represented significant new provostial resources allocated to this endeavor and an
organizational infrastructure that would grow over the following decade to include additional
staff such as advisors for each College, and a facilities manager to oversee the Tabler Center for
the College of Arts, Culture and Humanities.

To determine College membership, each incoming first-year student was asked to
complete an on-line preference form in which they rated each of the Colleges on a five-point
scale. Staff made assignments balancing student rankings with space availability in the residence
halls and an eye on a relatively equal distribution of students among the colleges. Some
Colleges were more popular from the start, for instance the College of Science and Society,
resulting in some admitted students not receiving their first choice. This was perceived as an
inevitable and relatively minor issue. The themes naturally attracted certain students; for
example, engineering and aspiring engineering students were often interested in the College of
Information and Technology Studies. Ultimately, the intent was for each College to develop its
own set of traditions and culture, which would be broadly appealing based on several factors: the
theme, the academic discipline and style of the Faculty Director, interests and participation of the
students. Since the typical Faculty Director term is three years, it was thought that the change in
directors would help to reinvigorate and reinvent the College. Once students were assigned,

College teams planning for their arrival, first at New Student Orientation then the semester.
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Members of the Undergraduate College Council and their staffs worked to reorganize the entire
Orientation program to reflect the theme of the Undergraduate College and prepare the student
for membership in this new structure. As students arrived at Orientation and Opening of School
events, the teams were working to establish relationships and create a sense of identity with the
University. The focus throughout was student success and providing more efficient and
effectively delivered opportunities for access to the rich resources of a research university.
College Advisors worked to ensure that students were registered for the courses that they needed,
as well as ones they could manage. Quad Directors and RHDs were reinforcing the goal of
student success with thematically oriented programs, residential tutoring centers, meetings with
students. Staff from the Commuter Student Services Office were also reaching out to
commuting students and providing resources for support. Although these units have a history of
supporting student success, the important and new elements here were coordination and
collaboration. For the first time in the history of the University, academic and student affairs
personnel were working from the same “script” developed within the context of a thematic
college. No longer working in parallel, student service departments were brought together to
create a vibrant educational community for new students with the conviction that they would
now more richly benefit from the great advantages of a research university and consistent

guidance from three groups: academic and student affairs staff and university faculty.
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Chapter 4

Theoretical Framework

Both the sociology of higher education and organizational sociology provide the
theoretical foundation for this dissertation. Although Max Weber’s foundational analysis on
bureaucratic organizations is inevitably an influence, this dissertation focuses more directly on
post-World War 1l organizational theory. The sociological interpretation of the organization and
internal workings of colleges and universities (institutional priorities, faculty culture, leadership,
etc.) is a developing field, but very useful analyses can be found in the work of Burton Clark and
Patricia Gumport. In his 1973 article, “Development of the Sociology of Higher Education”,
Clark laid out the evolution of the study of higher education in the field of sociology: “General
sociology developed about the turn of the century and was a viable enterprise with a number of
subficlds by the 1920’s. Among the subfields, the sociology of education was a fragile
enterprise until at least the 1950’s” (Clark, 1973, p. 3). But higher education became more
relevant to American citizens as the number of people going to college increased dramatically,
and scholarly analysis of higher education grew. Even so, the bulk of research examined schools,
not colleges and universities. As recently as the 1970s, Clark argued that sociology of higher
education remained an unformed field that had not yet made a significant contribution (Clark,
1973). Its relevance, however, has been augmented in recent decades by changes in education
and increasing demands for accountability and productivity in this sector (Meyer and Rowan,
2006).

In Sociology of Higher Education, Patricia Gumport reviews Clark’s assessment and

details the more recent progress of this subfield, which has included work on the academic
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profession, governance, organization (internal workings and culture of colleges and universities),
higher education in a changing environment (adaptation), and inequality (Gumport, 2007). This
dissertation makes use of their work to explore the hypothesis that a collaborative relationship
between academic affairs and student affairs is critical to institutional change in undergraduate
education. Collaboration between academic and student affairs was indeed key to changes in
undergraduate education at Stony Brook. This collaboration was not accidental, but a
deliberately pursued working strategy to reinforce efforts to enhance the quality of undergraduate
experience in all ways. Architects of the program had been working together on behalf of Stony
Brook’s undergraduates in various capacities and understood the benefits of joining forces in
terms of aggregating human and financial capital to the success of this initiative. This
understanding did not derive simply from the fortunate and friendly relationships between
undergraduate academic and student affairs administrators, though those did exist. These
administrators drew lessons from the higher education literature that pointed to the benefits—for
students, faculty and staff working with students—of collaboration between academic and
student affairs. This literature was a tool already integrated by student affairs administrators in
their overall planning and strategy in support of student success; another component that made
collaboration with academic affairs a critical change factor. The importance of such
collaboration in developing a truly integrated and meaningful undergraduate experience has also
been explored in earnest over the last two decades by John Gardner, President of the Gardner
Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education and leading figure on the first year of
college experience. Gardner’s Institute sponsored the First Year Matters survey, conducted at
Stony Brook in 2007, where collaborative relationships are a featured element, and which will be

discussed later.
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The work on organizational models and facilitating lasting change in higher education by
Adrianna Kezar also informs the examination of the topic of institutional change. Although
collaboration between academic and student affairs was overall clearly supported in the literature
of higher education, very little research was conducted on the topic until Kezar’s national survey,
conducted by the ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher Education in 2000, of institutions involved in
academic and student affairs collaboration. In the analysis of the survey results, Kezar considers
the question of collaborative efforts between academic and student affairs and compares them to
programs that lie solely within one area or the other (Kezar, 2001). This important exploration
of three organizational models of change in a college or university environment, Planned
Change, Restructuring and the Kuh Model, heightens our appreciation of the difficult task
confronting those interested in collaborative and persistent change. A brief description of these
models is useful here both in terms of what makes them distinct from one another and what
theoretical similarities they share. Kezar’s work examines cultural, structural and rational
theories of change, which were predominant in the literature prior to 2005. George Kuh’s model
rests heavily on cultural and human relations theory. Cultural theory argues that the shaping of
values and shared systems of meaning are crucial to successful change and, Kezar contends, sets
the stage for a more protracted, unpredictable framework. Human relations theory stresses
formal training and staff development as the best vehicles for organizational change. Rational
theories of change focus on “leadership, planning and scientific management tools as the key to
creating change” and have given rise to the model of planned change (Kezar, 2003). In contrast,
structural theories of change focus on the ways in which institutions shape the individual, and

how persistent patterns of behavior resist change. The restructuring model relies on this line of
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thought and the view that changing institutional structures is the only potentially fruitful method
for changing the institutions themselves.
Table 1

Summary of Change Frameworks
(Kezar, 2003)

Category Kuh Planned Change Restructuring

Theory base Cultural and Human Rational Structural
relations

Main Strategies Altering values, Creating goals, Altering roles, and
traditions, languages, | planning process, and | functions, inventory
and vision assessment and assess structures

Target of activities Collective effort Leadership Organizational chart,
related to values and operating procedures
beliefs

Outcome New set of values or | Accomplished goals | New structures or
norms and new processes organizing principles

Kezar’s survey was sent to 260 chief student affairs officers with a response rate of 49%
or 128 individuals. Seventy-five percent of the respondents came from four-year colleges,
comprehensive colleges or universities. Results of the survey indicated that most institutions
used strategies consistent with the planned change model, followed by the Kuh model, and then
restructuring. In terms of success, however, “the Kuh model was seen as slightly more
successful than planned change strategies™ for various kinds of institutional change.
“Restructuring was seen as the least successful with over half the individuals who used these
strategies responding that they were only occasionally successful” (Kezar, 2003, p. 69). Kezar
argues that the institutions that pulled elements from more than one of the models considered
here were the most successful. Senior administrative support was seen as the single most
important factor for creating conditions for change. Stated another way, no one model was
sufficient to realize sustainable change, and factors such as institutional size, administrative

leadership and organizational priorities were seen as influences on the effectiveness of each one
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of the models. Ultimately, she contended that a selectively blended use of the three models
would be most effective in realizing stable collaborative organizational change.

The higher education literature is less useful in understanding faculty culture and the role
that faculty play in the collaborative relationship. A notable exception is Kathleen Manning,
who tackles the historically orthogonal perspective between faculty and administrators on a
college campus:

Nowhere is the simultaneous existence of several organizational perspectives
within a single institution more apparent than at the intersection of faculty and
administration. Faculty adhere predominantly to a collegial model while
administrators typically operate as a bureaucracy with aspects of the political and
organized anarchy perspectives often obvious (Manning, 2013, p.35).

The faculty collegium model, as Manning writes, stresses peer relationship and is less
hierarchically motivated. The typical administrative structure is a hierarchical bureaucracy with
power and positional authority operating throughout. While there clearly is a faculty culture in
higher education, this culture varies depending on institution type. Typically, research
universities include faculty who have allegiance not only to their home department and
colleagues, but also more broadly—and perhaps more insistently—to a national and international
audience. “Their interest lies in research and scholarship more than in teaching and service”
(Burton Clark in Manning, 1973, p. 38). Manning’s work makes clear the key source of
complication in implementing initiatives embedding faculty into a collaboration between
academic and student affairs. The significance of this analysis is particularly relevant here since,
unlike much of what was previously written on higher education which, sometimes awkwardly,
used theories generated through the study of other organizations, Manning, as well as Kezar,
generate their analyses through the study of higher education directly. This dissertation will seek

to build on their insights and contribute to managing this complexity.
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Robert Merton’s work, though not directly concerned with educational organizations,
provides considerable insights into the collaborative dilemma raised by Manning. Merton
developed the concept “role set” to define a circumstance where occupying a single status entails
involvement in a number of role relationships (Merton, 1957). This conceptual definition
marked a departure from the traditionally cited concept of multiple roles, which can be described
as the various statuses that people singularly occupy (student, daughter, sister, etc.) (Merton,
1957). Role sets, in contrast, occur by virtue of the structural context. For example, the status of
medical school student includes the role of that student to his instructors, but also the
relationships between that status of student to “other students, nurses, physicians, social workers,
medical technicians, and the like” (Merton, 1957, p. 111). Merton’s argument is useful i the
context of the range of roles that faculty status includes in an academic setting and the impact
that these roles have on the social structure of the organization. Merton argued, “status and roles
become concepts serving to connect culturally defined expectations with the patterned conduct
and relationships, which make up a social structure. [Each] social status involves not a single
associated role, but an array of roles”, (Merton, 1957 p. 110). The status of university faculty
includes roles such as teacher, researcher, colleague, and the like, as well as a set of relationships
associated with each of these roles. Faculty, as do other status groups, have to manage possible
conflict among roles and role relationships. Each of these roles comes with different demands
and potential role strain resulting from possible conflict and imbalance of power among role set
members. The relationship of an assistant professor to her department chair brings a different set
of demands and expectations than does the structure of the relationship between that assistant
professor and her students or her colleagues. These relationships vary further depending on the

nature of the institution. For instance, the preferred balance between teaching, research and
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service may differ significantly between a liberal arts college and a research university.
Merton’s analysis, and role theory more generally, are useful i the interpretation of the
interview data. Faculty responses to questions related to their participation in the Undergraduate
College program, as well as the perceptions of others interviewed (professional staff and
administrators) regarding the role of the faculty in the College program, is key to understanding
what factors contribute to change and programmatic permanence in undergraduate education in
research universities.

Finally, new or neo-institutional theories of organizations which were framed initially in
the 1970’s by John Meyer, Richard Scott, Brian Rowan and Lynn Zucker, and developed more
fully with significant contributions in later years by Walter Powell and Paul DiMaggio, provide
an examination of organizational environments and factors influencing change in organizations,
particularly the social context in which organizations are positioned (DiMaggio and Powell,
1991). Generally speaking, institutional theory endeavors to understand how and why particular
organizational arrangements develop and whose interests are served by the configuration.

Institutionalists want to understand the trade-offs involved in using one form of
institution to the exclusion of other possible ones. They want to know what
alternatives a society and its policy makers might have; which social group might
be favored or disadvantaged by a particular arrangement; whose vested interests
might be tied up with a given institutional form and practice (Meyer and Rowan,
p, 4, 2006).

Contrary to the old-institutionalism model which relied on a “rational actor’” model as the
primary explanation of organizational change, new institutionalists view institutions often as
independent variables where cognitive and cultural forces, rather than individual motives play
the dominant role:

In their review of the state of institutional theory, DiMaggio and Powell [1991:13]
distinguished between the old and the new institutionalism. In the old
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institutionalism, issues of influence, coalitions, and competing values were
central, along with power and informal structures [Clark, 1960; Selznick, 1949,
1957]. This focus contrasts with the new institutionalism with its emphasis on
legitimacy, the embeddedness of organizational fields, and the centrality of
classification, routines, scripts and schema [DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer
and Rowan, 1977] (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996, pp. 1022-23).

Central to the theory of new institutionalism is the notion that organizations become more
alike over time when they face similar environmental conditions, a theoretical foundation that
DiMaggio and Powell refer to in their defining article as isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983). According to the argument, isomorphic change can take one of three forms, coercive,
mimetic, or normative. Coercive change factors “involve political pressures and the force of the
state, providing regulatory oversight and control” while “mimetic forces draw on habitual, taken-
for-granted responses to circumstances of uncertainty” (Powell and Colyvas, 2008, p. 976). This
dissertation focuses on the role of normative organizational change, which emanates primarily
from professionalization. “First, members of professions receive similar training (such as that
received by physicians, attorneys and university professors), which socializes them into similar
worldviews. Second, members of professions interact through professional and trade
associations, which further diffuses ideas among them” (Mizruchi and Fein, 1999, p. 657). The
strong role of education and professionally adopted values which are shared over time, within an
institutional framework, contribute to the reproduction of a certain understanding of what is
expected and, by consequence, a resistance to change by actors in the organizations themselves.

Neo-institutional theory is concerned not as much about efficiency in organizations or
ideal performance, but rather “explanations of the ways in which institutions incorporate
historical experiences into their rules and organizing logics” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991, p.

33). Structural influences in conjunction with the cultural development of an institution transmit
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behavioral expectations and perpetuate the organizational structure. The constraint of
institutional legitimacy, rather than efficiency, is also a key factor.

The new institutionalism in organization theory and sociology comprises a
rejection of rational-actor models, an interest in institutions as independent
variables, aturn toward cognitive and cultural explanations, and an interest in
properties of supraindividual units of analysis that cannot be reduced to
aggregations or direct consequences of individuals’ attributes or motives (Powell
and Bromley, 2015, p. 764).

Similarities identified among the various types of organizations that make up the
institution of higher education can be viewed as a consequence of external influences dictated by
a number of factors, including the rise and development of the academy and internal dynamics
that serve to reinforce and reproduce patterns and practices. Take as an example the college
admissions requirement of standardized testing scores, which has long been common practice in
the United States. Recent years, however, have seen a growing movement to make exams like
the SAT optional or, in fewer instances, eliminated altogether. By 2014 approximately 800
schools nationwide had chosen the “test optional” path. In 2013 when Ithaca College decided to
join some of its colleagues in making the SAT exam optional their President, Thomas Rochon
claimed that “at the heart of their decision was the conviction that requiring a test score might
limit our applicant pool and potentially distort our admissions and financial aid decisions” (US
News & World Report, Sept. 6, 2013). Kevin McKenna, the dean of enrollment at Sarah
Lawrence stated, “Sarah Lawrence became test-blind because we feel strongly that standardized
tests are not reflective of every student’s ability to succeed” (USA Today, July 7,2014). It is
difficult to believe, however, that the precarious relationship between standardized test scores
and prediction of academic performance, which has been widely maintained by many for

decades, was at the core of this recent decision. Rather, institutional theory helps us to recognize
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that the growing number of colleges and universities becoming test optional or blind represents
an institutional response for survival and adaptation to changes in the professional field of
enrollment planning. Selected colleges and universities recognized the organizational
recruitment benefits to lifting an admissions barrier and, over time, the institution of higher
education caught up and the pace of change accelerated. A growing organizational imperative to
compete more effectively in the market of college students is ultimately influencing the broader
institution and the direction of higher education.

Neo-institutionalism highlights the ways in which individuals actively participate in the
continuation of a structure through embedded mechanisms like professional development,
networking, and training. This dynamic occurs within and between organizations and creates an
nstitutional homogenization which is “a constraining process that forces one unit in a population
to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions” (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983, p. 149). The process of homogenization contributes to the stability of the
institution and resistance to quick and easy change. DiMaggio and Powell acknowledge,
however, that this active participation within an organization, may also steer it, at least
temporarily, away from a more homogenous equilibrium. These forces, they argue, are political
and depend on the relative power of the actors themselves and is the aspect of neo-institutional
theory most relevant to this dissertation (Powell and Colyvas, 2008).

Institutionalists make no assumption that institutional arrangements garnering the
support of the most powerful coalitions necessarily produce the most efficient
institutional arrangements. In fact, dominant coalitions may precisely act to delay
or prevent institutional change toward more optimal solutions. This also means
that institutional change may also require political change—a redistribution of
power that issues in greater societal emphasis on heretofore neglected or
suppressed ideas and the groups that hold them (Meyer and Rowan, 2006, p. 9).
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Beyond the theories of higher education and organizations, the work of the Boyer
Commission, initiated and then chaired by former Stony Brook President Shirley Strum Kenny,
is also particularly important. The Kenny administration compelled the Stony Brook community
to join the conversation surrounding elements necessary for catalyzing change in undergraduate
education at a research university in a meaningful way. Sociological theory of higher education
and organizations amplify the significance of the original Boyer report, and the findings of the
subsequent survey, and support the exploration of factors leading to institutional change in large
organizations of higher education. Although a national conversation had begun around
undergraduate education in research universities, with various attempts to integrate research and
undergraduate education more successfully mto the mainstream of the istitution’s business, the
work of the Boyer Commission stimulated this national discussion. The final words of the
Commission’s report speak to this mission:

In the preface to his 1990 study Scholarship Reconsidered, Ernest Boyer wrote,
‘the most important obligation now confronting the nation’s colleges and
universities is to break out of the tired old teaching versus research debate and
define, in more creative ways, what it means to be a scholar.” This report hopes
to refine the context of that remark and to affirm that the most important

obligation now confronting research universities is to define in more creative
ways what it means to be a research university committed to teaching
undergraduates. The nation demands and deserves no less (Boyer Commission on
Educating Undergraduates in the Research University, 1998, p. 38).

Published in 1998, the Boyer Report was the primary, comprehensive, and nationally recognized
publication on undergraduate education in a research university during the period that preceded
the creation of the Stony Brook Undergraduate Colleges. It also solidified, in a very visible way,
Kenny’s declaration that serious steps would be taken under her administration to raise the
profile and performance of undergraduate education at Stony Brook and beyond. As the report
argued, tuition from undergraduate students represents one of the major sources of university
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income and is used to help support research and graduate programs while, at times, not always
providing adequate value for money in the undergraduate arena (1998, p.5). The Boyer
Commission’s “star-studded” membership included Bruce Alberts, President of the National
Academy of Sciences, Chen-Lin Tien, Chancellor of UC Berkeley, Kathleen Hall Jamieson,
Dean of the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania and Stony
Brook’s C.N. Yang, Nobel Laureate in Physics. The Commission’s proposed Academic Bill of
Rights sought to create a mandate for engaging undergraduates in a first year experience in an
intentional and comprehensive manner that encouraged: active learning, critical skills
development, removing barriers to interdisciplinary education, changing faculty reward systems
to include good teaching as well as the interface between teaching and research, cultivating a
sense of community and culminating the undergraduate experience with a capstone component.
Inquiry based learning, already inherent to a research university, rather than the simple
transmission of knowledge was key to achieving these goals.

In April of 2000, the formation of the Reinvention Center at Stony Brook was a further
indication that the Kenny administration was determined to keep undergraduate education on the
front burner of institutional priorities. The Center was designed to serve as an organizational
catalyst for inventory, development and implementation of undergraduate initiatives in research

b

universities around the country. It would promote an “expanded view” of undergraduate
education, sponsor conferences and symposia, and track activity in research and best practices
which were reflecting change in the undergraduate experience at research universities (see The

Reinvention Center website, http://reinventioncenter.colostate.edu/history/). Three years after

release of the Boyer report, the Reinvention Center commenced with a follow-up survey of the

research universities that were included in the original study. The purpose of the survey was to
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examine any efforts made to develop undergraduate programs, consistent with the goals set in
the Commission’s report. “The survey was distributed in 2001 to 123 Research I and Il
universities nationwide that offer baccalaureate degrees. Representatives from 91 institutions,
74% of all research universities, responded” (Stony Brook, 2001, p. 3). The respondents were
typically senior administrators with responsibility for undergraduate programs. “The survey
included multiple response questions on ten components of the Boyer agenda. There were also
open-ended questions to identify the most important one or two things these institutions had done
in in the previous three years to improve undergraduate education” (Stony Brook, 2001, p. 3).
The conclusions of the survey revealed that increased attention was indeed being paid to
undergraduate education at research universities nationwide, but that attention was modest in
terms of scope and commitment of financial resources. For instance, in the three years between
the publication of the original report on Reinventing Undergraduate Education and the
subsequent survey, most research universities had integrated the words “undergraduate research”
into their lexicon and had begun programs dedicated to encouraging greater numbers of students
into research-based learning experiences. Perhaps not surprising, the sciences and engineering
departments were ahead of the social sciences, arts, and humanities in regard to this practice.
But most mstitutions ‘“had not yet fulfilled their ambitions for undergraduate programs although
many offered special opportunities such as research and freshman seminars to the best students”
(Stony Brook, 2001, p. 29). This profile should sound similar to the Stony Brook model prior to
the advent of the Undergraduate Colleges. Change in undergraduate education had not advanced
into a significant set of institutional priorities, jointly held by those in a position to initiate and
realize such a transformation. “Discussions with campus officials who administer the programs

indicated that they believe supportive leadership, administrative structures, and financial means
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are all necessary for substantial change.” (Stony Brook, 2001, p. 2). At this point in time, a
national commitment was underway, but largely to the mstitution’s “best” students or through
other small programmatic initiatives for special student groups. In sociological terms, the
research university culture did not support substantial change and the original question raised by
the Boyer Commission—what would it take to realize sustained change in undergraduate
education—was left unresolved.

Higher Education and neo-institutional theories of organizations provide a useful
foundation, therefore, for the analysis of the institutional identity of the research university and
the forces that create its reproduction as well as organizational change. In this dissertation, |
argue that transformative forces include sustained collaboration between academic and student
affairs, faculty support and participation, continuous administrative leadership, and prioritization
of adequate resources. Responses to interview questions in this study reveal a research
university faculty professional identity that inevitably impacts a view of undergraduate education
in a research university, and more specifically, the faculty role in undergraduate education, and
the potential for or resistance to change in the context of that professional identity. The data also
include patterns of responses from other university constituent groups that will serve to tell a
story of the establishment of a program in a particular environment and the factors that have

contributed to the persistence of that program over time.
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Chapter 5

Research Design

This dissertation is a qualitative case study analysis. | conducted 50 interviews of
selected faculty members, staff, and administrators who have been involved in the Stony Brook
Undergraduate College initiative (See Appendix B). In May of 2015 | obtained approval from
Stony Brook’s Human Subjects Committee to proceed with the interviews. To develop a
comprehensive understanding of the establishment as well as the operation of the Undergraduate
Colleges, | interviewed the original team that designed and launched the initiative. This group
included the then Provost and Academic Vice President; the Vice Provost for Undergraduate
Education; Associate Vice President for Student Affairs (now the Vice President for Student
Affairs); Assistant Vice President for Campus Residences; and the now retired Dean of Students
and Associate Vice President for Student Affairs. Also interviewed were the six founding
Undergraduate College faculty directors, two current directors, as well as the current
administrative program director and associate director, who have the primary day-to-day
responsibility for the initiative. In addition, | interviewed four residence hall quad directors and
six Undergraduate College advisors who, as members of the teams assigned to each College,
provided a student affairs and academic affairs perspective respectively to the implementation of
the program. Staff turnover in the decade since the inception of the program required
interviewing both the original and succeeding staff members. These conversations provided a
picture of the roles of the program staff as well as the nature and effect of faculty participation

within the team and the program overall.

64



Despite several months of attempts on my part, there was one interview that | was unable
to secure, the original administrative Director of the program—who left Stony Brook in the
spring of 2014. Having served in that role for almost ten years, it must be said that this set of
observations and perceptions would have been valuable to the project. Interviews with the
current administrative Director and Associate Director (who also previously served as an
Undergraduate College advisor), however, were excellent substitutes for the original director’s
interview and provided valuable data on the development of and current trends in the program.

Faculty member support for this initiative was and is critical. Between the Spring of
2005 and 2014, approximately 375 faculty members representing the range of disciplines across
the University taught one or more of the freshman seminars. 1 used a random sample generator
in Excel to sort the total number of faculty who taught a freshman seminar at least once between
the spring of 2005 and 2014 and invited the first thirty-nine of these faculty members to
participate.

Initial contact with each person was made by sending a letter to their Stony Brook email
account with an attachment of the Interview Recruitment Letter which had been approved by
Stony Brook’s Institutional Review Board (See Appendix C). The letter provided a brief
description of the project and a request to conduct an interview at a place and time of their
choosing and convenience. Most responded positively to either my first or second attempt to
make contact. Of the thirty-nine faculty members on the randomly selected list, I ultimately
interviewed twenty-four who taught a seminar at some point during this period. Faculty ranks in
this sample included: Lecturer; Assistant Professor; Associate Professor; Visiting Professor; and
Professor. In several cases faculty members in this sample currently or in the past held an

additional role in their department, such as chair, undergraduate program director, or graduate
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program director. The faculty members were interviewed about their experiences as well as their
involvement with the Undergraduate College program and undergraduate education more
generally. The remaining 15 faculty members on the randomly selected list were not included
either because of retirement or lack of response to repeated invitations to participate, or because
they were no longer employed at Stony Brook. Of all the interviews conducted, those with the
faculty are the most central to this project and comprise almost half of the total number. The role
of the faculty in undergraduate education in a research university is more varied and self-defined
than that of the other constituent groups surveyed here. The questions posed to the faculty
revealed both their objective participation in the Undergraduate College program as well as their
perceptions of this involvement, with the ultimate purpose of better understanding the potential
agents of long-term change in an organization of higher education. Responses to the interview
questions contributed to an understanding of the significance of the role of faculty members and
other factors that influence the course of undergraduate education in a research university.
Common, as well as unexpected, responses to the questions illuminated the differential effects of
several variables, including the role of faculty, resource allocation, and administrative leadership.
Finally, | interviewed the sitting Provost of the University in 2015, who was the third to
preside over, and therefore at least tacitly endorse, the system of Undergraduate Colleges. Since
programmatic persistence is the focus of this study, it is important from the perspective of his
institutional role to have included the sitting Provost and to explore his perspectives on
undergraduate education in a research university. The university’s Provost is the administrator
who most significantly represents and sets a standard of expectations for the faculty. It is
important to know the Provost’s perceptions of this mitiative and the message he communicates

to the faculty directly or implicitly. The Provost was the only person | interviewed who asked to
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see the questions in advance. | resisted initially and provided additional information about the
nature of the questions and orientation of the project. In the end however, the Provost insisted
and I conceded. Holding the interview with the University’s chief academic officer was more
important than insisting on this condition.

Generally, the interviews were conducted in the following order:

Establishment team

Founding faculty directors

Current faculty directors

Undergraduate College and Campus Residences staff
Seminar Faculty

University Provost and Academic Vice President

This sequence provided the historical context of the first days of the initiative and reflections
from those who established it, followed by the staff and administrators whose former and current
job duties included the support of students and delivery of the program, and finally observations
from faculty who taught the spring semester freshman seminar and, the University’s Provost. In
compliance with the exemption review by institutional human subjects, each person interviewed
signed a Research Consent Form (See Appendix D).

The interview data is complemented by the First Year Matters self-study carried out by
the Provost’s Office in 2007-08 as well as my direct experience as a member of the team that
established the College program. Throughout the project, care was taken that my former role in
undergraduate education at Stony Brook, as well as my involvement with the establishment and
development of the Undergraduate College program, not compromise the interview process or
the interpretation of results. This is true from the initial presentation of the study to the
formulation and presentation of the questions to those I interviewed and later in the analysis of
responses and the determination of what data were most relevant. In qualitative research, it is
often the case that, to garner the comfort and trust of others, the researcher must spend a great
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deal of time within the environment being studied and develop a sense of empathy with the
subject. My familiarity with a number of the respondents, as well as the program itself, was
clearly beneficial to the project, contributing to an overall ease and “short-hand” style to the
dialogue. | further discovered that my effort to remain impartial to avoid biasing the
observations was enhanced as a consequence of having been absent from owversight of the
program for more than three years before conducting the interviews. This lapse in time helped to
facilitate greater objectivity to the exchanges as well as an emotional detachment from the
overall subject.

Educational researcher Robert Stake asserts, “...qualitative research is special in itS
personalistic orientation, relying on empathy with the humans and enterprises studied for
understanding how things work™ (Stake, 2010, p. 46). Qualitative research is also typically
inductive. That is, it starts with a set of observations, then the collection of information about
specific experiences, followed by an analysis of the data to develop greater generalizations.
Interpretation of the data (in this instance, interview data) is the key to meaningful qualitative
research. How the questions are interpreted by the respondents can be as important as the
interpretation of the responses by the researcher. Care must be taken to produce interpretations
that are as true to the data as possible. The primary purpose of qualitative interview design is to
derive meaningful interpretation of experiences and events from the respondents (Warren, 2001).
Gathering the insights and opinions of those involved in the planning and delivery of the
program that is the focus of this research is important to an analysis of the organization, the roles
the members of each group occupy in the organization, and the historical context of the common
perceptions, ranging from planning to implementation to evolution of the program for more than

a decade. In addition, through the process of collecting and analyzing the data, I identified not
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only the individual perspectives but also the emergence of common themes that focus attention
on a discrete set of explanatory influences, ultimately revealing how these influences relate to
each other and to organized, persistent change in research universities—change that represents
continuous improvement in undergraduate education as a serious institutional priority.

This qualitative research project is a case study of a particular program and as in other
such research, experiential data (words) were gathered rather than measurements. Case study
research examines something in particular (the Undergraduate College program) to draw
inferences about one or more aspects of something more general (undergraduate education in
research universities). ‘“The case study...draws attention to the question of what specifically can
be learned about the single case. [It] concentrates on experiential knowledge of the case and
close attention to the influence of its social, political, and other contexts” and the collection of
data typically occurs over a period of time. (Stake, in Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 444). “Case
study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied” (Stake, in Denzin and
Lincoln, 2005, p. 443). The use of qualitative interviews is the methodological choice here.
Unlike some other quantitatively oriented approaches, potential hypotheses may be the product
of case study research, not the catalyst. Case study is a strategy of inquiry, while qualitative
mterview is the method of data collection (Creswell, 2003). “The methods for case work
actually used are to learn enough about the case to encapsulate complex meanings into a finite
report but to describe the case in sufficient descriptive narrative so that readers can experience
these happenings vicariously and draw therr own conclusions” (Denzin and Lincoln, p. 450).
The primary goal of the collection and analysis of the data in this dissertation was to create a
narrative that is illuminating and reliable so that interpretations and recommendations can be

made regarding the future of undergraduate education in research universities. “The task for the
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qualitative evaluator is to provide a framework within which people can respond in a way that
represents accurately and thoroughly theirr point of view about the program” (Sewell, 1998, p. 1).
Qualitative researcher Meg Sewell provides a useful guide to the advantages and disadvantages
of the qualitative interview method:

Advantages:

e Allows the participant to describe what is meaningful using his or her own words rather
than being restricted to predetermined categories, thus participants may feel more relaxed
and candid.

e Provides high credibility and face validity; results “ring true” to participants and make
intuitive sense to lay audiences.

e Allows evaluator to probe for more details and ensure that participants are interpreting
questions the way they were intended.

e Interviewers have the flexibility to use their knowledge, expertise, and interpersonal
skills to explore interesting or unexpected ideas or themes

Disadvantages

e May be experienced as more intrusive than quantitative approaches.

e May be more reactive to personalities, moods, and interpersonal dynamics between the
interviewer and interviewee than methods such as surveys.

e Analyzing and interpreting qualitative interviews can be expensive and time-consuming

e More subjective than quantitative interviews, because the interviewer decides which
quotes or examples to report.
http-//ag.arizona.edu/sfcs/cyfernet/cyfar/Intervus. htm

As | lay out the analysis of the interview data, | will demonstrate how | have worked to
minimize the disadvantages and maximize the advantages of this qualitative approach. | can say
unequivocally, however, that the cost in time as well as dollars was high and, in my view,
unavoidable.

The data were coded and analyzed manually to effectively organize interview responses
with the ultimate goal of progressively focusing the interview responses and reveal patterns that
would have otherwise remained hidden. Thought clusters and patterns within as well as across
the interview categories are exposed. In their field-defining book, Qualitative Data Analysis. A
Methods Sourcebook, Matthew Miles, A. Michael Huberman and Johnny Saldafia describe

thirteen tactics for generating meaning from collected data. These tactics include the noting of
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patterns and themes, identifying plausibility and clustering, counting, noting the relations
between variables, and building a logical chain of evidence. The tactics are useful for “testing or
confirming meanings, minimizing bias, and ensuring to your best ability the quality of the
conclusions” (Miles, et al., 2014, p. 277). A number of these tactics were applied when
analyzing the interview data which, | believe, uncovers an interesting narrative of the first decade
of the Undergraduate College initiative told through the observations of faculty, staff and
administrators. These inform our understanding of the persistence of this program specifically,
and the prioritization of undergraduate education in a research university environment more
generally. Robert Stake argues that qualitative research is all about studying how things work
and gaining an understanding of a situation in general, rather than a particular situation (Stake,
2010, p. 20). Carefully weeding through and sorting these relayed experiences, searching for
patterns across the text, leads to a more focused lens on the subject at hand and a construction of
areality with the interpretations (Schutt, 2014, p. 321). The analysis of the text however is but
one component of a more general ongoing observation:

Next to her field notes or interview transcripts, the qualitative analyst jots down
ideas about the meaning of the text and how it might relate to other issues. This
process of reading through the data and interpreting them continues throughout
the project. The analyst adjusts the data collection process itself when it begins to
appear that additional concepts need to be investigated or new relationships
explored. This process is termed progressive focusing [Parlett and Hamilton,
1976] (Schutt, 2014, p. 322).

The narrative inquiry of this case study, therefore, uses interviews, aswell as documents
and other observations, to draw a “big picture” examination through the conveyed experiences of
the respondents and other supporting documentation (Schutt, 2014). “Narrative analysis focuses

on the story itself and seeks to preserve the integrity of personal biographies or a series of events
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that cannot adequately be understood in terms of their discrete elements [Riessman 2002:218]”
(Schutt, 2014, p.339).

Interview questions for these groups are included in Appendix E. | designed the
interviews with three kinds of questions for each group: main, general questions that begin and
guide the conversations; more targeted probing inquiries; and lastly questions that follow-up on
responses and pursue the implications of previous answers. The questions addressed to members
of the team that established the program were designed to explore the stimulus for the initial idea
of Undergraduate Colleges, the general approach to proposing and implementing the inttiative,
the actual implementation of the goals and, finally, how the role of faculty in this initiative was
imagined. How and when these plans were communicated to and subsequently interpreted by
the faculty was also important to explore. The questions addressed to the administrative program
Director, associate director, the Undergraduate College advisors and the residential quad
directors were aimed at identifying the roles each played in the program, their understanding of
the program’s goals, and the perception of the degree of administrative and faculty member
support for the Undergraduate Colleges. Additionally, these staff members have responsibility
for teaching the Undergraduate College 101 freshmen seminars. The 101 seminars, offered each
fall semester, provide a thematically driven introduction to resources of the university and
prepare students for the spring faculty seminar (102). Faculty members were asked about the
scope of their understanding of the goals of the Undergraduate College initiative, the nature of
the role they believe faculty play in the program, as well as more specific questions regarding the
freshman seminars. These questions were intended to reveal both what faculty members
perceive as their role and contribution to the Undergraduate Colleges, and how the role has

actually evolved over time. In each set of interviews, respondents were asked whether they
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believed that the Undergraduate Colleges were “here to stay” and why. With this question, I
explored not only the range of factors contributing to long-term programmatic strength of
undergraduate education in research universities, but also the relative importance of each of these
elements in making undergraduate education a strong priority in this environment.

| conducted 50 interviews in total, 24 of which were faculty members who have taught
one or more of the freshmen seminars. This group of faculty, staff and administrators who have
designed, planned and participated in the delivery of various features of the initiative provide a
comprehensive understanding of the first decade of the Undergraduate Colleges specifically and
undergraduate education at Stony Brook more broadly.

In the context of noting patterns and themes, an added strategy for verifying observations
in qualitative research is referred to as triangulation. Triangulation seeks to find supporting
evidence from various sources which lend validity to the original assertions. “In effect,
triangulation is a way to get to the finding in the first place—by seeing or hearing multiple
instances of it from different sources by using different methods and by squaring the finding with
others it needs to be squared with” (Miles, et al., p. 300). “Part of learning how to do qualitative
research is learning how to minimize the flaws in our observations and assertions. We will
‘triangulate’ our data in order to increase confidence that we have correctly interpreted how
things work” (Stake, 2010, p. 37). Triangulation focuses the data and increases certainty of
interpretation. This method inevitably increases the quantity of data that must be examined, to
draw from the various perspectives represented. In this case study, for example, similar
questions were posed to a number of staff holding the equivalent position in the university, but
also across organizational roles. The comprehensive and illuminating nature of the feedback is

enhanced by posing same (and different) questions across, as well as within, institutional roles.
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The responses express experiences of the observers and help build the narrative in their own
words. Keeping in mind Sewell’s framework for advantages and disadvantages of qualitative
research, narrative analysis of “real world” understandings can be compelling, but care must be
taken to reduce the subjectivity of conveyed experiences. Tactics for generating meaning from
the data (e.g., clustering, identification of patterns) together with triangulation is vital to a
comprehensive analysis of the data in this study.
First Year Matters

I noted earlier the importance of the Boyer report and its contributions nationally to a
greater understanding and commitment to the standing of undergraduate education in the
research university. Similarly, the theoretical underpinnings of the Foundations of Excellence-
First Year Matters survey of faculty, staff and students conducted at Stony Brook in 2007 and
2008 explored this topic and helped inform the analysis of enduring institutional change.
Structured much like a Middle States self-study, the First Year Matters examination of the
University’s program for first-year undergraduate students was conducted under the guidance of
the Policy Center on the First Year of College. The Policy Center was directed by leading figure
in higher education research, John N. Gardner. Close to one hundred faculty, students, and staff
members from across the campus participated in the self-study as members of a task force
comprising nine subcommittees, each of which represented various aspirational principles of
excellence. Gardner chose to serve directly as Stony Brook’s Policy Center liaison—an unusual
step as this role would have normally been assigned to a member of his team. Gardner was,
however, particularly interested in Stony Brook’s willingness to participate in a study sponsored
by his organization, which was not a typical commitment for a research university. Stony Brook

would be the first (and remains one of two) member of the Association of American Universities
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(AAU) to conduct a study through the Foundations of Excellence program, which has included
more than 275 institutions since its conception, further indication that the Provostial leadership at
the time was willing to support and commit resources to the undergraduate academic program.

The primary goal of the self-study was not to report on the status quo, but to assess
current policies and practices and create a strategic plan for the first year student experience
going forward. The aspirational principles focused on the various features of the undergraduate
experience and were referred to in the study as “dimensions.” Components of the First Year
Matters study, particularly those involving the Philosophy, Organization and Faculty Dimensions
were influential in the choice of topic for this dissertation. The Faculty Dimension explored the
ways in which the first year of college could be a high priority for the faculty. The Philosophy
Dimension examined the institution’s approach in ways that are intentional and based on a
philosophy or rationale of the first year that informs relevant institutional policies and practices.
The Organization Dimension explored whether the institution creates organizational structures
and policies that provide a comprehensive, integrated, and coordinated approach to the first year
of college. There was a great deal of data to analyze from this self-study, but in an earlier paper
entitled “First Year Matters: College Role and Perception of the First Year Student Experience,”
| chose to focus on the role of faculty in this institution and the interplay between faculty and
administrators in proposing and developing undergraduate programs. | was particularly
interested in the feedback from faculty who had taught a freshman seminar and the differences
between their awareness and support for programs launched for first year students and that of
staff and administrators who responded to survey questions.

The survey sample size was rather small and the response rate was relatively low, but the

consistency in response could not be dismissed and did lend support to my hypothesis that
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organizational role influences awareness and attitudes of the first-year experience at Stony
Brook. This question is important because awareness is a first step in building support for an
initiative. At the time that the First Year Matters survey was distributed, the Undergraduate
Colleges was in its fifth year. The data revealed a strong level of awareness and support of the
first year student experience from professional staff and campus administrators, but less so from
faculty. The analysis, and responses to the survey generally, indicated that efforts to
communicate with faculty members in order to develop an ambitious initiative had been less
effective than among other campus constituent groups. In part, this result reflects the nature of
undergraduate co-curricular programs, the operation of which often rests primarily with
professional staff and administrators. But, it would be a mistake to underestimate the importance
and challenging nature of continued communication and consultation with faculty beyond the
planning stage, once an initiative has been approved and initially established. An ongoing plan
of communication, which the data indicated was lacking, must be included as a piece of the
overall operation and strategy of the program. Faculty must continue to be included beyond the
approval process of new initiatives. | argued that the survey responses revealed a great deal of
effort put forth to building a truly collaborative organizational structure between academic and
student affairs as well as the consequences of a less coordinated effort cultivating faculty
sponsorship and potential participation in that collaborative relationship.

The competing demands on faculty status by its role-set relationships vary depending on
institution type and must be factored into any agenda that is dependent upon the involvement of
this key constituent group. The role-set of faculty in a liberal arts college may be comparable to
that of a research university, but the culture surrounding faculty status varies according to

institution type. Although it may be generally acknowledged that undergraduate education is an
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important priority in a research university, it does not mean that everyone essential to the growth
of a strong undergraduate program will participate or even agree with the nature of that priority.
Crafting an initiative that grabs the enduring attention of full-time, tenure-track faculty in the
context of an environment with very powerful signals to focus their attention elsewhere is
complicated. Among other factors (e.g., adequate resources), it requires that those whose
primary interests lie in the undergraduate arena effectively cultivate the interest of the faculty,
who have a greater degree of autonomy than other status groups in this environment.

Initial endorsement by faculty of an ambitious program proposal is not sufficient to
ensuring its growth and institutionalization, no matter how many resources and how much
human effort are expended, if there is no concomitant grasp, over the long term, of faculty
culture and the multiplicity of roles that faculty occupy in a research university setting. Even in
the context of a programmatic design and approach that attempts to consider the demands of
faculty in a Stony Brook environment, support for the initiative must be sustained throughout the
upper reaches of the administration through word and deed. In asmall supplemental survey
conducted by the First Year Matters Faculty Dimension sub-committee, 27 of the 59 faculty
surveyed (46%) said that a larger research stipend (than the $1000 awarded at the time) would
make teaching an Undergraduate College seminar more attractive. Only University
administrative leadership (the Provost, and/or President) can fulfill this and other resource
related requests. The point is that the materialization of support over the long term requires both
recognition of the multitude of variables at play as well as an institutional commitment to the
importance of the undergraduate program to the organization over time. The present limited
analysis of the First Year Matters survey helps us begin to understand the varying perceptions

among faculty and staff in 2008 regarding their knowledge and comprehension of the first year
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program. It also raises many interesting sociological questions about the social structure of an
organization, in particular an organization of higher education and the multifaceted nature of the
role of faculty in a research university and its impact on the undergraduate program. Although
there may be tacit faculty endorsement of undergraduate initiatives, the countervailing pressure
for the faculty to be productive in scholarly and research matters—which permeates the world of
promotion and tenure—is usually more powerful. In the context of this analysis, there is no way
to know the degree to which institutional role, faculty culture and/or ineffective communication
with the faculty explain differences in attitudes, but the consistency of response patterns to the
questions concerning the overall evaluation of the first year yields some insight into perceptions
and the need for a greater effort with faculty to build a more solid foundation of support. This
effort must incorporate a comprehension of faculty culture in a research university—a culture
that primarily rewards excellence in scholarship and graduate training. Beyond greater
appreciation for the distinct nature of a research university setting, any strategic model that is
adopted must include ongoing involvement by influential faculty in supporting enduring change
in undergraduate education. In a chapter devoted to understanding continuity and change in
higher education in his book, On Higher Education, Selected Writings, 1956-2006, Burton Clark
quotes sociologist Andrew Abbott who wisely argues, “things happen because of constellations
of factors, not because of a few fundamental effects acting independently.” This is certainly the
case as university leaders and educational reformers attempt to balance competing demands in an
increasingly complicated higher education environment (Clark, 2008, p. 552).

Analysis of the First Year Matters data five years after the establishment of the
Undergraduate College initiative was useful in terms of laying groundwork for a broader

examination of programmatic persistence in undergraduate education in research universities, the
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focus of this dissertation. Interview data from faculty, staff and administrators who were and are
engaged in one way or another with the Undergraduate College program provide the material for

arich narrative which share some common themes with the First Year Matters results but also

reflect another five years of institutional response and change.
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Chapter 6

Institutionalizing Change: The Narrative

The University is a large organization with multiple constituencies. Faculty members,
students, staff and administrators work within the same organization with diverse agendas and
understandings of the needs and nature of the institution. As pointed out earlier, these agendas
conflict attimes, or at least, may be orthogonal to each other. Based upon research cited in this
dissertation and observations in the First Year Matters survey | expected to find the following
factors as central to the possibility of long-term change in undergraduate education:
Collaboration between academic affairs and student affairs
The interview data will reveal that a consciously collaborative relationship between the areas of
academic and student affairs is a key to sustainable change in, and the well-being of,
undergraduate education in a research university.

Leadership and allocation of resources

| expected my research to indicate that changing leadership and the consequent changes in
prioritization of resources impacts the status and growth of undergraduate education, both short
and long term. In 1994, Shirley Strum Kenny was named Stony Brook’s fourth President with a
clear mandate to address the state of undergraduate education at this aspiring Carnegie |
mstitution. Executive level support for a “student-centered research university” was sustained
throughout Kenny’s tenure, which impacted the attitudes and behavior of the faculty and staff
working within her administration. The retirement of Stony Brook’s fourth president and the
recruitment of the fifth inevitably brought a new set of perceived urgencies, influencing the

choice of the mstitution’s leader as well as the new president’s decisions regarding the
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University’s next phase. | examined the data to note whether the change in leadership of the
University over approximately the last five years has affected the campus commitment to
undergraduate education and more specifically, the Undergraduate College project.
The role of faculty and faculty culture
Finally, | expected the data to show that faculty members, and the specific role that faculty
members play, serve as the cornerstone of institutional change in undergraduate education in the
American research university. | expect that feedback from a range of faculty members and
others who have participated in the development of the Undergraduate Colleges in a teaching,
leadership, or programmatic capacity supports the premise that, without significant faculty
support and participation, lasting change will be tenuous at best. Furthermore, | expected the
interviews to sharpen my contention that faculty backing and engagement are the most critical of
the many factors leading to enduring change. In addition, although the role of faculty in higher
education is similar across institutional types, the reward structure for faculty in a research
university is geared heavily towards research rather than teaching. This dynamic contributes to a
culture that often isolates undergraduate teaching from research, and faculty from students. As
suggested in the literature, higher education is a unique organization. The various cultures that
develop in the organization, whether a liberal arts college or a research university, impact
programmatic planning and implementation. | expected the data to show that faculty culture in a
research university is significant to, and influences the evolution of, institutional priorities once
established and that priorities associated with the undergraduate experience are rarely as
compelling for faculty as those related to scholarship and graduate education.

In addition to those influences listed above, | anticipated that the interview data would

point to other factors that might well affect the institutional commitment to change in
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undergraduate education, for example, enrollment pressures, the governance structure, and
dwindling state support for higher education. Moreover, exactly where the organizational
change is initiated impacts its reception and persistence. By virtue of the structure of the
university, administrators are often the initiators of academic programs. If the process of
proposing, planning, and institutionalizing programmatic change does not adequately engage and
include faculty members from the very beginning, it may be destined to failure. As a result of an
analysis of the literature and interview data, | expected to have a clear understanding of the many
competing institutional priorities and cultures to make suggestions for sustainable change in
undergraduate education and potentially encourage the consideration of additional avenues of
research on undergraduate education in the research university.
The Interviews

The analysis of the interview data included a number of steps. In addition to recording
each interview, |took notes, registering what seemed significant either because the remarks were
resonant with my expectations regarding factors associated with programmatic persistence, or
alternatively, discordant with these expectations. The interviews were transcribed and read
through, in some cases more than once. While reading the transcriptions, relevant and repeated
words, phrases, sentences or sections were labeled. The labels, or coding, for this data are
associated with actions, activities, concepts, differences in opinions, concurrence of thought, etc.
| decided that something was relevant and should be coded if, for instance, it was repeated, it
surprised me, the person being interviewed explicitly said that it was important, or a remark
reminded me of a theory or concept relevant to this study or something that | previously read.
The coding aimed to reveal underlying patterns of responses related to the three primary factors

associated with programmatic persistence listed at the beginning of this chapter; collaboration
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between academic and student affairs; leadership and allocation of resources; and the role of
faculty and faculty culture (as well as other factors noted abowve) in an effort to reveal underlying
patterns. The initial coding was followed by a review of the patterns among all interviews and
decisions regarding which were most important. Although | make comparisons between the
constituent groups of faculty, staff and administrators interviewed, | also make observations
within these groups. My analysis begins with these observations.

Establishment Team

The Undergraduate College establishment team comprised selected administrative leaders
in academic and student affairs. The group included the then Provost, Vice Provost for
Undergraduate Education, Associate Vice President for Student Affairs, Dean of Students and
Assistant Vice President for Campus Residences. When members of the initiation team (most of
whom are still at the university) are quoted in this dissertation, the titles held at the time of the
planning and establishment of the program are listed.

There were a number of uniform responses among this set of interviews. All showed a
sustained commitment to the principles that triggered a passion for the proposal to improve
college life for first year students. Members of the team recalled the period during which the
initiative was being considered and established with enthusiastic pride:

| think it was amazing. | think that we worked on it and had an amazing success.
In think it might well not have happened. | remember going around and bragging
about this in the...SUNY system and talking to provosts and how many hundreds
of campuses are there. People sort of acted with ncredulity, ‘how could you do
this so quickly? (Interview, former Provost, 2015).

Each member believed then, and still does, that the Undergraduate College program was

an effective, comprehensive, and ambitious undertaking that successfully brought disparate
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sectors of the campus together on behalf of first year students. Major areas of consonance
among this group included:

Reasons for launching the program-to reduce the psychological size of the university,
provide better support to students in their transition to a research university, improve retention
rates, particularly between the first and second year, and to make generally available what had
been previously offered to small segments of the undergraduate first year class:

I’d been at Stony Brook a long time. I thought that Stony Brook had some very—
was strong in a number of ways, primarily in graduate education, research and so
forth. But, it dawned on me that it was a sort of unstable situation because we
hadn’t really turned the undergraduate program into something that people aspired
to attend” (Interview, former Provost, 2015).

Stony Brook had a peculiarly large College of Arts and Sciences that had virtually
no identity to it for undergraduates. | come from Syracuse where we place
undergraduates into somewhere around 11 or 12 different schools or colleges.
And the only group here that had identity at all was students going into
engineering. Sothe notion of an undergraduate college program was to be able to
try and break up in a meaningful way this 2,400 student group that was nominally
under the arts and sciences (Interview, Associate Vice President for Student
Affairs, 2015).

Resistance to the program-each member of the initiation team listed faculty as the
primary source of initial resistance to the establishment to the program:

Good faculty do an awful lot of things, right? They’re juggling fairly many balls

at one time. And you want good faculty. It’s the old cliché, you want people who
are already busy doing things. And so the question is, can they fold this into their
schedule? Is it worth it to them? (Interview, former Provost 2015).

There certainly was resistance on the campus to it. [ wouldn’t say in student
affairs because | think we—and I’m speaking in general—is that we saw [the
college program] as an add on, as a value added to the student experience. | think
there was some resistance on the part of the faculty in terms of workload...and |
know that some people embraced it, but I wouldn’t say that was there was general
consensus on the campus (Interview, Dean of Students, 2015).
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Although one or two other sources of resistance to the launching of the program was
mentioned, for example concerns expressed by the Director of the undergraduate Advising
Center about potential changes in the structure of advising services, the unanimity expressed by
the initiation group with regard to this issue, accompanied by the recognition that it was essential
to overcome the possible opposition, was sharp and further amplified by the responses to the
question, “What do you think were the most significant factors to the successful launching of the
program?” Overwhelmingly the data point to faculty leadership and participation as the single
most important factor to the successful launching of the program, with other factors cited such as
the strong commitment of the Provost and Student Affairs to see the effort through:

I think we started out small, we started out with one college and we started with a
faculty member in the School of Engineering who | think had charisma and the
reach to certain faculty members at the University, and the respect (Interview,
Dean of Students, 2015).

Well the Provost was super committed and | think, 1 know that there was a
general agreement in the university that undergraduates had been given very short
shrift since the founding of the university. So I think that people who were
committed to undergraduate education saw it as—faculty who were committed to
undergraduate education—saw it as a legitimate effort (Interview, Vice Provost
for Undergraduate Education, 2015).

And why did it happen? I don’t know. We all worked so hard on it and we had an
awful lot of good people. Think of the founding faculty directors, think of how
good they were. And how generous they were (Interview, former Provost, 2015).

Another significant point made by the then Associate Vice President for Student Affairs
regarding the potential for a successful launching of the program had to do with resources, and
the perception, particularly in the academic sector, that it would not be necessary to redirect

considerable funding to the undergraduate program to establish the colleges:
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...and this wasn’t costing a ton of money because we pulled things out of
different areas. So, it wasn’t one of those, “I’ve got to find three or four million
dollars in the first instance, although it did evolve into having to find some
money. So if you want to think about it in a classic sense, it was a pilot study that
worked and evolved in an incremental fashion. So, you didn’t have to go nuclear
on the budget side or the staffing side (Interview, Associate Vice President for
Student Affairs, 2015).

There was also general consensus among members of the initiation team that the decision to
implement the program gradually over the course of several years reduced resistance and
inspired a more solid foundation of support.

The role of faculty- Once the program was established, what was the role of faculty?
And had the role that had been envisioned been realized.? Responses on the nature of the role
itself centered on the position of faculty director and instructors of the freshman seminars.
Although these were roles intentionally included in the design of the program, a greater more
diffused involvement by faculty was also imagined:

Q. What is the role of faculty in the Undergraduate Colleges?

A. The role of faculty? Whatever they want to do. I know we don’t have a job
description. They should provide leadership, a sense of direction and enthusiasm.
And not get into the weeds. A lot of them do incredibly well and the ability to be
able to sort of be around and be human at important points in time (Interview,
Associate Vice President for Student Affairs, 2015).

A. Well, we expected through the one hour seminars that entering students, many
of whom didn't have much of a sense of what you do in university, would have a
small group experience. They would get a little sense of how faculty think about
things; not necessarily the specifics of whatever the topic was in the course, but
just how they think about things. And also, secondarily, hopefully, if they knew
somebody, if they had some problems or something, or they wanted to talk about
the great issues of life or whatever, they had somebody they might be able to
contact (Interview, Former Provost, 2015).

Q. Is the role of faculty as envisioned?
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A. No. Well, it’s hard because I think one of the models was that the faculty, in
general, would be affiliated with the colleges and would be somehow members of
the colleges and be involved in undergraduate college activities beyond the 102.
And I don’t think that has happened very much. But | think that is probably true

in most places. 1don’t know (Interview, Vice Provost for Undergraduate
Education, 2015).

A. | think the thought was that it was going to be more of a traditional—maybe
sort of European style of residential—or Yale type role. It just didn’t work that
way (Interview, Associate Vice President for Student Affairs, 2015).

Another response to the question regarding how the role of faculty was envisioned by a student
affairs administrator reflects the common vision by the initiation team:

I don’t think it’s gotten to where we originally envisioned it because of the
challenges getting people to be faculty directors. Some of the Provosts for the
Colleges at San Diego held a more significant role. People who were in those
positions were regarded more highly among therr colleagues, is my sense. So it’s
part of the recognition and reward structure of how important faculty directors are
seen by academic affairs in the larger realm of the academic mission (Interview,
Assistant Vice President for Campus Residences, 2015).

Response to the question Do you believe that the Undergraduate College program has
enhanced the quality of the undergraduate experience at Stony Brook? was unanimous and
emphatic; “I think without a doubt it has.” and “Yeah, it has given students a sense of what it
means to have intellectual inquiry and to ferret things out. It must help them to be able to
interact with faculty in a small group setting, and college activities that directors provide...to get
comfortable with what you’re supposed to be doing in the university”. The belief on the part of
this team that the considerable time and effort spent on this project was a successful investment
in Stony Brook’s students and undergraduate education is borne out by the data;

In my 38 years, it was probably the best example of a collaborative project where
the academic sector and student affairs, or the student life sector, came together as
one. And it was a true team effort” (Interview, Dean of Students, 2015).
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The initiation team cited resources, dedicated personnel, strong leadership, collaboration
and the fact that the program was structurally embedded in the structure of the university,
particularly the admissions process, as critical to facilitating the development of the
Undergraduate Colleges over the last decade.

Well, first of all, there was real resources put into it and real personnel, mostly the
advisors. And all of the first year experience was organized around the
Undergraduate Colleges. So, the colleges really became, and I hadn’t really
thought about this before, but really kind of bureaucratically ensconced,
entrenched... (Interview, Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education, 2015).

...we had to really make a concerted effort to improve the undergraduate
experience. So obviously leadership, and commitment of funds. | think
appointing more academic advisors to the colleges over the years, which 1 think
was critical in terms of having the staffing to do it right. And I think in general
just the excitement about working on something like this. As someone who was
on the student affairs side, who was helping to create this from the beginning,
there couldn’t have been a better opportunity for staff who wanted to go into the
field of student affairs, to be able to teach an introductory freshman seminar class,
or to be part of an academic community. There's usually such a barrier between
academic affairs and student affairs. And here we are allowing entry level
professionals, we're inviting them in to be part of an academic community where
the faculty—a senior member of the faculty is serving a faculty director
(Interview, Dean of Students, 2015).

“Bumps in the road” cited by this group that they perceived as impeding growth and
development over this same period of time included competition for resources with the academic
colleges, particularly the College of Arts and Sciences, the struggle to recruit tenured and tenure-
track faculty to teach the 102 seminar, and the shift in the direction of the program that slowed
its original identity as a true balance of curricular and co-curricular enhancement of the student
experience. Asked whether they believed that the Undergraduate College program was ‘“here to
stay” the establishment team was optimistic, but concerned about changes in leadership in recent

years, particularly in the academic affairs arena.
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Oh, what's forever? | think is it here to stay. Universities are very bad at sort of
putting things to bed, so I suppose so. | think the bigger question is what are they
going to—is the Undergraduate College program going to improve? Anything
has its ups and downs, it’s the natural life cycle. And I think that we've gone into
a dip here and can it get pulled out. Because it has become more seen as an
advising entity than an enrichment program (Interview, Associate Vice President
for Student Affairs, 2015).

I don't know. | certainly hope so. And the reason that | don't know is that I think
that it requires continual signaling to the university by administrators, by the
important faculty at Stony Brook, that this is a worthwhile thing to do, even an
important thing to do. And if that doesn’t happen, then it’ll just kind of sink away
(Interview, former Provost, 2015).

Maybe this is Pollyannaish, but I think that it is [here to stay]. And that's despite
my sense that the current provost has little regard for the Undergraduate Colleges,
only because I don't think he or the president are—I can't say the president
because the president’s taken some very unpopular positions. But I think the
provost is probably unwilling to take on what would be some degree of adverse
reaction if he attempted to eliminate the Undergraduate Colleges. But | don't
know. | mean, that's speculation on my part (Interview, Assistant Vice President
for Campus Residences, 2015).

The resonance among responses to questions posed to the initiation team speaks in
support of the factors that | propose as key to enduring institutional change in undergraduate
education. The overall gestalt of these interviews was prideful certainty. Certainty that this was
a program that benefitted students and pride of the unique collaborative effort in a setting that
often presents obstacles to this sort of partnering. Their speculations, however, reflected
ambiguity about the future and concerns that the same level of commitment to bold and
innovative change in undergraduate education may no longer be present.

To a large degree, | found what I thought I would find in my interviews with the
establishment team: a group of like-minded university colleagues, led by a determined Provost,

who came together to develop the undergraduate program at Stony Brook to a level parallel to
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the excellence achieved in research and graduate education. Fifteen years on, the team still
believed that they had accomplished many of the goals they set out for themselves, but with a
mostly common view, they also expressed concern about the quality of the program in the future,
and the commitment to it by university leadership. Of all fifty interviews these five, presumably,
represent those who are the most identified with the Undergraduate College initiative. Feedback
from a wider group of those who participated in delivering the program currently, as well as the
recent past, should provide a more inclusive perspective.
The Founding Directors

The founding directors were each invited by the Provost to consider serving a three-year
term as the academic leader of their respective College. As the first to serve in this role in a
fledgling program, they were expected to shape the position as well as help to shape the program
itself. The interviews with the six directors were among the longest in duration of the fifty |
conducted. It often seemed that they had been waiting for someone to come along and query
them on the experience. Reflections were lengthy, comprehensive and seemed very fresh in their
minds. At the time of the interviews, each director had been on the faculty for more than twenty
years, some more than 30. With the exception of one, the directors hold the rank of full
professor; the sixth is an associate professor with a very active research program in the life
sciences. The six Undergraduate Colleges were phased in over a three-year period and the
directors were recruited over that time. Since the Provost was fully invested in the successful
launching of the program, and the faculty director position was central to its design, he was an
enthusiastic recruiter and offered the equivalent of an academic department chair’s compensation
to the candidates—a stipend of 10 percent of their salary for each year of the three-year term.

The data point to a respectful and productive relationship between the six faculty directors who
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quickly became invested and eager to contribute to the development of this new endeavor. For
these senior faculty, whose profiles were rich in university service and scholarship (having
served in arange of university roles including department chair, undergraduate program director,
and graduate program director), this involvement represented a departure. Providing leadership
in an endeavor designed to permanently change the undergraduate student experience was
unchartered territory:

So that was a time-consuming job. And it wasn't clear to me at first, | don't know
that it was clear to anybody at first what the Colleges would be or what the
responsibilities were. Nor did | really have the kind of organizational experience
to sort of form something out of what felt like nothing yet (Interview, founding
Faculty Director, 2015).

As relayed in the interviews, the responsibilities for the faculty director included
academic and intellectual leadership, participation in the planning of New Student Orientation,
providing leadership and direction to the Undergraduate College team (which included the
Faculty Director, College Advisor, Residential Quad Director, Living Learning Center Director),
development of theme-related programming for students, and the most demanding of the set of
responsibilities, recruiting faculty to teach the spring semester freshman seminar. As | will
show, while the other faculty director duties were delivered with a good deal of collaborative
effort among members of the College team, the onus of filling a minimum of twenty sections of
the 1-credit seminar each spring was then, and remains, a solitary task. Further, interviews with
two current directors indicated that the task of recruiting faculty to teach the seminars continues
to be a struggle with little institutional support:

My primary responsibility is to staff 102 seminars for the spring. And this takes
place usually between May and October or November, with most of the work
done in September and early October. It has become more and more of a
daunting task, and one that is not predictable in terms of workload because from
one year to the next, you never know how many instructors will agree to return
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and teach again. And what degree of success you'll have trying to find new
instructors, because the incentives are limited, financial incentive is limited,
especially for professors. Assistant professors are being advised not to teach, not
to offer those courses anymore. Their mentors, for the most part, tell them that
this is not only not relevant, but also harmful to their tenure case (Interview,
current Faculty Director, 2015).

And the thing we really had to worry about was the spring freshman seminar,
because it wasn't required. And [the College Advisor] and | immediately saw this
as a terrible problem. But [the College Advisor] had a very good solution, and
that was to make it seem as if it was required. | think 1'm not being too— we both
made it seem like this was something that every student was going to do, because
we wanted to see whether the system would work. And we didn't think it would
be useful unless we had a set of volunteers in the faculty, but much more
importantly had a set of students that engaged in it (Interview, founding Faculty
Director, 2015).

Prior to the Spring of 2006, before the freshman seminars (101 and 102) were required
curricula for first year students, the faculty directors, and the College Advisor, needed to worry
about recruiting both faculty and students to the course. The quote above from a founding
faculty director indicates an almost entrepreneurial planning around this effort, while the current
director’s statement points to a tension between an increasing number of students and the
uncertainty of guaranteeing that a mandated course will be delivered. In both cases, however,
the effort has been ad hoc, and not organizationally embedded.

The excitement and energy of building a new program permeated each of the interviews
with the original six directors. The difficulty of ensuring numerous sections of a required course
for all first year students was nearly overwhelmed by the thrill of creating something unique and
ambitious together with colleagues and for students:

The Undergraduate College is one of those initiatives that really brings different
parts of campus together. So it isn't just an academic exercise of academic
department or academic programs. And not merely an exercise of staff initiative
and decision by staff. But rather it is integrated from different disciplines and
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different parts of the campus. | think that's something very unique about the
Undergraduate Colleges (Interview, founding Faculty Director, 2015).

...the other thing that kept me in this was the collaborative nature of the
Directors. | guess they were roughly monthly meetings that we used to have. |
really grew to have a lot of respect for the people in that room. These were
actually, if you look around the table, these were six rather different people, but
they shared certain core values and they understood this virtue of brainstorming
and collaboration and mutual support. That was the thing that made me sign on
and stay for the full four years as opposed to exiting at two or three or whenever
the original arrangement was up (Interview, founding Faculty Director, 2015).

I thought it was a really good idea, and to this day, [ remember feeling like, ‘Well,
it’s about time that the freshmen at this school finally get a really positive
experience in their first year.” You know, it was such an anomic, alienating place
for freshmen because they got no ‘human’ contact. They just got institutional
contact (Interview, founding Faculty Director, 2015).

Similar to initiation team responses, the founding directors spoke with considerable
unison regarding many aspects of their involvement, each offering illustrative reflections of their
experience. Significantly analogous replies pointed to the importance of a more personalized
and intentional approach to the academic and co-curricular first year student experience, and the
benefits of a team method in the implementation of the program. In addition, they seemed to
agree that the greatest challenge faced in their role as director was recruiting faculty to teach the
102 seminar. Asked if they thought that the College program was “here to stay,” the Directors
were unanimously affirmative:

Yeah, from what I can see. Despite budget problems, I think they’re building
other elements of undergraduate support. But I’ve never heard anything about,
‘Oh we need to do away with this’; ...or “This isn’t working’. So I think it has a
life of its own. I think it’s part of the residence halls. I think it’s expected that we
do freshman seminars, expected we have a freshman reading. These are things
that universities do. It’s not unusual these days to have freshman seminars and
faculty teaching them. We have the Centers, they’re built, the infrastructure’s
there, and the support in residence life (Interview, founding Faculty Director,
2015).
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Yes, because it’s hard to get rid of things that already exist. Idon’t think that the
campus environment is very warm and cuddly. So warm and cuddly programs are
probably more at risk at this moment than they were ten years ago. I think it’s as
simple as that (Interview, founding Faculty Director, 2015).

Yeah, | think they're here to stay. I'm not privy to the conversations. | guess if
one talked to the Directors and they were saying it's getting harder and harder to
recruit people to teach... But we've had a big influx of faculty the last couple
years, three years. |think 71 on West Campus alone last year. Which means that
there are young, new faculty and while the conditions for tenure seem to keep
getting ratcheted up— | know my junior faculty are great, and scared that teaching
this course might-on one hand, it might be a hard sell because, well, what do I
want to do this for? I've got my research to do and I've got to get a book done in
the next four or five years. But I think also it's a good opportunity to demonstrate
service to the institution (Interview, founding Faculty Director, 2015).

I think they should be [here to stay]. But I think it depends a lot on the devotion
of resources at the provostial level. Ithink that's the question. They absolutely
should be. And I think we should actually be trying to make them work better.
We should be extending them into the sophomore year. Extending them into the
sophomore year would bear huge fruit, because a lot of students actually make
their real major choices and their real commitments in the sophomore year. A lot
of kids come in quite naively. They choose a major as freshmen, but—for
example, | started undergraduate school as a political science major. | was going
to go to law school and be a politician. This was the height of the Vietnam War.
And by the end of my freshman year, | knew that that was absolutely absurd. |
was absolutely not going to do that (Interview, founding Faculty Director, 2015).

Important criteria for programmatic persistence listed by the founding directors include
organizational embeddedness, faculty support (particularly in the form of seminar teaching),
resources, and an overall institutionalization of the program. These interviews depicted a
positive image of the formation of the program with considerable new and unique effort by
faculty working together with staff and administrators. Overall, the founding Directors conveyed
a perception of strong administrative support for the initiative, and confidence in the

organizational model. Their “bump in the road,” however, was the lack of institutionalization of
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a recruitment process of faculty to the 102 seminars. This view was strongly echoed by the two
current Faculty Directors that I interviewed.
Current Faculty Directors

Interviews with two of the current Faculty Directors reveal a similar level of commitment
to the task but, perhaps, a greater degree of frustration with execution. Both of the directors that
I spoke to had served for at least three years in the role, both held the rank of associate professor
and served in their role under two iterations of provostial and programmatic administrative
leadership. The current Directors exhibit a clear understanding of the original goals of the
program, they worked to accomplish the goals with a team of academic and student affairs
professionals, and believed that the Undergraduate Colleges had been, and continued to be,
beneficial to the student experience at Stony Brook:

It was also rewarding for me on a human side. There was an immediate kind of
gratification, to be able to spend time with freshmen, discuss issues that pertained
to the construction of their future, the design of their career, and see immediately
what impact one could have. Possibly because it is a different kind of advising, at
least for the faculty director in the group, as compared to advising majors and
providing specific details. But it is more like human design, to sit down with a
student who says, "I'm not sure what I should do, and what's the best thing for
me?" And to entertain a discussion to discover what would be natural match or a
natural fit for the skills, the qualities, the talents of that particular student
(Interview, current Faculty Director, 2015).

I've always enjoyed interacting with students. At one point, | taught, I think it
was SBU 101, or USB 101. Sol enjoyed being with freshmen. And when the
opportunity presented itself, once | found out what the commitment was, | felt it
was something worth pursuing. If you look at the concept of what the
Undergraduate Colleges are, you are building a community, and when | work with
freshmen, freshmen are clueless. They're in these large courses. They don't have
the opportunity to really have contact with a faculty member. And | was intrigued
by the fact that there were small, smaller communities within a large research
university that gave students the opportunity to feel connected to something and
someone (Interview, current Faculty Director, 2015).
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The statements above express support for some of the defining goals of the program and
the potential for continuity of the original model, at least with these two Directors who were
handed the baton by previous incumbents, including a Founding Director. Accounts of their
tenure as Director, however, also shed light on the challenges they confronted and shifts in what
I would refer to as an overarching coherence in the planning of various components of the
program, particularly those related to administrative support, selected aspects of the collaborative
relationship between academic and student affairs, and the evolution of the 102 seminar:

[Recruiting faculty for the 102 seminar] has become more and more of a daunting
task, and one that is not predictable in terms of workload because from one year
to the next, you never know how many instructors will agree to return and teach
again. And what degree of success you'll have trying to find new instructors,
because the incentives are limited, financial incentive is limited, especially for
professors. Assistant professors are being advised not to teach, not to offer those
courses anymore. Their mentors, for the most part, tell them that this is not only
not relevant, but also harmful to their tenure case.

We also find that at this point we have more part-time lecturers and full-time
lecturers who are among the most enthusiastic supporters and the most committed
instructors. And this in a way takes away from the original mission of 102, which
called for full-time faculty engaged in research. Although some lecturers do some
research. At the same time, students are happy with many of these lecturers.
Students react well to the relationship, to the rapport that these lectures are able to
build with the students. So how could I not have them? (Interview, current
Faculty Director, 2015).

The challenge [of recruitment of faculty] is that it’s not valued. So if you are a
young faculty member, this isn't valued because it has nothing to do with tenure.
So | think that's something that we could— | don't know what we could do, but it's
not the culture of the university. Although this year we had 92 returning faculty,
which is awesome. But it's very hard to get newbies. This is a research
university. Teaching may or may not be valued by some people. Hence, what is
the value of teaching freshmen? We are kind of out on our own, trying to do it
(Interview, current Faculty Director, 2015).
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Frustrations related to the primary component of the Director’s role (staffing the spring semester
seminar), are coupled with observations about more general aspects of the evolution of the
program. For example, one of the hallmarks of the original program design included monthly
meetings of the Undergraduate College Council which was chaired by the Vice Provost for
Undergraduate Education. The membership was comprised of the Faculty Directors, academic
affairs and student affairs administrators, a member of the Senate’s Undergraduate Council and
representatives from the academic colleges. This group was responsible for general oversight of
the initiative and strategic planning. It was intentionally devised as a mechanism to preserve and
sustain collaborative effort as a central and essential goal. According to the current Faculty
Directors, as well as the current administrative Director, the Council ceased meeting several
years ago, shortly after the current Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education assumed his
position. The current Vice Provost has continued the practice of monthly meetings with the
Faculty Directors of the Colleges, but discontinued calling meetings of the Council.

The [Undergraduate College Council] used to meet, not anymore. But the faculty
directors meet once a month. Also, with the director of the Honors College and
University Scholars. I'm not 100% sure why. I don’t know what the goals of
those meetings are (Interview, current Faculty Director, 2015).

[The Undergraduate College Council] doesn’t meet, but it should. I think it’s
going to be coming back. There was a reason why it stopped and | wonder if it
had something to do with just like people-people left and so I think that was part
of it, was that there were gaps in terms of certain leadership in terms of
replacement of Faculty Directors. And | think it got put on hold because of that
and it just hasn’t sort of emerged again. To have a kind of collaborative
enterprise like this and to not have that kind of meeting, it doesn’t make sense to
me. |think that needs to happen (Interview, current Administrative Director,
2015).

The interviews with current Faculty Directors depict ongoing investment in an initiative as it was

first modeled, through to the current stages of development. The Directors’ satisfaction in

97



accomplishment is mitigated, however, by their concerns regarding decreasing administrative
backing and funding over the course of their tenure. Support is sought from higher levels of the
administration who, with the exception of the Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education, emerge
to this group as uninterested in the Undergraduate College beyond a generic cognizance of its
goals.

At the level of the central office of the Undergraduate Colleges, there is a lot of
administrative support. And a lot of attention and consideration to all kinds of
proposals or suggestions. So no idea is quickly dismissed; no request is dismissed
without appropriate explanation or without proper consideration. And that is
great. The higher you go, the more you get the sense that the targets are generic,
that metrics and generic kind of improvements drive the operation. And in terms
of vision, certainly there is concern for the wellbeing of the students. But in terms
of a strategic vision that might include how to achieve those goals, or how to— or
what to prioritize, given the limited resources we have, whether it be at the
provostial level or higher up at the presidential level, there is no indication or, at
most, there is the sense that, yes, we know that resources are limited, but you have
to do more with less; you have to do as much as possible. And “"as much as
possible” is often almost impossible (Interview, current Faculty Director, 2015).

Because if you think about it, whose baby is this? And | don't know how far up
the food chain this is valued. Sois it important to the President? | don't know. Is
it important to the Provost? | don't know. Is it important to the chairs of the
department? Probably not. Is it important to the Vice Provost? Yes (Interview,
current Faculty Director, 2015).

Despite concerns regarding the unpredictable nature of support from the highest levels of
administration, both current Directors believed that the College program was here to stay, at
least, according to one, in the “medium term”. Reasons for this assertion include the increase in
retention rates of students from the first to the second year of college, and the degree to which
the Undergraduate Colleges have become “entrenched” in terms of infrastructure and
organization of the first year experience in academic and student affairs that has become solidly

delivered through the Undergraduate College configuration. There was, interestingly, little
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dissonance between the responses of the current Directors. The data show two engaged faculty
working earnestly with faculty and staff colleagues to deliver the University’s freshman
program. The overall tone of the responses suggests a steady state implementation with some
struggle, rather than the excitement of invention and innovation expressed by the founding
Directors. Although, this may not seem unusual for a program of more than a decade standing, |
would argue that comments by the directors, including those shared here, infer a shift in the
operationalization of key components of the original model including shared ownership,
administrative support and collaborative and effective leadership.
Undergraduate College Staff-The Director

As stated earlier, the Undergraduate College prototype included teams made up of
academic and student affairs staff. The performance programs for Residential Quad Directors
were amended to include their role in the program and new staff were hired in academic affairs
to serve as Undergraduate College Advisors. Shortly thereafter, in 2003, there was budgetary
approval for the addition of an administrative Director for the program. This person, as well as
the Advisors, reported to Undergraduate Academic Affairs, a Provostial unit. The College
Advisors were phased in gradually, along with the phasing in of the Colleges themselves. The
original proposal called for a total of twelve Advisors, two per college. This number was
calculated to adequately address the needs of an estimated 350 freshmen admitted to each
Undergraduate College every fall semester. A number of students were admitted to special
programs that were defined by the mstitution as the student’s primary programmatic affiliation,
for example the Honors College. As aresult, the number of students assigned to each
Undergraduate College Advisor was reduced. In addition to serving as members of their

College’s team, the Advisors taught several sections of the mntroductory 101 class and were
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responsible for the academic advising of these students through the first year. Quad Directors
also taught one or two sections of the 101 course and planned theme related programs in the
residence halls.

In this section | present interview data from professional and administrative staff to
illustrate, from those perspectives, the early establishment of the program and its more recent
development. Questions posed to the professional staff and administrative Director and
Associate Director are included in Appendix E and were designed to explore their roles as well
as perceptions of various features of the program including the effect of the Undergraduate
Colleges on the student experience, the nature of faculty participation, and administrative and
resource support from academic and student affairs. These twelve interviews (8 from academic
affairs, 4 from student affairs) represent individual perspectives across the lifetime of the
program. Turnover of entry level professional staff is relatively high, and in the case of both the
Quad Directors and College Advisors, | interviewed staff who were serving currently in the
position, or who had held the relevant position atan earlier point, and at the time of the interview
were working elsewhere in the University. In yet other cases, the incumbent had been hired to
the position relatively recently. The Associate Director, for example, served originally in 2007
as a College Advisor for Science and Society, then in the same position for the College of
Leadership and Service, and most recently as Associate Director. Comprehensive feedback from
several staff holding various Undergraduate College positions over a number of years helped to
connect the developmental dots of the program.

The current administrative Director of the Undergraduate College program has been in
the job since 2014 and is the second incumbent to the position. Her official title is Assistant

Dean and Director, she has a PhD, and her background includes a decade of work in academic
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and student affairs positions, including work with another first-year college program. The
Director’s duties include day-to-day administrative oversight of the program, and supervision of
the Undergraduate College staff (Associate Director, College Advisors, support staff). The
Director works in conjunction with her colleagues in academic and student affairs, the faculty
directors, and other campus staff to help insure the successful delivery of the program. When
she came onboard, the Director was guided generally in terms of priorities:

But | would say, I guess, the starting point was that | was charged by [the Vice
Provost] when | got here to take a fresh look in multiple areas, kind of undefined.
And the second piece of that was the graduate in four initiatives, the commitment
that the [Stony Brook] president made at the White House, which is an
institutional priority right now. And within the division, is an institutional—or is
a divisional priority— toward academic success and academic success
programming. So | think part of the motivation is that there was a feeling that
there was maybe not enough academic success content or support in the current
[Undergraduate College] curriculum (Interview, current administrative Director,
2015).

Much of the Director’s attention in her first year, for instance, was aimed at revising the
curriculum for the staff who taught the 101 seminar:

So it’s really what I see is more like a three-year plan. This [year] was kind of the
first revision. We made what | would consider to be more minor modifications.
Other people may not necessarily agree with that because it may have seemed
more like an overhaul to some people that had been involved for maybe a long
time, in the particulars of this curriculum. My other observation with the
curriculum was just that it had sort of morphed into these one off lessons where
there wasn't really a unifying thread throughout them.

So the other main, I think, motivating factor was that there was some concern that
we were giving maybe a little bit too much flexibility to instructors for some of
the content. So like for the diversity lesson, for instance, the instructor could
teach that on the last day of class if they so choose to do so. And I'm not sure
there was a sense that that's really not kind of the best use—the best timing of that
lesson. That maybe we were leaving a little bit too much to the instructors to
decide.
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There's no flexibility for the instructor to teach diversity on the last day. They
have to teach it on the fifth week, and that's sort of where it exists. And people, |
think, did not reject that as much as I thought that they might. 1 think there are a
good number of instructors that really want that kind of structure (Interview,
administrative Director, 2015).

At the time of the interview, with a bit less than one year in the position, the issue that
she recalled with special interest was the way in which the Undergraduate College program was
described by the Stony Brook search committee and its Chair:

So the other piece | will say that was emphasized very heavily which 1 can talk
more about, but might get off topic, is the way that it was referred to as an
advising unit. It was often spoken—it was very much emphasized—I don't think
the emphasis was intentional, but there was—I think the default in the way that
the search committee may have presented it or in some of my meetings with
people, was that it was an advising unit. And that's something that I reject now. |
mean, | rejected when | got here, not that | think there's anything wrong with that,
but I think it’s a very limited perspective of what the program does. And I don’t
want to get boxed—I don’t want our program or our department to get boxed in
that (Interview, current administrative Director, 2015).

Q. Sowas it as though you were being hired to oversee or another advising unit
on campus?

A. Correct. And so I did not find that attractive. But | was able to talk to enough
people. I mean, especially when I came in for the campus visit itself, was able to
talk to enough people and had done enough research that | was very much aware
that that's not what it was. And I think | rolled the dice a little bit, that it wouldn't
be as much that as it was. And it turns out that it’s not, and I think it’s been over
the last year where | have tried to push back a little bit on that (Interview, current
administrative Director, 2015).

Interestingly the Director associates the error in the description of the program primarily with the
Chair of the search committee whose institutional position was a senior academic affairs
administrator, who reported directly to the Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education and Dean

of the Undergraduate Colleges:
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Yeah. | mean, | think that in the context of the search committee, it was definitely
made up of a variety of people, but [the Assistant Provost] was the search chair
and I know that his background is very heavily in advising and that's the
perspective he comes out of. And so I think that to some extent that’s his bias a
little bit. It’s his lens, so to speak. And so I think he applies that. You know, I
think you can get away from the fact that we do most of the advising for first year
students. I mean, it’s there and that's a great thing. One of the richnesses of the
program, is that the advising does happen within the context of the Colleges and it
is so proactive. The model is such a proactive advising model. So I think that's
his lens, I think that's part of where that came from. I think it’s part of their
reality of some of the work that we do (Interview, current administrative Director,
2015).

But where does this misrepresentation come from? Poor communication regarding the
goals of the inttiative seems an unlikely cause, as this administrative manager had been heavily
involved in the undergraduate program at Stony Brook for some time. Whatever the reason, this
messaging from administrative leadership may have impacted the direction and persistence of the
College program. Comments from the Director that imply a degree of tension between campus
personnel regarding the definition and implementation of the College program is consistent with
response from a senior Student Affairs administrator, also involved in establishing the program:

But the other thread of curious resistance that | remember very clearly was that
we would discuss something in the planning group and discover that the Advising
Center was not fully on-board. And I think we later came to conclude that that
was coming from a staff person who continues to be a source of resistance on the
evolution of the Undergraduate College model. And the main reason that it is
stuck where it is, not going beyond the first year despite plenty of indications that
it would be beneficial to the undergraduate experience to expand beyond the
freshman year.

The director of advising had previously been at an institution where he was part of
instituting a college year model, and was very invested in that. I've never heard
an explanation; this is my own assumption based on just circumstances. That
moving the undergraduate college model beyond the freshman year was
inconsistent with a college year model (Interview, Student Affairs administrator,
2015).
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The resistance of one senior administrator however, unless that administrator is the President or
Provost, should not be sufficient to sabotage a major initiative that otherwise has significant
support. But it could delay or temporarily derail progress if tension more broadly exists around
the nature of the program’s growth or if the foundation of support is vulnerable, which is often
the case with undergraduate education initiatives at research universities. In any case the current
Director has continued to pursue a model very similar to the original, but with some important
distinctions. It is apparent in her responses that the Director sees the Undergraduate College
program as an academic program first and she has moved to pivot the development of the
program in a direction that she sees as more solidly academic. The modifications to the 101
seminar, described above, is one programmatic example of this. She also acknowledges the
importance of collaboration, but identifies some difficulties as well:

I will say from the start that | was very well aware of the collaborative nature of
the program from its inception all the way into the way that it’s been
operationalized and managed, which is one of the things | found most attractive
about it. So, the fact that it was housed in Academic Affairs was very attractive to
me because that’s where I come from. But | also have had this background in
Student Affairs and in campus residences in particular. And so for me, it was
kind of the merging of those worlds and that in and of itself was the way that it
was explained to me.

You know, I think the collaboration can be—it’s not problematic, but I certainly
would say it’s a challenge because I think it’s always a challenge when you're
trying to negotiate different priorities and different interests across different units.
I think it’s one of the richest aspects of the program, but to try to coordinate
faculty interests just with the Undergraduate Colleges sort of central interests and
Campus Residences interests and Student Affairs interests at large and/or
priorities and personalities and obligations within their own spheres can be very
challenging (Interview, current administrative Director, 2015).

The Director believes that the College program has enhanced the student experience and,

like others, points to the University’s strong retention rate as evidence. As far as faculty support
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and participation, the Director sees this as a challenge, particularly the recruitment of tenured and

tenure track faculty to teach the 102 seminars:

I think that we have a good sort of core group of faculty that see significant value
in the program and see the program as kind of a mechanism for student success
and see that as being valued and see the academic credibility of the program. |do
think that there is definitely a set of faculty on campus that still sees the program
as being significantly auxiliary, that it’s kind of outside their scope of interest
and/or outside the scope of what they need to be concentrating on, or what their
faculty need to be concentrating on.

| think that [lecturers and non-tenure track] are the individuals that are most
available and most willing from either their perspective or from their
department’s perspective to participate in a 102 seminar. There's a couple of
things with that. | think that it concerns me in the sense that we can't seem to get
150 faculty, full time faculty to teach. I mean, that concerns me. And I've said
this to [the Vice Provost] and the Faculty Directors. [And the Vice Provost] is
very clear on this, that he does not think part time or part time non-tenure—well |
don’t even say—I wouldn't even necessarily say the non-tenure track part. | think
he’s given up a little bit on that, but he’s loosened up a little bit on that. But the
full time piece. | mean, he is adamant that only full time people should be
teaching 102 seminars. And my perspective is this. | think that should be the
goal. Ithink that was the goal of the program (Interview, current administrative
Director, 2015).

| asked the Director about the nature of administrative support she believed the College

program was receiving. Her most direct knowledge of support comes from the Vice Provost for

Undergraduate Education, beyond that, for example from the Provost and President, she was less

certain:

| mean, they are definitely further removed, I think, from the Undergraduate
Colleges. I think at one point in the [Vice Provost’s] conversation with the
President, the President said that he believed that all faculty should teach a 102
seminar. He sees value, | mean, he certainly sees value in it, but | don't know
what it is that he would do to put behind that, right? Or whether he would make
that an institutional priority.
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But | think that my interactions with either the Provost or the President have been
very limited to this point and | think mostly [the Vice Provost] has been a conduit
to them about the program (Interview, current administrative Director 2015).

Regardless of the challenges that she encounters and seeks to address, the Director
believes that the College program is here to stay:

Absolutely, yeah. I would not hesitate to say that. I don't think it’s going
anywhere. Whether it takes some, you know, there's some modifications at some
time in the future, | can't predict that. Or whether based on the direction of
undergraduate education where there's some modification based on that or
whatever, it’s maybe likely because certainly the field is evolving and—Dbut |
absolutely think the program is here to stay. What | actually would think is that
it’s more likely that the program will be expanded in some way or would spin off
in some way to accommodate—I know this has been a discussion here quite a
bit—but to accommodate beyond the first year. | would actually see it being used
more as a model toward that than ever going away (Interview, current
administrative Director, 2015).

Undergraduate College Staff-Associate Director and Undergraduate College Advisors
Questions directed at the Associate Director and Undergraduate College Advisors were
similar to questions addressed to the Director, but focused more on the day-to-day
implementation of the program, sources of support and challenges encountered along the way. |
placed the Associate Director in this category of interview questions because her most extensive
experience has been as a College Advisor for two separate Colleges. The others interviewed in
this category had tenures ranging from approximately three to nine years, and one had left the
Undergraduate College program roughly one year earlier for the position of Assistant Director of
the University Scholars program. There has been less turnover in the College Advisor position
than the Residential Quad Director position, and the most turnover with Residence Hall Directors
(who also teach a section of the 101 seminar). | was therefore able to cull information about the

first decade of the program from the College Advisors that helped to complete the picture of this
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initiative in a comprehensive manner. College Advisor responsibilities include academic
advising, teaching two sections of the 101 seminar each fall, co-curricular programming,
coordination and delivery of new student orientation and “opening of school.” With the
exception of academic advising, each of these activities is planned by the Undergraduate College
team. Responsibility for each task is distributed among the team members and each member
assumes more or less of the primary responsibility, depending on the nature of the task. The
model assigns a College Advisor to every new first year student and it is stressed that this
advisor will be available for support throughout that year, although College Advisors report that
some students continue to seek them out in subsequent years for assistance. The original
Undergraduate College proposal called for a steady state total of twelve Advisors; two per
college. This goal has never been reached and at the time of these interviews there were eight
advisors. Shortly before there were ten, but two left the program for other positions and the
administrative Director was unsure whether these two would be filled in the short term. As of
the writing of this dissertation there continued to be a total of eight advisors working with the
program. It is important to mention here that the original proposal of twelve advisors was based
on an incoming freshman class of approximately 2250, with the expectation that enrollment
would grow modestly. According to the University’s office of institutional research,
approximately 2850 freshman enrolled in the fall of 2015 (an average increase of 100 students
per Undergraduate College) with the fewest number of advisors in the history of the program.
The College Advisors, and the Director, uniformly expressed frustration about this issue and
doubt as to whether they would ever reach the steady state goal.

| think the goal—I think there needs to be two advisors per college. | have no idea
whether we're ever going to get there. But | also know that the functional
assignments that they have now have evolved in such a way that many of them
are unhappy with the workload related to the functional assignments. Itis a
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significant additional responsibility for them, again given the way that they’ve
evolved and given some institutional priorities like in terms of the at risk outreach
piece, or in terms of the curriculum (Interview, current administrative Director,
2015).

In reference to expanding the program to include sophomore level students one advisor
responded:

So there's been lots of discussion about it, but | think what keeps that from
happening is just the lack of resources. We've never been at full staff. We've
never had two advisors for every Undergraduate College. So, I think until at least
that happens, we can't take on [sophomores]. So HDV [Human Development] has
one advisor, LDS [Leadership and Service] has one, SSO [Science and Society]
has one, GLS [Global Studies] has two, ACH [Arts, Culture and Humanities] has
one, and ITS [Information and Technology Studies] has two. It’s a huge resource
issue. It's huge. Well, I give us all credit and I think all the advisors who are here
do areally great job at what they do. If you think about—I mean, | have a
caseload of 513 students and so if you could have two advisors, and again it’s
because we're not just advisors. So, it’s like we're doing everything else as well
(Interview, College Advisor, 2015).

As the incoming class of students grew and the program developed the College Advisors
responsibilities grew as well and they raised their concerns about the increase of duties with the
administrative Director. Their primary argument was that the concomitant set of duties in the
College Advisor position was now inconsistent with the professional rank it was originally
assigned, and an official review of the position was requested. This personnel review resulted in
a two-tiered system that included an entry level College Advisor position and what is now called
a Lead College Advisor, a title which holds a slightly higher rank. The Lead Advisor position
includes “functional” assignments, for instance academic standing and progress of students,
international student support and the College Fellows program. The overall sense communicated
in the interviews was that although this two tiered system resolved part of the problem (a

recognition of the increasing work load) it neglected to address another issue, which is the title
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Advisor itself which the staff believed to be an inadequate and partial description of the job they
were expected to do, particularly with an increasing numbers of students. Some suggested that
the title of Assistant Director may be a more suitable representation of the range of duties.

Another change made recently to address increasing work load on the Advisors was to
reduce the number of sections of the 101 seminar they teach each fall from four to two. To
reiterate an earlier point, one purpose of assigning the College Advisors four sections of 101 to
teach, was to build a relationship with as many first year students in their College as possible and
therefore encourage greater academic success and retention. Reducing the number of sections
taught from four to two cuts in half the number of students in classes with staff who have
primary responsibility for them and investment in the program. It also increases the burden of
finding volunteer instructors.

I mean, it’s hard because I think we love teaching and definitely you're advising
and you're getting to know those additional 40 students with those extra two
sections, which is great. But it’s really trying to find that balance. I mean,
teaching those four classes and being out of the office for that amount of time has
that impact (Interview, College Advisor, 2015).

Yeah, | mean, they get paid more, they are a higher grade [as a Lead Advisor].
But | would say all of them, with the exception of one because there is maybe like
one functional assignment that I think is more appropriate as a functional
assignment, feel that the functional assignments were not what they signed up for
with the SL3 level. They’ve moved in a direction that is not what they signed up
for, which I don’t disagree with. Which is to their credit. It means that there's
been this kind of growth and development but it’s beyond what any one person
with the other responsibilities that they have I think should do. Soit’s trying to
balance what's the next departmental priority in terms of hiring? Is it to get
additional advisors back onto staff? Oris it to try to peel away some of these
functional assignments? (Interview, current administrative Director, 2015).

The struggles of growth and transition are revealed in the staff interviews as much as

their pride in accomplishment. Would the difficulties expressed by the staff exist or be as
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prevalent with a full complement (twelve) of Advisors? Probably not to the same degree. But
that would require a base increase in the Undergraduate College budget and assurance for that
increase by those who control institutional resources. And the staff does not generally express
optimism regarding such an increase with the current administrative leadership. It should also be
mentioned that mid-level staff are rarely in a position to interact directly and steadily with upper
level administrative decision makers, so the perceptions of this group are mostly generated by
second or third hand observations. The impression, however, was that a lack of knowledge of
and appreciation for their work resulted in relatively faint high-level leadership and support.

No, I don’t feel like there's enough resources in terms of financial support. And
when I think of the Provost’s Office, I think classes and with the money I think of
just the classes for freshman and registration. And right now, it’s embarrassing
and unacceptable that when freshmen come to orientation, some of them are
leaving with part time schedules and on wait lists because there are not enough
classes. And so in terms of that type of support, as an advisor and somebody
who’s been here for a while, I just think it’s really unfortunate and for me
personally, it feels embarrassing that we can't provide students from the very
beginning this outstanding experience because there's such a class availability
issue. And as a university asa whole, there's this issue with classes, especially
providing that support for freshmen (Interview, College Advisor, 2015).

Asked about the effectiveness of the College team structure, the Advisors maintained that
it was dependent on the chemistry between team members and the style of the Faculty Director.
If, for example, the Faculty Director was highly organized and comfortable working
collaboratively, it was more likely to be a successful enterprise than if the Director was passively
waiting for staff to take control or was scattered organizationally. The Faculty Director is
expected to take the lead, but also work effectively as a member of a team. Turnover in Quad
Directors also impacts the stability and smooth functioning of the team:

Q. Notwo teams are the same?
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A. Notwo teams are the same, uh-huh.

Q. So, tell me why you think that is? Or is that inevitable?
A. Ithink that there could be clearer guidelines.

Q. Direction?

A. Yeah. I've gone through a couple of Faculty Directors in my time of being
here, and they come in and, “So you tell me, what am I supposed to do? What's
my role?”

Q. The Faculty Director says that?

A. Yes, partof it is just personality and what they're comfortable with or what
their expectations are as the role. But I think that some of that could be alleviated
more if there was a—if there were guidelines set up saying this is what the
expectations are when you take on this role.

Q. And you think that that exists primarily for the Faculty Director or do you
think—

A. And Quad Directors as well, 1 think.
Q. Because there's a lot of turnover there as well?

A. Yeah, uh-huh. And it’s the same thing. They're trying to figure out what that
role means. But again, | don't think that there's a clear direction when they're
hired as to what that means.

Q. Do you think if guidelines and the directions were there, then that would sort
of create more of a synergy across? Itwould create more consistency?

A. | think so.
(Interview, College Advisor, 2015).

The College Advisors seemed to agree that a lack of clear guidelines and direction for
other team members impacted their position most and required them to play an anchoring role in

the program which, at times, affected morale of the group.
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Feeling the weight of the program on their shoulders as well as frustration over that role
not garnering adequate acknowledgment was made more difficult by their overwhelming sense
that the work they did with the first year class was, in good measure, responsible for the strong
retention rates of first year students and the declining number of students in academic jeopardy
during this same period. The rising retention rate was the unanimous response to the question
asked about what evidence there may be for the positive effect of the Colleges at Stony Brook.
Although the Advisors understood that no one variable could explain something as complex as
student retention, they were certain that the comprehensive efforts of the Undergraduate College
program played a major role.

Apart from the Faculty Director, most of the Advisors interviewed did not regularly
engage many faculty members. If faculty were approached to participate in some academic co-
curricular program, it was typically the Faculty Director who invited them. Perceptions were
that faculty have been an asset to the program, but too limited in number:

I think more faculty need to be aware of what the program actually is, this is still
an issue that we're running into now. A vast majority of the faculty on campus,
aside from those who are either faculty directors or who have been faculty
directors, or who have taught a 102 for an Undergraduate College. Outside of
that, I don't think many faculty know what the program is. And that’s—it’s a
little bit scary but it’s also disappointing because they are not aware of that
resource that they can connect their students to if a student comes to them and has
an issue and they're not sure what to do (Interview, College Advisor, 2015).

Regardless of the concerns expressed, there has been relative stability in the College
Advisor staff and a strong sense of ownership and dedication to the work and to Stony Brook’s

students.
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Residential Quad Directors

| interviewed four Residential Quad Directors, three of whom were in the position at the
time of the interview and one who had moved on to another position in the Dean of Students’
office. The same questions were broached to the Quad Directors as the College Advisors. The
term of their appointments ranged from approximately two to seven years and in one case the
Quad Director held this position in more than one Undergraduate College sequentially. One
important distinction between the Quad Director and College Advisor positions is the
supervision of staff by Quad Directors. They supervise the Residential Hall Directors (RHDs),
who as entry level professional staff, live on campus in the residence halls and are the front line
staff with students. Quad Directors also have overall operational and administrative
responsibility for each Quad Office and its staff. As may be apparent, the primary difference
between the Quad Director and College Advisor positions is that the Quad Director’s job is not
solely rooted in the College program and is more multi-dimensional. The College Advisor
position was created with the establishment of the Undergraduate Colleges and is defined fully
by their relationship and responsibilities to the College program. Quad Directors manage issues
related to student conduct, physical and mental health crises, minor building maintenance
problems and the like. It is safe to say, therefore, that the professional identity of the College
Advisor role is more purely coupled with the Undergraduate Colleges than that of the Quad
Director, arole that is operationally more multifaceted and amended to include Undergraduate
College related activity and participation. Like the College Advisors, the RHDs and the Quad
Directors teach the 101 seminar each fall semester, but typically one section rather than two.
The Quad Directors are considered full members of the College team and RHDs occasionally

attend meetings with the teams as well.
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The history of commitment by the Division of Campus Residences to the Undergraduate
Colleges is deep and finds its origins with the current administrative leader of that unit who was
a member of the program’s steering committee. In the last few years, however, professional staff
positions (Director, Residential Programs and Associate Director, Residential Halls), atthe
Director level in Campus Residences have been in flux which have had some effect on the
overall operational and directive support provided to the College program which is conveyed by
Quad Director responses to interview questions:

Undergraduate colleges are working through new change and new leadership.
And right when they got their leadership in place, we lost our leadership. And
now we're building that up again. And so I can see some of the wheels moving
where there's more communication there now (Interview, Quad Director, 2015).

Although the Quad Directors responses revealed strong sense of obligation to the
Undergraduate College program and a certainty that the initiative had made positive
contributions to the student experience, much of the data generated from these interviews seemed
to reflect a small degree of distance from the fuller identity that the College Advisors have with
the program. Undoubtedly, this distance had something to do with the myriad of responsibilities
held by these staff, but there was also less of a sense of ownership in recent years among the
student affairs staff that I also heard echoed by the leadership team for this area. This diminished
sense of equal partnership of the initiative appeared to be connected to other changes mentioned
earlier, for example the discontinuation of Undergraduate College Council meetings where broad
development issues were tackled and agreed upon between academic and student affairs senior
administrative staff and faculty. One example of change with less consultation is New Student
Orientation. Last year the new administrative Director worked with her staff to revise the
summer orientation program which resulted in a themed initiative that they referred to as

Connect, Plan, Expand, which served as a vehicle for students to approach their first year of
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college through Orientation, Opening of School activities and the 101 course. In the early days
of the program this sort of change to Orientation and Opening of School Weekend would have
been raised with the Council and academic and student affairs staff would have likely planned
activities together. According to interviews with the Quad Directors, changes of this sort are
now occurring in academic affairs and communicated (not always in advance) to student affairs

staff:

And so, I don't know that anyone from our area was included in that conversation.
And we are right now in a huge transition with our leadership. And so, | don't
know if any of those people were there. But | don't recall them providing that
information to us. | learned of this change through an outside event with another
colleague from outside of the campus. From a colleague from campus, but it was
an outside event. We were socializing and this is how | learned of this
information, that we were going through this particular change. And so the bump
in the road from my standpoint would be that there was this change made with
expectations placed on our staff without considering us. Which became a
challenge at some point (Interview, Quad Director, 2015).

Responses seemed to indicate a decline in the collaborative nature of the program and a
frustration around this change. Revisions to the College 101 curriculum, mentioned earlier, was
apparently managed in a similar manner.

The data indicate that the Quad Directors interviewed all believe that the Undergraduate
Colleges have had a positive effect on students in terms of community and identity building,
advising support, and enhanced connection to faculty and the academic mission of the university.
Interestingly however, when asked what evidence there may be for this assertion, not one Quad
Director mentioned improved retention rates, including directly claiming, “I haven’t seen any
data.” Conversely, every College Advisor who was interviewed confidently pointed to this

evidence as key. The interview data in this study as well as the survey data in the First Year
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Matters self-study point to a lack of communication across the campus community regarding the
achievement of program goals.

Relationships between faculty and the Quad Directors was similar to that which existed
between faculty members and College Advisors. Quad Directors worked directly with the
Faculty Director of the College, but had less interaction with other faculty who were invited to
support and contribute to College activities. Quad Directors were generally impressed with the
goal to actively involve faculty in the first year program at Stony Brook, which they observed as
more ambitious than the degree of involvement at other institutions at which they have worked.
They also seemed similarly mindful (as their College Advisor colleagues) of the need to engage
more faculty in the program and the difficulties associated with this effort. Similar too was the
reaction between the two groups regarding administrative support. Strong support for the
program from supervisors in their area was identified, with less confidence about the depth of
commitment and support for the Colleges by the senior administration at the University:

I don't know how much conversation happens at those tables [of administrative
leadership] regarding the Undergraduate Colleges. But I think that there was a lot
of excitement in the beginning, a lot of conversation about how much this would
put Stony Brook in the spotlight. And I feel like there was sort of a dip at some
point with the attention that undergraduate colleges got. And I don't know, like
now that we have a new president, not really so new anymore, but I think it still
serves as a point of pride for the University to mention that we have this particular
program. And I think it has some unique structures that some other first-year
programs don't have across the country (Interview, Quad Director, 2015).

Each of the four Quad Directors interviewed believe that the Undergraduate Colleges are
“here to stay”, but speculated about potential changes the program may face, particularly in the
capacity of serving sophomore level students. More than one Director referred to discussions
over the last several years about extending the program through the second year and supporting
that development:
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[When] 1 reflect on my college career at Stony Brook, and I'm actually being
honest with myself, and not just remembering the great times, | think I struggled
significantly my freshman and my sophomore year. And | often wonder if the
Undergraduate Colleges were in place when | was a student, would | have had
that same path? And being 100% honest, | don't think | would have. 1 think |
would have been one of the people that would have been caught earlier on and
before there were sort of huge disasters to avoid or fix or whatnot. | think 1 would
have gotten that assistance, or at the very least felt much more comfortable in
making decisions for myself. So I think it's a phenomenal program. If anything, 1
think it should grow to incorporate the sophomore experience. Because
anecdotally, | can look at students from their freshman year to the time they
graduate and just the difference that I've seen in them (Interview, Quad Director,
2015).

The Provost

| interviewed the Stony Brook Provost approximately one month before he announced
that he would be leaving the institution to assume the Presidency of the University of Delaware
the following fall 2016 semester. As I stated earlier, the Provost was the only person that
requested to see the questions that | planned to ask in advance of the interview. | attempted to
reassure him (through his assistant) that no preparation was necessary and that | was interested in
his spontaneous reflections on undergraduate education at Stony Brook and more particularly the
Undergraduate Colleges. Even so, he insisted and | consented. In addition to seeing the
questions in advance, the Provost asked for the names of those | had already interviewed. | did
not provide names, but did list some categories of staff and titles. The Provost came to the
interview prepared with written responses to each of my questions and referred to these notes
over the course of the interview. At the time of the interview the Provost had been at Stony
Brook for roughly four years and was the third incumbent in that role to have oversight
responsibility for the Undergraduate Colleges. Questions addressed to the Provost were designed

to explore his understanding and commitment to the Undergraduate Colleges and undergraduate
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education more broadly, his perception of the role faculty play in undergraduate education at
Stony Brook and the relationship between academic and student affairs in relation to delivery of
the Undergraduate College program. | initially asked the Provost about his knowledge of the
program and whether he believed is had improved the quality of the student experience:

I'm, of course, very interested in our Undergraduate Colleges because | see them
as one of our strategies to enhance student success and graduation. So Stony
Brook University as a whole has been very much engaged in efforts to improve
the graduation rates of our students. And one of the things that we find that is
critical, beyond the classroom, is building strong community which extends
through other activities like—extracurricular activities, involvement in areas of
common interests and so on.

So, I think the undergraduate colleges is a great strategy to especially address this,
to make the students feel like a community, to share interests, to associate more
closely with Faculty Directors and learn about the University and so on. And, you
know, it has been good, not only thankful to the students, but has also become
good for those faculty to get involved more with the students.

And we are a large place. Stony Brook is 25,000 plus students, and more than
18,000 of those are now undergraduate students. And so I think the number is
approximately that. So it’s always tricky how to make a big place feel like a little
more private and a little more smaller communities kind of thing (Interview,
Provost, 2015).

The then sitting Provost was quite positive on the status of the Undergraduate College
program, it’s contribution to an enhanced student experience and the role it has played in
improving graduation and retention rates at the University.

We're also seeing an improvement in academic performance of the students
involved. So, how do you measure that? Well, one metric is a reduction of
students on academic warning. So, that's a direct thing. Now, you can't always
point to a direct correlation sometimes because we've done more things in the first
and second years of the student experience.

And the other thing that we've seen is dramatic increase in the retention of
students from the first to second year. We were somewhere around 88 percent
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and now we're four points higher, it’s more like 92 percent. So that's like at an
all-time high. So again, it’s not any one of those alone, but all together, they're
part of the strategy of enhancing success (Interview, Provost, 2015).

The Provost also took some credit for what he described as an increase in the number of faculty

interested in teaching a freshman seminar.

So, when 1 first got here, it almost looked like we had to pull teeth for faculty to
like engage, to teach the 102 seminars and so on. And we continued to, of course,
aggressively recruit and encourage people to be involved. But it has become
much more of a practice that people want to engage in. Soit’s less hard than the
beginning because people are seeing the positive impact that it has on the students
(Interview, Provost, 2015).

This assertion, however, is at odds with just about every other interview that | conducted.
Faculty Directors and administrative staff alike pointed to the declining number of tenured and
tenure-track faculty teaching the 102 seminar as a consequence of failing to institutionalize the
delivery of this curricular requirement and an arduous task overall to fill the sections needed for
every freshman. | also asked the Provost about formally affiliating faculty with an
Undergraduate College, something that was proposed in the first five years of the program and
occasionally has been raised thereafter, including by a few of the faculty that were interviewed
for this study.

A. We have not done that yet, no.
Q. Isthat a suggestion that's been made more recently that you're aware of?

A. Nobody has come to me directly. They might have gone to [the Vice Provost],
but you could follow up with him. But we're trying not to make what | would call
force fits, especially with—a lot of the faculty we've hired, the new faculty, the
150 or so new faculty that I mentioned, most of them are junior faculty. So in the
first three years, three to six years, the junior faculty, they're awfully busy getting
acclimated in the institution, getting the teaching going, setting up the research
program. So, you know, to some extent we see the involvement in the
Undergraduate Colleges as service work as well as enhancing the interaction with
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students. And so we're not forcing them to get into that, but I think it is —it’s a
natural evolution, how people get engaged and involved (Interview, Provost,
2015).

These remarks are revealing and, | would argue, consistent with a very traditional model of
faculty commitment to undergraduate education at a research university. Presumably, the terms
of affiliating faculty with an Undergraduate College could be as flexible or prescribed as the
Provost would like. But using phrases like “force fits” and “we’re not forcing them to get into
that” reflects a particular way of thinking about faculty culture and the role of faculty i
undergraduate education. Institutional priorities place research above all and dictate a service
relationship to undergraduate education. Participation in the Undergraduate College program is
portrayed as one of the choices for service among all those available:

This early interaction with faculty is one of the truly unique experiences available
to Stony Brook students. | am writing to encourage every member of the faculty
to become involved with our incoming students by teaching a 102 seminar.
Because these seminars are essentially a service function, lying outside regular
teaching assignments, the Provost’s Office provides extra service in the amount of
$1,500 to each faculty member who teaches one of these seminars (Provost’s
memo to Stony Brook faculty, September 2015).

In reference to the College 102 seminars themselves, the Provost indicated that he
believes that they are good, but “could be better”. He would like to see “themes that are more
current and capture the fancy of the students” as well as topics with more “gravitas
academically.” This comment too is somewhat at odds with the original program design which
called for the seminars to serve as enrichment experiences with the primary goal of connecting
full-time tenured and tenure-track faculty to new students.

Another illuminating response relates to a question about how he believed the

Undergraduate College program had changed over the four years of his tenure at Stony Brook:
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I think it has been improving constantly. | mean, | can point to a number of sort
of profound impacts that it has had on the student experience. So, its dual
emphasis, the dual goal of academic success and community building, is
becoming much more strong.

One metric is a reduction of students on academic warning. So, that's a direct
thing. Now, you can't always point to a direct correlation sometimes because
we've done more things in the first and second years of the student experience.
We are improving class availability; we have hired more faculty. We used to be,
when | came here, approximately 150 faculty, smaller faculty number which has
been increased by about 150. So clearly, there are more things that we've done.
We've improved some of our classrooms. There are better technologies, we've
added advisors, which overall helped with the student experience. But certainly
the Undergraduate Colleges is part of the strategy (Interview, Provost, 2015).

Interviews with current Faculty Directors, College Advisors and the administrative Director,
(which were conducted at the end of last summer and early fall semester following New Student
Orientation sessions), tell a very different story regarding the availability of courses for new
students:

[Regarding course availability], Ithink | have to say in my eight years of working
with Undergraduate Colleges, this was probably the worst | have seen it. And yet,
students are in courses. They have full time schedules, so yeah, it was quite a
challenge this year, I think (Interview, College Advisor, 2015).

You know, it’s interesting because we get to a point in the summer where classes
get tight and students don’t have as much flexibility or as many options as they
had at the beginning. And we found anecdotally, that this happened earlier than
we were expecting, or earlier than has been our experience in the past. And we
couldn’t figure it out because we thought we had done a good job of [predicting
need] (Interview, Associate Director, 2015).

I think there's a lot of layers even at the highest levels at the university that are
going to have to be addressed if they want to solve some of the problems with
course availability based on what's been happening over the last ten years,
including this year.

And certamly one of the things is related to the new curriculum. It’s been the first
full year. This is now the second year that it’s happened, that they’ve used fit.

121



They don’t have a good read yet. I don't think that there's a good read at the
University yet about what demand is. And especially demand related to what
students are coming in with, so what needs to be offered relative to AP and
transfer credits of incoming students. Very, very kind of uninformed.
Departments are making kind of uninformed decisions about what to offer
(Interview, administrative Director, 2015).

These comprehensive reflections by (Provostial) staff who worked directly with students through
the summer at Orientation each year, communicate a scenario that is in sharp contrast with
assertions by the Provost regarding the availability of courses. In many ways the interview with
the Provost felt like a journalistic “puff piece” as it was occurring. He praised undergraduate
education and the College program, while downplaying evidence of contradictory information.
As an example, when | referred to feedback that | had received from faculty regarding the much
lesser priority that the University places on undergraduate education at Stony Brook, particularly
in terms of its place in the consideration of promotion and tenure, the Provost asserted that that
probably had more to do with who | interviewed, not the actual state of affairs. He implied that
the sentiment comes primarily from faculty who have “been around a long time” rather than
junior faculty. Ipointed out that I had nterviewed a mix of faculty and he responded, “That’s
fair” and “When people look at the promotion case book of a faculty member, what plays a
major role is the impact they’ve made i the field; publications, performances, scholarship.”

Scholarship. And so the outside reviewers, when they come back and comment
on the faculty member’s work, it’s always about that. And when it comes to,
what's your impression about the teaching and education initiatives have been
involved in, they will always say, or typically say, | haven't had the opportunity to
observe but I've seen them give seminars, presentations, | would think that they
are a good teacher (Interview, Provost, 2015).

In his remarks, the Provost seemed to equate teaching with involvement in undergraduate

education. The lens was narrow and quite conventional. He pointed out that the ways in which
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the University primarily assesses teaching is through the use of teaching evaluations from
students which he considers popularity contests and often unreliable. Evidence of greater effort,
innovative learning techniques that inspire more active learning would all enhance a promotion
case.

Once all 50 interviews were completed and | had the opportunity to go back and examine
the data, looking for patterns in replies, the inconsistencies between some of the Provost’s
responses and others who were interviewed were striking. For instance, a quote from the
Provost, included abowve, includes a claim about the number of academic advisors, which he says
have been added to improve the student experience. Interviews with the College staff as well as
follow-up more recently with the administrative Director indicate a loss of advisors to the
program and failed requests for resources to replace these positions. According to the current
administrative Director, in a post-interview email exchange, these positions remain unfilled.

Another area of contradiction, directly related to one of the factors 1 list as key to
supporting programmatic persistence, is collaboration between academic and student affairs.
The Provost was asked about the working relationship between academic and student affairs:

Q. Sorelated to what you just said in terms of curricular and co-curricular, what is
the relationship currently between academic and student affairs in the delivery of
the initiative and how they work together?

A. So, | believe we're working well together. Certainly my group and the [Vice
President for Student Affairs] group who we interact with quite often. 1 always
compare notes with him, though he doesn't directly report to me. We both report
to the President. 1 meet with [the Vice President] frequently just to coordinate
activities. We really do see that when there are issues in the classroom, there are
oftentimes other issues in what's going on with the students, whether it is a
decreased level of interest in education or some problems and all that are going
on. And we find that student affairs can really help us in the success of those
students (Interview, Provost, 2015).
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In contrast follows remarks by Student Affairs administrators regarding the direction of the
program in recent years:

As far as | know, there's no group that's actually looking at what are we doing and
what else can we do better. And | think that's— some momentum | think was lost
with that, because we may be doing good things, but we're not necessarily sharing
them (Interview, Associate Vice President for Student Affairs, 2015).

And | think that may be the most obvious, which | didn't say earlier in terms of is
that—there's no coordinating committee that I know about. I wasn’t a part of, at

least in the last several years, which may have something to do with—not me per
se, but in terms of a group of people that are at least looking forward to what we

could do to improve the undergraduate experience.

Q. Do you see people working more parallel to one another rather than in that
collaborative way?

A. I think it was collaboration and respect. So, I'd add the word respect in terms
of—not that people are disrespectful, but I think I said it earlier about we
appreciated what we, both areas, brought to the table. And I don't know if it’s
there, it’s just—there's no—the dialogue isn't necessarily happening with—when |
held the position as Dean of Students (Interview, Dean of Students, 2015).

As a consequence of the nterview, [ would characterize the Provost’s position on the
Undergraduate Colleges as passively affirmative. He lists a number of positive contributions of
the program to the undergraduate student experience, but in other ways his responses appeared
uninformed or inaccurate. He is prepared to send a memo annually to the faculty requesting their
participation in teaching a section of the 102 seminar, but would not endorse making this, or any
other form of participation, obligatory. He asserts the importance of academic and student
affairs working together on behalf of students, but did not cite tangible examples of how that
collaboration is operationalized, aside from meetings with the Vice President for Student Affairs
regarding isolated problem areas (for example, issues related to student behavior). According to

the Provost’s remarks, promotion and tenure of faculty is a “three-legged stool” and should be
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comprised of teaching, university service (including with students), and a strong scholarship
profile. He believes that the Undergraduate Colleges are “here to stay,” but has resisted funding
the program at previous levels or with the capacity to expand. With the healthy increase in
undergraduate enroliment at Stony Brook in the last several years these fiscal decisions actually
reflect a reduction in per ca