
Vicki Englehart; President; The Southern Association for College Admission Counseling
& Dean of College Counseling and Guidance; Lake Highland Preparatory School; Orlando, FL 

Dear SACAC Colleagues,
 
Southern Scope seems to always have something for everyone! This issue touches on the choices 
our students make, and how counselors can help them navigate the waters ahead gracefully 
as they “hurry up and wait” for May 1. Popular college commentator Marty O’Connell muses 
on what the college search should really mean for our students in the “Viewpoint” section, 
and researcher Dr. Todd Bloom examines some ways the higher education landscape, behavioral 
psychology, and perceived ROI impact college choice in his article, “Rise of the Informed 
Consumer.” On either side of the desk, student choice is central to our worlds.
 

And speaking of choice, you have lots of SACAC-sponsored professional development opportunities to consider as spring approaches. 
It’s not too late to snag your “early bird” discount for our annual SACAC conference in Memphis (fee increases after March 21).  We have 
lots of other events that take place in member states from spring through summer, including Drive-ins, Mini-Camp College Workshops, 
Government Relations Legislative events and Summer Seminar. There are many ways you can get involved in SACAC besides attending 
an event. All our events need volunteers, speakers, and donors. I encourage you commit to trying one new activity this year, and see for 
yourself how much SACAC can cultivate your professional connections and development. If you’ve never attended an event, sign up for 
one! If you’ve never presented, get to know our SACAC committee representatives and find out how you can step up to the podium. If 
you’re a seasoned presenter and professional, apply to mentor at Dry Run next summer. Increase your investment of time and energy 
in this wonderful association, and I promise you’ll be rewarded in unexpected ways.
 
I hope you enjoy this latest issue, and will join me in thanking Connie Scrivens, Katie Elsasser, and Sean Johnson for all of the work 
they do to gather, edit, and design articles, pictures and information for each Southern Scope. Thanks also to all of you who have 
contributed an article this year.  I look forward to reading contributions from more of our members in the near future!

Sincerely,

Vicki Englehart
President

Have a story, news item, or article for Southern Scope? 
Please share your creativity and expertise in one of our upcoming issues for the benefit of your fellow SACAC members. E-mail Katie 
Elsasser at Katie.Elsasser@charlottecountryday.org with your ideas. 

Help us celebrate your promotion or professional achievement.
Send us news of your career accomplishments and milestones, including promotions, retirements, and significant awards or publications. 
E-mail Katie Elsasser at Katie.Elsasser@charlottecountryday.org and title your subject line “my career news.” Include your name, title, 
employer, phone number, news item, and date of achievement. (We will not publish your phone number, but may need it for follow 
up questions.) Also, be sure to send your photo portrait in JPG format if you have one. Submission deadline for the next issue is Friday, 
April 5.
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ViEWPOinT | Marty O’Connell
Marty O’Connell
Executive Director
Colleges That Change Lives

If I made a bumper sticker for how to approach the college search process it would read: College: It’s About the 
Journey, Not the Destination. Too often, students will race through their secondary school years, compiling tallies 
of courses and AP credits completed, joining activities to lengthen their resume, taking and retaking SAT and ACT 
tests and always keeping one eye on the prize of the college destination. These same students arrive at college 
only to repeat this process with a goal of admission to graduate and professional school or the perfect first job. 

We live in a goal-focused society where becoming a mindful, life-long learner, instead of an educational trophy hunter is not an easily 
achieved state of mind. If I had the magic wand for education, my wish would be that students might approach the college search, as 
well as their day-to-day learning, with a greater appreciation for the long view: it is not about the race to the end, but instead what you 
learn from each step in the journey to get there!

Too often the college search begins with a flawed approach by using ranking lists that tout the entering class statistics, rather than 
focusing on what happens during the four years students are enrolled. The late author Loren Pope, of Looking Beyond the Ivy League 
and Colleges That Change Lives, often known as the “Ralph Nader” of college admissions, said that choosing colleges based on the 
entering statistics of the freshmen class is like choosing a hospital based on the health of those in the ER—it’s the treatment that 
really matters; in the case of college, it’s what happens between the first year and graduation. Researching colleges based on student 
outcomes will highlight many colleges that outperform the Ivies and Name Brands but don’t have the benefit of name recognition. The 
research from the Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium on the Undergraduate Origins of Ph.Ds finds lesser known colleges listed 
in the top ten in various categories of producers of future Ph.Ds, often ahead of the usual suspects.  

If you had to choose a spouse or partner for life, would you like to use 
a publication ranking them by income, IQ scores, and reputation as 
reported by others who have never met the person? As a culture, we 
love consulting consumer guidebooks and lists for a shortcut method 
to choosing electronics and cars; the college search requires a more 
thoughtful, personal and time consuming approach. It can’t be reduced 
to rankings with numerical values when it requires starting with who 
the individual student is and why they are going to college, their needs 
and desires, and learning styles and interests. This self inventory is 
the start for finding colleges that “fit” for the individual, instead of 
starting with the assumption that only the “Top 20” on the USNWR and 
other rankings lists have any value. These ranking guides sell big, but 
their value (or lack of it) in the college search process can certainly be 
diminished if students, parents and counselors go after fit, rather than 
name recognition. Students and their anxious, hovering parents would 
do well to add some lesser-known colleges to their search process, 
where the chance for gaining admission is greater and the outcomes the 
same or better than those colleges admitting a fraction of applicants.     

nSSE: The national Survey of Student Engagement is a wonderful resource for gathering information about college outcomes and 
provides a list of the right questions to ask during the college search. Most importantly, how quickly students engage in the academic 
and co-curricular life of the campus will make the difference, not only in their early success as an undergraduate, but in on-time degree 
completion and in reaching their goals beyond college.

The current weakened state of the economy and worry over the cost of attending a four-year college has made the option of attending 
community college and transferring to complete the bachelor degree a very appealing one. It can be a positive experience if a student 
chooses it because it is a good fit for them and not just because it will save them money. Community colleges have changed dramatically 
since their rapid growth in the 1960s, when because of their “open admissions” policies, they were too often erroneously labeled as 
options only for those with no other college choice. This is a much different case today when community colleges attract top high 
school students with honors programs that rival those at competitive four-year colleges. If students apply the same investigative 
process in considering a community college as they do with four-year colleges: visiting campus, sitting in on classes, eating a meal, 
meeting students and professors, they are less likely to feel like they “settled” instead of chose.

As a culture, we love 
consulting consumer 

guidebooks and lists for 
a shortcut method to 

choosing electronics and 
cars; the college search 

requires a more thoughtful, 
personal and time 

consuming approach.

http://nsse.iub.edu/html/students_parents.cfm


ViEWPOinT continued...
“This was the most challenging year I’ve ever experienced in my career. I hope it gets better soon, but it doesn’t seem like that will 
happen.” Last year, I heard this statement or something similar from college admission colleagues all over the country, on both sides of 
the desk; from those in the profession for five years to people who are nearing retirement. On the college side, the stress of yielding 
a class and hitting both the enrollment and net tuition goals, while at the same time keeping an eye on rankings, is taking a toll on 
colleagues who entered the profession as “admission counselors” and feel that counseling role slipping away. Similarly high school 
colleagues are challenged with being judged by their students’ college choices and scores in AP classes, used for ranking guides, on the 
school profile and on “Walls of Fame” displayed outside their college counseling office. The downturn in the economy, coupled with 
a demographic decline of high school graduates in many regions of the country, and layered on top, unrelenting questions about the 
value vs. cost of a college education, has created a perfect storm of stress that isn’t being held at bay by yoga, running, libations or the 
dwindling vacation get-away time. 

Perhaps the Irish poet Yeats had a better idea for that bumper sticker with this quote: “Education is not the filling of a pail, but the 
lighting of a fire.” All of us in college counseling can agree on that sentiment and maybe it can serve as a reminder of why we began our 
journey in this profession and why we continue to help students toward their destinations.

About the author: Martha “Marty” O’Connell’s college admissions career of 35 years includes posts at large and small colleges, beginning with 
Rutgers University in New Jersey and ending with McDaniel College in Westminster, MD. She served at McDaniel for 16 years, with a final post as Vice 
President for Enrollment and Dean of Admissions. 

In July 2006 she began her role as Executive Director of the non-profit, charitable organization, Colleges That Change Lives, Inc., which has a mission 
to advance and support a student-centered college search process that looks beyond the college rankings industry.

As a dynamic national speaker, Marty O’Connell’s efforts to educate students about finding the right college for them and to calm the frenzy surrounding 
the admissions process, have earned her the respect and admiration of colleagues.  Her college admissions advice has been featured on National Public 
Radio, MSNBC, in the New York Times: The Choice BlogSpot and Room For Debate as well as other national media outlets.

Marty earned both her B.S. and M.Ed degrees at Rutgers University.

TrEnD WATCH | Todd Bloom

The rise of the informed Consumer and Student return on investment
Todd Bloom
Chief Academic Officer
Hobsons

Many of you reading this article have 
likely been asked by prospective 
students and families about the 
costs and benefits of attending your 
institution. Whether they realize it or 

not, students are assessing the return on their investment of 
time and money on education. Students are consumers and 
they are more than ever discriminating consumers.

How can we help students accurately assess SROI or student 
return on investment? To answer that question, let’s step 
back and look at the broader context. What are the key 
trends in the higher education marketplace, and how do they 
affect perceived and actual student return on investment? 
What choices are available to students, and what drives 
their enrollment decisions? And how can institutions better 
communicate their value to prospective students?

The Changing Higher Education marketplace

In Disruptive Adaptation: The New Market for Higher 
Education, Jon McGee (2012) looks at five trends that are 
transforming the higher education marketplace for both 
students and institutions.  

Demographics: According to new projections from the 
National Center for Education Statistics (2013), the number 
of high school graduates nationally will increase only 2% 
from 2008-2009 to 2021-2022, compared to a 28% increase 
between 1996-1997 and 2008-2009. The Midwest and 
Northeast will have fewer high school graduates in 2021-
2022, while the numbers will increase in the South and West.

The higher education market will continue to see greater 
diversity in the student population. Between now and 2021, 
the enrollment of Hispanic students in high school will 
increase 24%, with a 26% increase of students who are Asian/
Pacific Islander and a 34% increase of students who are two 
or more races.  Likewise, higher education enrollment will be 
increasingly diverse, with a 25% increase in Black students 
and 42% increase in Hispanic students, for example.



TrEnD WATCH continued...
Currently only 25% of students attending public colleges 
and universities are first-time students enrolled full-time 
(Complete College America 2011). Non-traditional students 
have become majority of college enrollees as the United 
States — like most developed countries — shifted from an 
elite to a broad-based higher education system. The expansion 
of online and distance education opportunities is reinforcing 
and accelerating this trend (Schuetze & Slowey 2002). 

unemployment: All types of families experienced 
unemployment during the recent recession, and the job 
market has been slow to recover. The annual average 
unemployment rate peaked at 9.6% in 2010, and the monthly 
rate only recently dipped below 8% (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2013). According to the Georgetown Center on 
Education and the Workforce (2012), most of the jobs that 
have been added during the recovery require some form 
of higher education credential. Workers with a high school 
diploma or less are still struggling to find work.

Family income: Pew Research (2012) reports that during the 
first two years of the recovery, the median income of U.S. 
households continued to decline by as much as it did during 
the recession — from $52,195 in 2009 to  $50,054 in 2011. 

Home Values: According to the Economic Report of the 
President (2012), “housing is the single most important asset 
for a majority of American households” (p. 99). Owners use 
their homes as collateral for borrowing; for that and other 
reasons, the housing market is critical for the financial well 
being of individuals, communities, and the nation. During the 
recent recession, the U.S. lost over $7 trillion in home values.

Family Debt and Savings: The Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York (2011) reports that individuals of all income, employment, 
age, and education groups changed their debt and savings 
habits during the recession. In general, people decreased 
spending and increased savings, using those resources to 
spend down debts such as mortgages. The question remains 
whether those habits will change in the short- or long-term.

The Economics of Student Choice

The aforementioned contextual pressures on students do 
impact their behavior with regard to education choice. 
When students make decisions about attending college, they 
compare the costs of college with the expectation of income 
gains and other benefits (Office of the Under Secretary, U.S. 
Department of Education, 1998). Charles F. Manski and David 
A. Wise looked in depth at that decision-making process, and 
identified five key factors associated with enrollment choice 
(as cited in Fletcher, 2006):

• Academic aptitude
• Family income
• Cost and aid
• Quality of high school
• Labor market conditions  

 
Of course, other factors play an important role in a student’s 
decision to attend college as well as which college, such as 
family expectations and the decisions of peers (Fletcher, 
2006). What is clear is that these factors (with the exception 
of cost and aid) that influence the college “shopping” process 
are relatively fixed from the standpoint of postsecondary 
providers – they are difficult to change. So, how can an 
institution best respond to consumer related factors outside 
of its control? 

Students as Consumers: A Look at Choice and 
information

Adding complexity to the college decision process is the 
increasing number of choices students have available: two-
year vs. four-year, public or private, online, out-of-state, and 
so on. While consumers like having choice, research shows 
that too many options can actually create problems for the 
consumer.

Researchers Sheena Ivengar and Mark Lepper (2000) 
conducted a series of experiments about choice. For what 
became known as the Jam Study, they set up two tasting 
booths for jam, one with 24 different flavors and one with 
six. They found that people are drawn in by variety: 60% 
of customers went to the booth with 24 choices, and 40% 
went to the booth with six choices. But when people made 
purchasing decisions, 30% of the customers with six options 
bought jam, while only 3% of the customers with 24 options 
made a purchase.

Ivengar and Lepper concluded that having extensive choices 
in a trivial context can be de-motivating (perhaps even more 
so in the context of significant decisions). The only context 
in which people are more comfortable with extensive choice 
is when they have previous experience with some of the 
options.  

 

The only context in 
which people are more 

comfortable with extensive 
choice is when they have 
previous experience with 

some of the options.  



TrEnD WATCH continued...
What if students don’t have previous experience with their 
choices? In that case, high quality information can overcome 
the negatives of choice overload (Tugend, 2010).  

Where do students turn for information? One study (Fletcher, 
2006) has shown that conversations with friends increase 
the probability of college enrollment. The influence cuts 
both ways, however; if a student’s preferred college isn’t 
popular with peers, the student will be less likely to enroll in 
that particular college. Students also respond to information 
provided by school counselors, admission officers, and 
others. The American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy 
Research (2011) found that sharing graduation data increased 
enrollment by 15% in the college with the higher graduation 
rate.
 
Government agencies and higher education institutions 
are also providing enhanced tools to improve the quality of 
information provided to students. Net price calculators, online 
financial awareness counseling, the Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau’s cost comparison worksheet, and the 
financial aid shopping sheet all are intended to help students 
and families assess their education choices.

Assessing return on investment

How would you describe your institution’s SROI? More 
importantly, however, how will your prospective students 
determine the SROI of your institution? At Hobsons, we have 
started to ask these questions. Here is a partial list that we 
have begun to assemble:

• What is the student body like?
 » Four-year graduation rate?  6 year graduation rate?
 » Average GPA?
 » Average GPA in major?
 » Retention rate?
 » Levels of student engagement?
 » Percent participating in international study?
 » Levels of civic engagement?

• What is the learning environment like?
 » How will I be supported?

 ▪ Will I have an advisor? How often will I meet 
with him/her?

 ▪ What tools are provided to me to plan for my 
courses; track my progress; and build a portfolio 
of performance artifacts?

 ▪ What is the effectiveness of the career 
placement service?

 » Is this a healthy place to learn?
 ▪ How safe are students on campus?
 ▪ Does the school value healthcare and lifestyle? 

• What are the costs, and what financial aid is 
available?

 » Amount of tuition and fees?
 » Amount of need-based awards?
 » Amount of non-need-based awards?
 » Percent of students with loans?
 » Average student loan amount?
 » Loan default rate? 

• What are the alumni like?
 » What does the first year compensation of graduates 

look like?  In the major I am considering?
 » Levels of satisfaction?
 » Percent who go on to graduate study?
 » Rates of career placement?
 » Levels of civic engagement?
 » Rate of alumni giving?

Has your institution asked these questions of itself?  How 
would you “core” your institution? How might students 
weight each of these factors? What other questions should 
students ask to understand the value of higher education? If 
you’re interested in continuing this conversation, please let 
me know (todd.bloom@hobsons.com).

Sources for this article are listed at the end of this newsletter.

About the author: Todd Bloom, Ph.D. is Chief Academic Officer at 
Hobsons. Todd is responsible for leading the policy, research and 
government relations efforts for Hobsons’ higher education and K-12 
divisions. 

Todd has extensive experience in the education market having 
provided leadership and organizational development service to 
school districts, state departments and research organizations, as 
well as private education companies.

Prior to joining Hobsons, Todd was both Chief Academic Officer at 
Student Paths, a college and life readiness company, and Managing 
Partner at Blueprint Education Group, a K-12 management consulting 
firm. To these organizations and their clients, Todd brought a deep 
understanding of P-20 needs and effective strategies for improving 
organizational performance.

Todd earned his Ph.D. in Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at 
the University of Wisconsin—Madison.



mini Camp Colleges Taking Place now Throughout the SACAC region!
Every spring, high school students learn about planning for college directly from SACAC member volunteers who volunteer through 
the association’s mini Camp College program. This year’s Mini Camps have been scheduled to take place at seven different locations 
across the Southeast. Volunteer host institutions for 2013 include Emory University, Oasis College Connection, Queens College, Rhodes 
College, The University of New Orleans, University of Miami and Winthrop University. One of the Mini Camps takes place during the 
Annual Conference in Memphis as a pre-conference service event on Saturday, April 20th. Visit the SACAC website for the complete 
itinerary. If you’d like to participate in the April 20th service project at Rhodes, please email Beverly Brooks at bbrooks@sgis.org or Tela 
Thigpen at tela.thigpen@thesoulsvillecharterschool.org. 

SACAC’s mini Camp Colleges are sponsored by ACT, the national Society of High School Scholars, and CollegeBoard. 

College is King when SACAC meets in memphis!
Plan to attend the 2013 SACAC Conference in Memphis, Tennessee April 20-23, 2013.

Have you registered yet for the SACAC Conference?  Visit the annual conference web page to complete your online registration. If you 
have not renewed your SACAC membership, you’ll need to do that first.  

Early Bird Registration ends March 21. Also, if you’re paying by check, we must receive your check by March 21 or else your registration 
will be cancelled and you’ll have to pay on-site.

If you have reserved a room at the Peabody Hotel that you are no longer planning on using, please release it.  There’s a waiting list!
Be sure to check out the registration booklet online for information about speakers, weekend activities, pre-conference sessions and 
conference session topics.  

We’re looking forward to seeing you in Memphis! 

Lauren Sefton, SACAC Conference Chair, Rhodes College 
Jonathan Ferrell, SACAC Conference Co-Chair, Millsaps College 
Melinda DeMaria, SACAC Conference Co-Chair, University of Georgia

Words to Live By
We urge you to make it a habit to periodically refer to the Statement of Principles of Good Practice (SPGP) to ensure your institutional 
policies are in line with the SPGP and that your staff members are conducting themselves in accordance with the stated guidelines. 
Questions related to these changes or the SPGP as a whole should be directed to Lee Ann Afton (lafton@sewanee.edu) or Alex Segura 
(asegura@cannonschool.org), Co-Chairs for SACAC’s Admission Practices Committee. 

nEWS & nOTES | From the Board
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Tami Bergert
College Counselor
Father Ryan High School
Nashville, TN

Tami Bergert has been appointed College 
Counselor at Father Ryan High School. 
Previously, she worked in the Office of 
Admission at the College of Wooster. 

 

Phyllis Gill
Associate Director of College Guidance
Providence Day School
Charlotte, NC
 
Phyllis Gill is retiring from Providence Day 
after 32 years on May 31, 2013, but will 
continue to engage in  college counseling 
for public and home-schooled students 

as well as participate on both the board and selection 
committee for the Charlotte Housing Authority Scholarship 
Fund. Gill has served in numerous leadership capacities in 
both SACAC and NACAC, most notably as President of SACAC 
from 2006-2007 and member of the NACAC Board of Directors 
from 2009-2012. In 2005, Gill received the Larry West Award, 
the highest professional award bestowed by SACAC – an 
award based on longevity of service and dedication to SACAC, 
outstanding contributions to the admission counseling 
profession, leadership within that profession, and dedication 
to student service. 

 
Kate Henderson
Counselor
Academic Futures, Inc.
Johns Creek, GA

Kate Henderson joined Academic Futures 
in June of 2012. Kate has spent her 
career in college admissions and worked 
with both small and large institutions. A 

graduate of Auburn University with a B.A. in communications 
and master’s degree in higher education administration, 
Henderson most recently served as the Atlanta Regional 
Recruiter for Auburn University. 

 
Casey Cossitt Jones
Director of College Counseling
Father Ryan High School
Nashville, TN

Casey Cossitt Jones was promoted to 
Director of College Counseling at Father 
Ryan High School. Prior to this, she 
served as College Counselor at Father 

Ryan for six years. Casey earned her Master of Education from 

Belmont University and a Bachelor of Arts in Communication 
from Mississippi State University. She came to Father Ryan 
from Education Services Foundation in Jackson, MS, which 
provides information and counseling on planning and pay for 
college to underserved populations statewide.

Allie Mendelsohn
AM Educational Consulting
Charlotte, NC

Allie Mendelsohn was hired for the 
position of Lead College Counselor 
at Trinity School on an interim basis. 
Mendelsohn’s appointment continues 
through the end of this school year, after 

which she will return to her work as a full-time independent 
college counselor. Mendelsohn earned a BA at George 
Washington University, has completed extensive graduate 
work in developmental psychology at UNCG, and holds a 
Certificate with Distinction in College Counseling from UCLA.

 
Lee Nuckolls
Associate Director of College Counseling
Pace Academy
Atlanta, GA

Lee Nuckolls has joined its College 
Counseling team as Associate Director 
of College Counseling. Nuckolls comes 
to Pace from Salt Lake City, Utah, where 

she served for seven years as director of Financial Aid and 
Associate Director of College Counseling at Rowland Hall, an 
independent day school. Prior to working at Rowland Hall, 
Nuckolls was Associate Director of Undergraduate Admission 
at Washington University in St. Louis for 11 years.

Keyana Scales
Director of Undergraduate Admissions
North Carolina A&T State University
Greensboro, NC

Keyana Scales, member of SACAC’s 
Board of Directors and Human Relations 
Committee Chair, was featured in the 
“Member Spotlight” in NACAC’s January 

Bulletin. If you missed it, you can still read the article on 
nACAC’s website.

On THE mOVE | Member Highlights

http://www.nacacnet.org/research/PublicationsResources/bulletin/2013Bulletin/01-16-13/Pages/Member-Spotlight.aspx


On THE mOVE continued...

Kim Stodghill
Associate Director of College Guidance 
(effective August 2013)
Providence Day School
Charlotte, NC

Kim Stodghill will be moving to 
Providence Day School in August to join 
the College Guidance Staff as Associate 

Director of College Guidance. Her combined 15 years of 
experience at several institutions has given Kim a broad 
background in education. Throughout her career she has also 
been an active member in SACAC, and is currently a member 
of the Board of Directors for the organization. Kim is a proud 
graduate of Hendrix College with a graduate degree from the 
University of Miami.

Gretchen Gravley Tucker 
Director of Admissions
Emory & Henry College
Emory, VA

Gretchen Gravley Tucker has been named 
Director of Admissions at Emory & Henry 
College. Prior to this appointment, 
Tucker served in various roles at her alma 

mater, Sweet Briar College, for 14 years. Tucker began her 
Sweet Briar tenure as Admissions Counselor and progressed 
to Director of Admissions in 2005.  Tucker double-majored 
in Psychology and Religion and also obtained a business 
minor from Sweet Briar. In 2003, she received her MBA from 
Lynchburg College. Tucker has been a featured speaker on 
NPR to discuss college admissions and financial aid processes, 
and she has also presented these topics at numerous schools 
as a guest speaker.
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