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Chairman Scott, Ranking Member Foxx, members of the committee….good morning to you all. 
 
I am proud to be with you this morning on behalf of Virginia Commonwealth University in 
Richmond, Virginia, a nationally prominent urban public research university that serves more 
than 31,000 students from all 50 states and 101 nations around the world. We are a bridge to 
prosperity for—as of last month—more than 200,000 alumni living, working, innovating, 
creating, and healing in the U.S. around the world. VCU also includes a nationally premier 
academic health system and, added together, we are a vital economic engine with a more than 
$6 billion impact on the Commonwealth of Virginia. That’s the largest of any university in the 
Commonwealth. 
 
Chairman Scott and Congressman Cline certainly know well our enormous impact on the 
Commonwealth they serve. 
 
I have spent nearly two decades in higher education strategic leadership in North Carolina, 
Texas, and now Virginia. I have spent that time ensuring that the colleges and universities in 
which the American public invests deliver on their promise to help students succeed in ways 
that transform their lives and enable them to pursue their American Dream. 
 
I believe in American public higher education. I believe that it is a catalyst—maybe THE 
catalyst—to transform our society and the next generation of scholars and visionaries who will 
lead it. I believe this because I see it every day. And because I’ve lived it.  
 
I am the first person in my family to graduate college. I am here with you this morning because 
the education I received from three outstanding public universities transformed my life and 
inspired me to ensure that every student has that same opportunity. Especially students from 
underrepresented and often disenfranchised communities, like students from first-generation, 
economically disadvantaged families and people of color.   
 
As a scholar, I have studied how we empower people from these communities to succeed, and 
how universities can enable such achievement. That’s because I recognize that our nation is 
strongest and best when ALL of its people have the same chance to succeed, no matter where 
they’re starting from. Education is the greatest form of social justice. 
 
And this is exactly what we focus on at VCU. 
 
VCU is one of America’s top urban, public research universities. We are among a very few that 
have Carnegie classifications as both an R1: Highest Research Activity and a community-
engaged university. Which is to say, we are focused simultaneously on building America’s 
future, serving America’s people, and positively impacting America’s communities. 
 
We recognize that all of our students have great potential and capability, but they have not all 
had equal access to power or information with respect to how to succeed in college. We 
understand they do not all start from the same place. Unequal access to power and information 
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means that some students get lost in the academic enterprise and must figure it out for 
themselves, as best they can, as they pursue their goal of obtaining a college education. So at 
VCU, we have worked to transform our approaches to meet the needs of our diverse student 
population.    
 
I will describe some of these changes in detail shortly. But first, I want to tell you about who we 
serve. 
 
A Record of Student Success 
Our diverse student body looks like America: 43 percent of students are from minority 
populations, one-third of freshmen are first-generation college students, and 30 percent are 
low-income Pell-eligible. Our commitment to helping our students stay and succeed at VCU is 
evident in the fact that our Latinx, African-American, and Pell-eligible students graduate at 
nearly the same rate as their classmates from more privilege. This success puts us in rare 
company. By creating approaches to improve equity by meeting the students where they are, 
we believe we will completely eliminate this gap by the time our current first-year class 
graduates—something very few universities have done.  
 
This follows a larger trend at VCU. For ALL of our students, both four- and six-year graduation 
rates have increased by more than fourteen percentage points since 2012. Even more 
importantly, 17 percent of our students move up two or more income quintiles after they 
graduate, among the highest of any university in the Mid-Atlantic. A student born into the 
bottom quintile of family incomes has a 27 percent chance of reaching the very top quintile 
after graduating from VCU. 
 
VCU is a place where we embrace the idea that equality of opportunity is available to anyone, 
allowing the highest aspirations and goals to be achieved. VCU is the place where American 
dreams come true. 
 
Achieving these outcomes is a result of several strategies and tools focused on meeting 
students where they are. These strategies can be grouped in three broad categories: guidance 
and support, student-faculty engagement, and college access and affordability. 
 
Guidance and Support 
VCU utilizes an “intrusive advising model” that proactively guides students through a reflection 
of experiences, identifying purpose, and goal setting as they focus on their educational 
outcomes. We invested significant resources to provide a consistent student-advisor 
experience—no matter a student’s classification or major—and to lower the student-to-advisor 
ratio. This has allowed for early intervention when students are struggling academically. We 
have also developed technology that allows for well-timed advice and guidance to promote 
satisfactory and timely progress to degree completion. 
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We also recently implemented Major Maps (example attached), a uniquely designed tool that 
combines academic planning with strategic career planning. Working with their university 
guides—such as academic advisors, career advisors, faculty, and mentors—students create a 
plan that is individualized to them and that focuses on their end goal. They work backward to 
determine which experiences, connections, and skills will best position them to succeed as 
working professionals after they graduate.  
 
Student-Faculty Engagement 
VCU has increased student-faculty engagement, redesigned the traditional approach to 
teaching some first-year courses, and increased focus on ensuring students’ fit in their chosen 
academic program.  
 
By challenging the traditional approach to teaching first-year courses, which are so important 
and can benefit from a new 21st century approach, VCU faculty pique their students’ curiosities 
about the world through interdisciplinary, inquiry-based, community-engaged, and experiential 
learning—all while developing writing and critical thinking skills. This cohort-style learning 
model offers small class sizes with consistency in the students and the faculty member during 
the entire first year, fostering connectedness, creativity, and engagement. This matters, 
because we know that when students participate in high-impact learning courses, and when 
they have this network of support around them, they are more likely to stay enrolled and 
graduate. 
 
We have also been very intentional in providing students with impactful and engaging 
experiences with their faculty mentors. This includes deliberately promoting engagement 
between students and faculty through high-impact learning experiences. We have an initiative 
called VCU REAL—REAL is an acronym that means “relevant, experiential, and applied learning.” 
Through REAL, students engage in meaningful hands-on work that allows the application of 
knowledge from the classroom into action and service. These experiences are both directly 
relevant to their personal interests and address social, scientific, and economic challenges that 
our society faces.  
 
The REAL initiative is now VCU’s promise to our students. This promise is one of the most 
valuable experiences students have at VCU, as we know that students who participate in these 
types of high-impact learning courses are more likely to persist and graduate on time than their 
peers who do not. To ensure access to opportunity is equally distributed, all VCU students are 
required to have a REAL experience that allows them to apply their classroom learning in a real-
life setting to better prepare them for their careers. And we know first-hand that those who 
would employ our students value their critical reasoning abilities applied outside of a classroom 
or laboratory setting, which the REAL initiative affords. 
 
There’s a reason we call this REAL, other than convenient nomenclature. At VCU, our motto is 
Make it Real. That means we prepare students for the real world, to do important things, to 
solve real problems. We are not an ivory tower; we are gritty and scrappy and real. Our 
students are, too. There is no such thing as an average VCU student. 
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As we think about educating the next generation of Americans, it is critical that colleges and 
universities move beyond the simple academic checklists that many of us remember from our 
days as students years ago. We need to provide pathways to career and professional success 
that blend success in the classroom with other important experiences. 
 
Indeed, our definition of student success extends beyond graduation, so we are also preparing 
our students for the world of work. That is why Major Maps include a developmental scheme 
for assisting students to work through major choice and change, career choice, and university 
preparation beyond the classroom. They help students prepare for their careers, which is why 
we have moved our Career Services Office under the auspices of the Student Success Office, 
and why we are connecting the Major Maps to student experiences and skill development such 
as undergraduate research, service learning, practica, internships, and networking. 
 
It is our responsibility—and our privilege—to serve our students with the same intensity and 
passion that they bring to us. 
 
College Access and Affordability 
Our commitment to student success is further apparent by ensuring that students can access 
VCU through many doors, including by transferring to us from community colleges across 
Virginia and the nation. That’s why we partner with every community college in our state—
whether by guaranteed admissions agreements, articulation agreements, co-enrollment 
options, and even reverse transfer credit agreements. We also have grant-funded programs 
supported by federal and non-profit agencies that allow us to hire transfer coordinators who 
support students throughout their journey to completion.  
 
And I mentioned Major Maps earlier…we also have Transfer Maps with several community 
college partners that provide students seamless access into 22 high-need degree programs at 
VCU. We are working to expand these Transfer Maps beyond our current community college 
partners to cover every community college in the state. We expect that these partnerships and 
initiatives will make it easier to earn a VCU degree with less wasted time and less debt. 
 
This is one of the many ways VCU is committed to access and affordability. Because none of the 
great things we do matter if they are inaccessible or unaffordable for ALL the students we 
serve. We were very pleased to join our fellow public universities across Virginia in not raising 
tuition this year, and we are grateful for the partnership of our state’s General Assembly in 
making that possible. I hope we can continue to operate with the kind of partnership and 
leadership that focuses on the needs of the people we serve. 
 
VCU has also made affordability an institutional priority. That’s why VCU has invested more 
than $35 million in institutional funds over the last 8 years to build up our need-based aid. This 
past academic year, we awarded almost $80 million in institutional-based scholarships and 
grants to our students, a 45 percent increase over where we were in 2011.  
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In parallel, in 2013, VCU began awarding completion grants—essentially, “micro grants”—to 
help students cover small outstanding balances and/or unmet need that, though small in the 
scheme of things, are tremendous obstacles for too many of our students and would have 
otherwise prevented them from completing their last year at VCU on time. 
 
Not coincidentally, in that same time frame, we have seen our 6-year graduation rate jump by 8 
percent—with even larger gains for students of color (+9%) and recipients of the Federal Pell 
Grant (+13%). 
 
Conclusion 
In closing, I want to emphasize that a more equitable student experience is happening at VCU 
because so many of my colleagues have made it their professional and personal commitment to 
make it happen. This is the result of a very deliberate strategy, and it has taken every one of us.  
 
When we educate students, we prepare them to achieve their American Dream. And that’s 
particularly true for many of the students we serve who come from backgrounds where higher 
education outcomes have not been modeled for them. So when they succeed, it’s a 
tremendous advantage for them, their families, their communities, and America. 
 
I am grateful to work every day in this kind of environment. And I’m so proud of our record, 
which is the tremendous success of our students.  
 
Thank you for giving me a few minutes to speak with you about it this morning. I would now be 
pleased to answer any questions you may have. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attachment: example of VCU Biology Major Map 
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