
Slide 1 

PUTTING THE 
"SERVE“ BACK 
IN STUDENT 
SERVICES
Peter Mal
@peter_mal |  pmal@oldscollege.ca

 

 
Putting the “Serve” Back in Student Services 
WARRUC 2017 – June 22, 2017 (9:15-10:15) 
Calgary, AB 
 
Peter Mal, MA, EdD (Cand. 2018) 
Registrar & Director, Student Services 
Olds College 
 
pmal@oldscollege.ca 
@peter_mal  

 

 

  

mailto:pmal@oldscollege.ca


Slide 2 

Peter Mal | pmal@oldscollege.ca | @peter_mal

 

About me and my journey 
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About Olds College 
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Olds College Perks 
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THIS PRESENTATION WILL EXAMINE 
STUDENT SERVICES THROUGH A SERVANT 
LEADERSHIP LENS. WE'LL DISCUSS WHO WE 
SERVE & WHY WE SERVE, AS WELL AS LOOK 
AT SOME LEADERSHIP THEMES THAT CAN 
HELP STUDENT SERVICES PROFESSIONALS 
POSITIVELY IMPACT POLICIES, PRACTICES & 
THOSE WE WORK WITH. 
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I. CONTEXT: WHERE “     “ HAPPENS

II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: PAST & PRESENT

III. THE CHALLENGE: 4 PERSPECTIVES @ WORK

IV. CULTURE:  INTENTIONAL LEADERSHIP
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Our conversation will take us to 4 points 
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WHERE
“________”

HAPPENS

I. CONTEXT | WHERE _____ HAPPENS
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Providing Student Services Today is Complex 
 

• The realities that each of us deal with on a day-to-day basis require us to balance diverse 
customer/client needs within our specific roles AND while responding to plethora of institutional 
pressures.   

• We also provide student services within divisions/departments/teams that have their own unique 
culture(s), local leadership nuances, and transitional issues. 
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DIVERSE CUSTOMER / STUDENT NEEDS

▪ Prospective Students

▪ Diverse Backgrounds

▪ Lots of Options / Competition

▪ Fears / Excitement

▪ Biggest Decision for Many at this Point in Life

▪ Current Students

▪ Reality of Transition

▪ Growing Up

▪ Making Mistakes

▪ Figuring Life Out

▪ Mental Health & Wellness
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NETWORK OF INDIVIDUAL ROLES 

▪ Admissions Staff

▪ Road Warriors / Manage a Competitive Process

▪ Financial Aid / Loans

▪ Navigate Difficult Challenges / Student Realities

▪ Registrar

▪ Policies / Timetabling / Scheduling / Graduation

▪ Support Services

▪ Mental Health & Wellness / Accessibility Services

Common Goal:
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Regardless of our structure and individual roles, our common goal is seeing students graduate and 
succeed in life 
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INSTITUTIONAL PRESSURES

▪ Targets & Measures

▪ Pressures to Obtain Results

▪ Never Ending Reports…

▪ Employing Data-Informed Decision Making

▪ Shifting Demographics

▪ Changing Needs & Strategies

▪ Mental Health & Wellness 

▪ Finances

▪ Reduced Funding | Do More with Less!
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INSTITUTIONAL PRESSURES

▪ Employing Data-Informed Decision Making Means…
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OFFICE CULTURE & LOCAL LEADERSHIP

▪ Responsiveness

▪ How quickly

▪ How well 

▪ Attitude Towards Status Quo

▪ Changing Needs & Strategies 

▪ Doing what has always worked

▪ Innovation

▪ Level of service we provide
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Our unique office cultures influences… 
 

- the kind of leadership we offer 

- whether or not we hear ideas and innovate 

- how well we serve others (whether students, each other, others in the organization) 
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I. CONTEXT | WHERE _____ HAPPENS

• What does my team intentionally do to serve diverse student needs?

OR do we have a service model based on our needs?

• Which roles do/should I intersect with the most? 

OR Am I happy cloistered in my corner of campus?

• What pressures are keeping me awake at night? 

Who can help?

• What three words would others use to describe our office’s culture? 

What needs to change? 

• How would I fill in the blank?
Peter Mal | pmal@oldscollege.ca | @peter_mal

 

It is in this mix that we have the privilege to work with and serve prospective and current students, 
parents and colleagues.  
 
Some questions to ponder… 
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WHERE
“________”

HAPPENS

I. CONTEXT | WHERE _____ HAPPENS
Factors Contributing to the Leadership We Provide
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So, What is blank?  
 
Besides the obvious, maybe the word you would use is “chaos”, “magic”… 
 
Regardless of how the particular day or week is going, the intersection of these realities is where 
Leadership Happens.  
 

• Sometimes we think leadership only happens when someone with a title makes a decision that 
makes all of the worker bees busy.  To me that is the opposite of leadership.  

• My HOPE is that leadership happens in the smaller moments when people (regardless of rank) rise up 
and take ownership of the day-to-day tasks, problems, challenges—some mundane, some more 
dramatic.   

• I believe it is the task of formal leaders to create space where everyone can utilize their strengths, 
and where we get out of their way. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Slide 15 

WHO ARE THE LEADERS?
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Max De Pree Calls This Roving Leadership 
 
In his book Leadership is an Art, De Pree gives an example of a man who had a heart attack in the middle 
of a large church service. The paid staff were not in position to help, but a paramedic in the audience 
came to the scene, 6 volunteers came to gently carry the man to the foyer, another went to get oxygen, 
two doctors assisted, another person, went to find the man’s wife…and so on.  
 
The point of the story is this: 
 
Even though the church had a hierarchy of more than thirty appointed and elected professionals, 
committee members, board members and others, the hierarchy could not respond. 
Instead Roving leaders are those indispensable people who are there when we need them. Roving 
leaders take charge, in varying degrees, in our departments every day.  
 
What do you think prevents people from being this type of roving leader? 
 

• One of the reasons why people are dissatisfied with their jobs/careers is that either they are not 
empowered, or  

• They fail to take advantage of the opportunities to rise-up or be a roving leader, but rather are 
satisfied to do the bare minimum required.   

 
My title is Putting the Serve “Back” in Student Services. This is what I’m getting at…How can we create 
cultures where we can support our teams, balance institutional pressures and serve our students? 
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I. CONTEXT | WHERE _____ HAPPENS
Factors Contributing to the Leadership We Provide

The Office of the Registrar is a service-
oriented and highly specialized hub that 

responds quickly and accurately to student, 
staff and stakeholder needs while aligning 

strategic enrolment initiatives with 
institutional priorities and outcomes. 

Peter Mal | pmal@oldscollege.ca | @peter_mal

 

I know my own Office Culture is a work in progress, but I’ve wanted to create an Office of the 
Registrar culture defined like this: 
 
The Office of the Registrar is a service-oriented and highly specialized hub that responds quickly and 
accurately to student, staff and stakeholder needs while aligning strategic enrolment initiatives with 
institutional priorities and outcomes.   
 

• A Culture Change FROM where “service” or “everyday leadership” has been missing TO something 
like this takes a lot of effort 

• In order for this to happen people need to be trusted, supported, provided with tools, given freedom 
to make mistakes (and learn from them) 

 
Are there significant culture changes that you have made or attempted to make within your 
institutions within the last couple of years? 
 
What barriers are there in your own contexts that hinder you from building the culture you want? 
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II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: PAST & PRESENT
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II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: Past & Present 
 
The Role(s) of the Registrar. 

Who here planned to be a Registrar or work in Admissions or Student Services?  
In other words, you knew back in in College/University that this is what you wanted to do?  
 
This week I’ve asked some of you what educational backgrounds have been…We had accounting 
(very practical), theatre (I can see where acting might come in handy), Lots of Religious Studies (I 
know there are times that all we can do is pray)  
 
Now hopefully you know what educational credentials to include on your next Registrar OR 
Associate Registrar Job Description.  
 
Is anyone brave enough to share some of the reasons that led you to your role?  

  
I can tell even from conversations here this week that the reasons many of us are in our roles is 
because our organization required new ways of thinking and doing.  
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II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: PAST & PRESENT

Policies

Graduation

SystemsRecords

Registration
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The reason I would have been surprised if someone told me 5 years ago that I would be a Registrar is 
because I always viewed this role AND office as JUST the builder of academic policies, printer of 
parchments, computer geeks, keeper of records, and hounder of faculty grades.  
 
How do you think the Office of the Registrar has changed within the last 5-10 years?  
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II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: PAST & PRESENT

• Visionary
• Department Leader
• Change Agent
• Institutional Memory

• Access to Data 
• Reviews & Communicates Trends
• Can See the Big Picture

• Knowledgeable about PSE
• Knowledge of Best Practices
• Articulate Communicator

• Mentor of Professional Staff With 
Complex Responsibilities & Skills

• Interpersonal Skills
• Collaborative. Team Builder
• Influences Others for Change

• Committee Work
• Networking
• Work with Many Constituents
• Organized

AACRAO Journal, Waters and Hightower (2016)
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Today Offices of the Registrar are required to be much more… 
 
A recent study in the AACRAO Journal suggest that a 21st century registrar is called to lead as: 

• A departmental leader and mentor of professional staff with complex responsibilities and skills; 

• A leader within the campus community whose role it is to review, understand and communicate 
trends that impact higher education; and 

• A change agent. 
 
Factors perceived as making the registrar beneficial as an institutional leader include: 

• access to data,  

• committee work,  

• institutional memory,  

• knows academics as a whole,  

• Networking, 

• Knowledge of best practices, 

• Able to work with many constituents 
 
The most popular skills considered important for the Registrar includes: 

• articulate communicator,  

• organized,  

• knowledgeable about higher education,  

• interpersonal skills, 

• visionary with ability to see the big picture.  
 
Skills that administrators discussed more frequently included  

• collaborative,  

• team builder, 

• influences others for change.  
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II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: PAST & PRESENT
Self-Assessment (Expectations) 1 2 3 4 5
Access to Data (Accessible/Reliable/Understandable/Actionable)

Involved in Committee Work (Present Across the Campus)

Institutional Memory (Learn from the Past)

Understand Academics (Within the PSI & System as a Whole)

Aware of Best Practices (Policy, Recruitment, SIS)

Able to Work Well with Many Constituents (Faculty, Students, Staff) 

Provide Clear Communication (Faculty, Students, Staff)

Organized (Website, Calendar, Graduation)

Knowledgeable About Higher Ed (External Trends & Opportunities)

Visionary w/ Ability to See the Big Picture (Foresight & Awareness)

Collaborative (Shares Responsibility & Gives Credit)

Team Builder (Develops Others & Pushes Envelope)

Influence (Can Influence the Campus for Change)

SUBTOTAL

TOTAL

13-30 – Stuck in the Past 31-48 – Evolving    49-65 – Future-Ready Registrar
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Registrar’s Office Self-Assessment 
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III. THE CHALLENGE: 4 PERSPECTIVES
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Here is the Challenge:  
 
One of the challenges of working in the Registrar’s Office is that we get to work with a variety of people 
and perspectives in a complex institutional setting.  Maybe you’ve seen some of them. 
 
I am using stereotypical language/imagery on purpose, so I don’t mean any offence. 
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STEREOTYPES: THE ACADEMIC
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We work at a school and so naturally a stereotype is the “Stodgy Academic” who is out-of-touch and 
perhaps blocks progress because they focused on their own subject area.  
Our Response: Can’t they get their nose out of their books (or at Olds College, out of the tractor or 
Backside of a Cow?) and consider the bigger organizational picture?  
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STEREOTYPES: SOFT STUDENT AFFAIRS
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The Soft Student Affairs team is kind, gentle and supports students no matter what they are going 
through. They are willing to hear any sob story and will make exceptions for every student.  
Our Response: Why can’t students be more resilient like I was when I was in school?  
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STEREOTYPES: POLICY WONKS
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Policy Wonks are detail-oriented individuals who slow down everything and see everything in Black & 
White.  
Our Response: Don’t they know we needed this yesterday? Can we have some flexibility here? 
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STEREOTYPES: MARKET-DRIVEN MANIACS
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Market-Driven Maniacs are concerned with positioning and institutional differentiation, optimizing 
enrolment with revenues and bring business and marketing practice to the academy.  
Our Response: Leads us to wonder if they know this is a school and not a business??? 
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Market

StudentProcess

Academic

III. THE CHALLENGE: 4 PERSPECTIVES
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David Kalsbeek, Senior VP Enrollment Management and Marketing @ DePaul University refers to 4 
predominant orientations that naturally exist in the Post-Secondary environment…and as you can 
imagine, you put all of these people in the same organization OR department OR school and there can 
be a whole host of conflicts and misunderstandings. 
 
Stereotypes and idiosyncrasies aside, these 4 orientations or variations of them exist at our Post-
Secondary Institutions and by understanding and working with them we can have greater effectiveness. 
 
Looking at Enrolment Management and Retention specifically through these “lenses” will help us 
understand how we can work with rather than against. 
 
This four-perspective orientation comes from Kalsbeek (2006, 2007), from a series of papers entitled 
Some Reflections on SEM Structures and Strategies (parts 1-3) 
 
 

  



Slide 27 

ACADEMIC ORIENTATION
▪ Enrolment Management

▪ Program Development & Integrity

▪ Primacy of Teaching & Learning

▪ Programs are Optimized for Size, Quality and Revenue

▪ Retention

▪ Retention as Academic Progress

▪ Sequential Steps to Graduation (first year success)

▪ Advising 

▪ Focuses on Optimal Progress, 

▪ Scheduling Alternatives,

▪ Timely Completion

Academic
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An academic orientation to EM is concerned with program development and integrity along with the 
primacy of teaching and learning. The EM mandate through this lens is to ensure that each program 
offering is optimized for size, quality and the revenue required for success as defined within the 
academic vision of the school. 
 
This frame views retention as academic progress where there are sequential steps that lead to 
graduation. For example the most significant predictor of a student’s likelihood of graduation is 
academic success in the first year. 
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STUDENT ORIENTATION
▪ Enrolment Management

▪ Students as individual persons, Climate of individual care

▪ Student Satisfaction & Success become institutional priorities

▪ Retention

▪ Identifying ‘at-risk’ factors (demographics, academic and 
financial preparedness)

▪ Recognizing attrition-prone behaviours (missing class, failing 
courses and defaulting on payments)

▪ Assisting with the social and academic transition to college life

▪ Clarifying aspirations and goal commitment

Student
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The student orientation views students as individual persons and emphasizes a climate where individual 
care, satisfaction and institutional priorities are actually centred on their success.  
 
Retention through this framework includes identifying ‘at-risk’ factors as well as attrition-prone 
behaviours, clarifying student aspirations and goal commitments and assisting with the transition to 
college life.  
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PROCESS ORIENTATION
▪ Enrolment Management

▪ Most Internally focused (to overcome a lack of coordination)

▪ Concerned with the organization of interrelated process, 
practices and policies that ensure proper function

▪ Retention

▪ Refining the processes that can improve the student experience 
and overall satisfaction

▪ Removing barriers that can cause attrition

▪ Policy-forward approach that creates an administrative 
framework for retention success

▪ Broad processes that impact the greatest number of students

Process
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The process OR administrative orientation is the most internally focused—concerned with the 
organization of interrelated processes, practices and policies that ensure proper function.  
 
It forces EM leaders to overcome a lack of coordination related to marketing, admission, financial aid, 
orientation, registrarial services and housing.  
 
Retention through this lens… 

• Is concerned with refining the processes that can improve the student experience and overall 
satisfaction while removing barriers that can cause attrition. 

• This is also a policy-forward approach that creates an administrative framework for retention 
success. 

• This orientation suggests that broad processes that impact the greatest number of students may be 
the most effective for retention. 

• EM leaders functioning from this orientation to intervene early and strategically, designate a visible 
coordinator, collaborate with others, use existing resources, conduct systematic analysis of results, 
use data to improve the process, and adopt an institution-wide assessment solution to measure 
student risk. 

 
 

  



Slide 30 

 

MARKET ORIENTATION
▪ Enrolment Management

▪ Not a focus on marketing activities, but rather an understanding 
of the marketplace that influences the parameters, possibilities 
and position for the PSI. 

▪ Positively influence reputation within the marketplace.

▪ Retention

▪ Moves retention strategy from an add-on task that no one owns 
to the center of institutional attention by aligning persistence 
with core institutional purposes. 

▪ Identifies the gap between the school’s brand promise (i.e., 
identity, purpose) and the student experience, and then 
influences that experience to ensure alignment.

Market
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What is unique about a market orientation is not a focus on marketing activities. Instead, it is the 
exploration and understanding of the external marketplace that influences the parameters, possibilities 
and position for the PSI.  
 
The EM goal is to ensure the competitiveness of academic programs and to positively influence its 
reputation within the external marketplace. 
 
Retention through this frame moves retention strategy from an add-on task that no one owns to the 
center of institutional attention by aligning persistence with core institutional purposes. 
 
It is concerned with identifying the gap between the school’s brand promise (i.e., identity, purpose) and 
the student experience, and then influencing that experience to ensure alignment. 
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HOW DO WE APPROACH THEM?
Together?

Market

StudentProcess

Academic
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Do we see these together in perfect equilibrium?  
Where is it most comfortable for you? (Place a dot?) 
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HOW DO WE APPROACH THEM?
Are They Disconnected?
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Perhaps we see them as disconnected? 
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HOW DO WE APPROACH THEM?
Is One Dominant?

Market

StudentProcess

Academic

Process
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OR, is one approach dominant? 
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HOW DO WE APPROACH THEM?
Together?

Market

StudentProcess

Academic

Curriculum / Programs of Study
Graduation Assessments

Grading / Academic Standing

Policies
SIS / Portal / Other Systems

Data

Recruitment
Brand / Positioning

Advising
Support Services
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Why This?  
 
I believe that the Office of the Registrar/Student Services (whatever we call ourselves) is uniquely 
positioned at our institutions. I can’t think of another department or position that lives within (or 
straddles) these 4 areas. While there can be disconnection and frustration, I am learning that 
organizational effectiveness depends on how these perspectives can coexist in dynamic equilibrium. 
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IV. CULTURE: INTENTIONAL LEADERSHIP
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I don’t believe that good things happen by accident (at least not consistently).  
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REMEMBER WHEN YOU WERE A STUDENT?
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- Do you remember when or how you experienced student services as a student? Maybe when you 
applied? 

- Share examples of both a positive and negative experience. 
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REMEMBER WHEN YOU WERE A STUDENT?

• We pride ourselves in providing good service

• We respond to students within a 48 hour window and are courteous, helpful and 
welcoming.

• The most important aspect is to assist students so that their experience is the best 
it can be.

• We have a wonderful leader in our office.  She is a transformational leader who is 
always looking out for the best interests of the staff. As a result we have an office 
group that is supportive of each other and works well together as a team.

• While they didn’t use the words “Servant Leadership”, I believe several phrases point 
to this being the culture for them. 
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In preparation for this presentation, I reached out to Western and asked them if the service I was 
experiencing was fluke and what was the cause. This is what they said: 

 

• Western has had the rating of best student experience (graduate and undergraduate) for a 
few years and  

• I think I speak for many in saying that we do pride ourselves in providing good service and 
we would like to keep up this reputation.   

• In our office, it is standard practice to respond to students within a 48 hour window, be 
courteous, helpful and welcoming.  

• Although my job has many facets I have always taken the view that the most important 
aspect is to assist students so that their experience is the best it can be.  

• We have a wonderful leader in our office.  She is a transformational leader who is always 
looking out for the best interests of the staff.  As a result we have an office group that is 
supportive of each other and works well together as a team. 

• While she didn’t use the words “Servant Leadership”, I believe several phrases point to this 
being the MO for them.  

• These words were pretty much lifted off of an email and not from the Registrar or Program 
Coordinator. It was intentional, not an accident.  
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THE LEADER AS SERVANT

▪ A servant-leader focuses primarily on the growth and well-
being of people and the communities to which they belong. 
While traditional leadership generally involves the 
accumulation and exercise of power by one at the “top of the 
pyramid,” servant leadership is different. The servant-leader 
shares power, puts the needs of others first and helps people 
develop and perform as highly as possible.

www.greenleaf.org
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The Servant Leader (Definition) 

• Shares power (is not afraid of others’ expertise and ability to take charge) 

• Puts the needs of others first (are we about us or them?) 

• Helps people develop (recognizing that each will develop at own pace) 

• Encourages high performance (not afraid of others’ success) 
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WHO ARE LEADERS YOU RESPECT?
WHAT DO YOU APPRECIATE ABOUT THEM?
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Think about a leader who you respect. What was it about them OR characteristics did you appreciate?  
Who has had a direct impact in your life, your career path? Who has had the most positive influence in 
your life whether a grandma, teacher, boss, coworker? Take a few minutes and write down some words 
that come to mind when you think of that person. What are they? 
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WHO ARE LEADERS YOU RESPECT?
WHAT DO YOU APPRECIATE ABOUT THEM?

▪ They Listen

▪ Empathetic

▪ Awareness

▪ Healing (wholeness)

▪ Consensus Builder 

▪ Vision (BHAGs)

▪ Foresight

▪ Stewardship

▪ Growth

▪ Community Builders

▪ Self Sacrifice

▪ Positive 

Larry Spears, CEO of the Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership
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Here are 12 Characteristics of Servant Leaders 
Not everyone who practices servant leadership identifies it using these words. Nor do they brag that 
they are servant leaders. 
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I. CONTEXT: WHERE “     “ HAPPENS

II. CHANGING EXPECTATIONS: PAST & PRESENT

III. THE CHALLENGE: 4 PERSPECTIVES @ WORK

IV. CULTURE:  INTENTIONAL LEADERSHIP
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