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About Oberlin College

� Founded in 1833

� Located in Northwest Ohio, 35 miles from Cleveland

� Highly selective liberal arts college with two schools: 

the Conservatory of Music and The College of Arts 

and Sciences.

� Degrees Offered: Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Music, 

Double Degree (five year program leading to a 

Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Music, Master’s level 

programs in the Conservatory and Artist Diploma and 

Performer Diploma programs.
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� We enroll @2800 students from all 50 states and 40+ countries. Our 
normal incoming first year class is approximately 800.  

� 85 % of our students seek degrees in the College of Arts and 
Sciences, 20% in the Conservatory, (bachelors and masters) and 5% 
are Double Degree.  (A combined Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Music 
five year program.)

� The Registrar’s Office has a staff of 9, the registrar, one associate 
registrar, and 7 administrative assistants.  We are a SCT Banner
school; we will be going to version 7.0 in June 2006. 

� Our office reports to the Dean of Studies Office; this office is
responsible for academic advising of all Arts and Sciences and Double 
Degree students and insuring academic success for all students. 

� We have a distinguished faculty of 300 who teach in 40 departments 
and programs in the College of Arts and Sciences and in seven 
divisions in the Conservatory.
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Our Communication Strategy Before 2004

We mailed a packet of information and course catalog in June to anyone who had paid 
their admission deposit. Then as the summer progressed, we mailed on a rolling 
basis when new deposits were made. 

The mailing was made up of 15 different pieces,  in a mix of different formats, different 
presentations, and had no cohesive appearance. The new students and the parents 
had to read through all of the materials and determine what needed immediate 
attention and what could be filed away for later. 

The mailing was not comprehensive; other offices also mailed information throughout the 
summer to new students. Our new students reported that they felt “barraged” with 
mailings before they arrived on campus and that things dribbled in all summer.



Communication Strategies



Communication Strategies

Making the Change in Communication Style

� During the 2003-2004 year, several conversations took place which focused on 
mailings that were sent to different groups-students, parents, alumni.  We 
decided that we could save money by consolidating and limiting what was 
mailed and we would present a better appearance to our constituents.  The 
mailing to new students was a perfect example of something that could be 
improved by consolidation and limiting what was included in the mailing. 

� The next step was to notify everyone who had been part of the old mailing that 
a new “look and feel” had been chosen for the mailing to new students. Offices 
were asked to submit their reasons for being included; if an office was not 
approved to be included, then we got back to that office to explain why and 
offer suggestions for alternatives. 

� In 2004, we began mailing “The Big Book of Forms”
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To implement this kind of change, we needed:
� Support of senior staff members.

� Resources to move from a paper-intense mailing to a professional booklet. 
(Money and design assistance.)

� We had to rethink our mailing process; we went from a “sticky label” mass 
mailing to contracting with a vendor who used a data file supplied by our 
office. 

Implementing this change meant:
� Delivering some “bad news” to certain offices; no more dribbling!

� Becoming creative about how we might communicate with our new 
students, e.g., greater reliance on web sites to present information to new 
students.
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What is the Big Book of Forms? (BBOF)
� The Big Book of Forms is a book which is sent to every student who has paid their 

admission deposit. (Same schedule as before; as students pay their deposit, a 
book is mailed to them.)

� We have consolidated the mailing to international students with the BBOF so that 
everything goes in one mailing for one price.

� We changed one major item: the student does not receive a course catalog in this 
mailing. This savings in postage enabled us to switch the mailing costs of the old 
mailing to designing a book which was user-friendly and easy to use. 
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What is in the Big Book of Forms?

� The front of the book contains the student’s ID Number and PIN so that the student 
can begin using our student web product immediately. 

� A Schedule to follow for the summer so that all of the forms are submitted on time.

� A list of contacts for major offices with which the student will have contact over the 
summer.

� General information from the dean’s offices responsible for academic information.

� FORMS—with clear instructions for completing each form and who to contact if the 
student has questions.

� A calendar for students and parents containing key dates for the academic year. 

We also include a catalog of the First Year Seminar courses which are offered 
and are required for all Arts and Sciences Students.



Evaluation of the Process

� After the first mailing, we surveyed students and parents 
about the functionality and appearance of the mailing.  
We also asked for suggestions for improvement of the 
BBOF. 

The Results
� Were largely positive

� Indicated that the amount of information was still overwhelming

� Gave us good ideas for improvements/changes
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In our second year’s BBOF, we:

� redesigned some of the forms to make it more clear what we were asking the 
students to do, and  

� tried to improve the mailing process for international students.

In following years, we:

� have carefully collected feedback from students and parents and incorporated that 
feedback into the process. 

� reevaluated the summer registration process to make it more valuable for the 
students and to ease the burden of advising on the registrar staff. 

� moved up the schedule for bringing the orientation information on line so that it was 
available as soon as the BBOF was mailed. The orientation website was a critical 
piece of information for our newly admitted students and parents as they began 
planning their arrival on campus. 

� offered the entire BBOF online and instituted a new student blog so that new 
students could begin communicating with their class members before reaching 
campus. 
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The Summer Registration Process

� Instituted in 2001 in response to student’s (and parent’s) fear of arriving with no 
registered classes and few seats available. (Since registration for continuing students 
was held in April, seats in certain courses filled quickly.)

� Students are provided with the First Year Seminar catalog and a list of courses 
appropriate for first-year students.

� In its first three years, the dean’s office in the College of Arts and Sciences handled 
the registration process. In 2004, the Registrar’s Office took over the registration 
process. 

� It is a “first come, first served” process; students send in their request forms with up 
to four choices of a first-year seminar and another course. The Big Book of Forms is 
their source of information and advice about course selection, no advisors are 
available.

� In 2006, we will institute a special email address to which students can send 
questions about course selection and advising. 
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Other changes?

� In 2006, the housing application process will be online.

� In 2006, we will send the student information about their ObieMail account; it will be 
activated in early June—to ease communication with Oberlin offices and to ease 
communication from our offices to the newly admitted student. 

� In 2006, we will combine the orientation and BBOF websites and will have a new-
student website. 
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QUESTIONS/RESOURCES

� The new students website will be online at: 
www.oberlin.edu/newstudents/

� The Big Book of Forms is online at: 
www.oberlin.edu/newstudents/before/bbof.html

� Contact me at: liz.clerkin@oberlin.edu


