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UNI MARKET RESEARCH 

Focus Group Report 
 University of Northern Iowa  •  Cedar Falls, Iowa 

University of Northern Iowa Enrollment Management Council 
Why do students choose to attend the University of Iowa? 
• They simply have a larger profile than we do. 

• They have a strong professional profile that attracts students. 

• Being in the students’ minds and having a large profile is a beginning. 

• They market themselves for quality. 

• Iowa is a ubiquitous institution. A big part of UI is Big 10 sports. We are bombarded with 
athletics, much more than from Iowa State. There is a loyalty to that athletic program. There 
is a perception that this is big time. UNI is not big time. 

• Even in the Cedar Valley, there are stores where you can’t find UNI apparel. 

• Students want medical and law programs and think of UI. 

• They are a research institution. They compare themselves with Stanford or the University of 
Chicago even though they aren’t the same. Going to UI is perceived the same as going to 
Stanford for an 18 or 19 year old. 

• It’s ingrained in the kids in Iowa to want to be a Hawkeye. No one wants to be a Cyclone [or 
a Panther]. 

• They are selling the experience about how awesome it is or will be. They sell athletics and 
then the students get a degree too. 

• The profile across the state is for athletics and academic profile. Athletics and a party school. 
Students think, “I’ll have a lot of fun. I want to be a Hawkeye.” 

• Legislators are lawyers and most have graduated from UI. Doctors have degrees on their 
walls that say UI. Students see that and want to go there. 

• I make a distinction between athletics and academics. They are working on two different 
audiences. 

• UNI turned down some students and they get accepted at Iowa. 

• Iowa gets the “spillage effect.” They market the Tippie School of Business. It’s lousy for 
undergrads, but great for the graduate level. If it’s at Iowa, [students perceive] it must be 
good. 

• They market that their average ACT is higher than ours is. They market individual programs 
in e-mails, mailings, and during campus visits. They don’t promote getting the best degree. 
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• They play the fight song at orientation. Students feel like they’re at a football game. 

• Forty percent of their students are not residents. They couldn’t get into Madison (University 
of Wisconsin), Northwestern, or Champaign (University of Illinois). But they’re still top 15 
percent students and that brings up the average ACT. 

• They market the program and not the undergraduate experience. Their faculty is focused on 
their research and not on their undergraduate students. Individuals at UNI have excellent 
research and still focus on their teaching. 

What are things the University of Iowa doesn’t do well? 
• Their weakness is that they are not able to personalize. We do have the ability to personalize. 

We respect what they can do. We are able to see problems [with students] before they arise. 
We hear things first. We know it that day. 

• Iowa has two areas of disconnect. Undergrads don’t work with faculty. That lacks 
connection. Even in our graduate program, there is a connection. What really sets us apart 
is the attention from faculty. 

• Class size is overwhelming at UI. 

• For a lot of [native] Iowa students coming from a class of 50, 700 students is more than K-12 
in their hometown. No one takes attendance and students can get lost. 

• It’s hard to hide at UNI. At Iowa, you’ll be one of thousands. You won’t get personal 
attention. 

• Students need a significant connection in the dorm or organization. They need to establish 
something to replace that parent connection. It needs to be positive, not at a bar. 

• When I think of Iowa, I think of sexual assault. When I think of ISU, I think of drunks.  

Personality Adjectives for the University of Iowa 
• Smart, clever, aggressive, exciting, remarkable, snobby, celebrity mystique. 

Celebrity that most represents the University of Iowa 
• Paris Hilton? 

• Michael Jordan – he’s now selling his shoes based on his past greatness. Locally they’re big, 
but not nationally. It’s not the place it used to be. 

• Newt Gingrich or Pat Robertson – bigger than life, marvelous entertainers, lied to you but 
you loved it, a fancy straw man, there is nothing behind it. 

• Tom Vilsack [former Iowa governor] – worthy, wannabe presidential candidate, locally 
worthy. 
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Why do students choose to attend Iowa State University? 
• Training engineers. 

• Solid institution. 

• Land grant. 

• Program-driven. 

• Legacy, multi-generational. 

• Sell themselves through extensions at the local level. They are like, “Aw shucks, I’m in the 
field with you.” 

• Research. They get grants that are off the charts. 

• Renewable fuels, energy, the go-to place in the nation for energy. “We will be the place for 
biofuels.” 

• They foster more grants and research money. 

• They are tied to agriculture. It resonates with the people. They sell a purpose as a land-grant 
institution. “We are meeting the needs of the state, nation, and eventually the world.” They’re 
not ashamed of being an agricultural school. 

• They’re a safe place for Iowans. UI has a negative party, liberal city. ISU sells itself as safe. 

• They don’t choose ISU for athletics, but they become raving fans once they are there. 

• John Deere has a reputation for hiring ISU grads. 

• They are known for technical programs, engineering, agriculture (from 4H kids), agricultural 
journalism, and agricultural marketing. 

• They differentiate themselves. They know their niche, and they go with it. 

• They present themselves as a graduate program with an undergraduate experience. They 
attempt to bombard the state with news to make them a big deal. They do a very good job at 
selling themselves as a happening place. “150 years of serving Iowans.” 

What are the things Iowa State University doesn’t do well? 
• Classes are still huge. 

• Lack of flexibility on an individual student level. 

• Role of the Greek system. If you’re not part of the Greek system, you feel second-class. You 
feel disconnected from social activities. It’s difficult to make friends. 

• They miss the connection with the faculty. That’s the same criticism as any research 
institution. 

• It’s not as safe as it is promoted. The Greek system and the party atmosphere, and the 
cancellation of Veishea [the largest student run festival in the nation, bringing in tens of 
thousands of visitors to the campus each year… Wikipedia]. 
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Personality Adjectives for Iowa State University 
• Nerdy, cold, branding an alumni experience, competent, smart, solid, scientific, elite, 

sophisticated but homey, grounded, a worthy institution, real. 

Celebrity that most represents Iowa State University 
• [Dr.] Andy Griffith – no flash, but shrewd and with substance (and carries a flask). 

Why do students choose the University of Northern Iowa? 
• Our size attracts them (Because it’s large or small? Yes.). 

• We have an enrollment of 12,000, but we are perceived as a small school. UNI provides the 
same opportunities of UI and ISU, but a smaller, safer place with more avenues to explore. 

• We bring knowledge and expertise down to the entry level student. It’s not the large 
profile, but I think we are very credible to the student and parent level. 

• Our program is known for the teaching college. It draws a lot of people who want to be 
teachers. 

• Our best-kept secret is that we don’t talk about our DIT in technology. We always try to 
compete with the other two [UI and ISU]. We should just say who we are. 

• Students find a fit that matches what they’ve been around. They can be challenged but not 
overwhelmed. 

• They get a personal touch. We are a better undergraduate institution than UI and ISU across 
the board. 

• We have resource levels at the undergraduate level in terms of equipment and faculty. 

• We have small classes, a connection or relationship, more mentoring. 

• We have the best undergraduate experience in the state with quality faculty teaching 
undergrads. We give a damn about the kids. 

• We offer the ability to engage in leadership activities. 

What are the things the University of Northern Iowa doesn’t do well? 
• I’ve had a parent ask at orientation, “You have a nice university, but why don’t all of your 

faculty have PhDs?” It wasn’t true about our program.  

• People say that UNI is good, but if you want that extra spark, you should go to UI. 

• We struggle with generational issues. I’m not sure we know what 17-18 year olds are 
intrigued with. 

Personality adjectives for the University of Northern Iowa 
• Competent, second-class in the state, Big 10/ Big 12/ MVC… it’s not a comparison 

• We have quality and rigor with the personal touch. 
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• Average, ordinary, mundane, conservative choice, no glamour, dull, teaching. 

Celebrity that most represents the University of Northern Iowa 
• Chuck Grassley – he controls the finance of the US Senate, but no one knows him. 

Who does the University of Northern Iowa want to be? 
• Barrack Obama – smart, change, solid, dependable, trustworthy. 

• Nelson Mandela – he came out of jail not jaded and still had a positive outlook on humanity. 

• John Wayne. 

• Martin Luther King. 
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President and Cabinet 
What does the University of Iowa do well? 
• Big 10 school. 

• Party school. 

• A lot more diversity. 

• Flagship, major research university. 

• Faculty are more interested in research than teaching. 

• Iowa City is a hip place to be with the richness and an ambiance that no other city in Iowa 
has. 

• You can hide, you can party, there are quality restaurants, bars, bookstores. It’s more urban 
and more sophisticated. 

• There is a community celebration of sports in lieu of professional sports. Tailgating. It’s the 
place to be. 

• Students from UNI go to Iowa City because it’s hip. 

• It’s a cosmopolitan place with a wide variety of restaurants. 

• There is a strong influence from Illinois, especially Chicago. 

• Legacies will try to sway their children and relatives to go there. 

• You can’t discount the athletics. 

• Undergraduate experiences are focused on having fun. The graduate experience is about 
academics. 

• US News and World Report ranks UI higher than any other school in the state. It’s really 
based on the graduate programs. It’s a halo effect. 

• Their reputation is enhanced by the professional schools: medical, law. 

• Give the University of Iowa credit for how they market the undergraduate program. They 
make a big deal out of nothing. They promote star faculty. They are viewed as the most 
comprehensive in the state. ISU is viewed as engineering and agriculture. UI can lay out all 
their programs. It’s all built in a marketing advantage and big liberal arts programs. 

• Vanity plates and apparel. In Sioux City it’s the University of Iowa, you see it in Okoboji. 

• The Des Moines Register had a survey, “Are you a Hawkeye or a Cyclone?” There was no 
option for Panther. 

• Class size is a drawback, but some students like to hide in a big class. Iowa is worse than 
ISU. They miss the connection to a faculty member. Some of their classes are larger than 
their entire high school. 
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• They won’t have the same connection to the university. Our average class size is under 30. 
Almost all of our classes are taught by full-time professors and quality adjunct faculty. A lot 
of real close relationships with faculty with students being on a first-name basis. The key is 
that they translate that into a quality classroom experience. 

• There are fewer opportunities to be in leadership positions at UI. Students are lost in the 
crowd. 

Adjectives 
• Elitist, arrogant, confident, urbane. 

• Students from UI have confidence that is shown in their ability to communicate with adults 
and professionals. 

• The hospital gives a certain cachet to the university. 

Celebrity 
• Bill Clinton – Done a pretty good job, arrogant, high-profile. 

• Joe Paterno – Been a success, well-known, doesn’t go away. 

ISU 
• Agriculture and engineering attracts out of state students. 

• Biosciences: they’ve made a big splash recently. 

• Very good at bringing students to campus during the summer for 4H or other programs like 
science camps to promote ISU. 

• Solid, competent, good job of educating undergrads in Ag and barnyard tech. 

• Arrogance, but nothing like UI. 

• ISU alumni feel they have earned a badge of honor. 

• They’re more button-down conservative. 

• Productive, hard-working, blue collar. 

Adjectives 
• Solid, buttoned down, advanced technology place, proud, disciplined, orderly. 

Celebrity 
• Chuck Grassley (US Senator from Iowa, Chair of Senate Finance Committee). 

• Norman Schwarzkopf – No razzle-dazzle, all business, gets the job done. 

• Warren Buffett. 
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UNI 
• We focus on undergraduate education. We care about undergraduate education. Students get 

a good, real undergraduate degree. 

• Ninety-eight percent of classes are taught by full-time faculty. There are more 
opportunities to interact with faculty. 

• Mentoring helps develop the person and advances the learning. The type of people we 
hire to teach are committed to undergraduate teaching and being mentors. They are 
committed to taking the time to work with students. 

• “UNI cares” is how you describe what we talk about. 

• Academic rigor varies across the institution. Students are asked to do a lot of working, but not 
hard work. 

• We don’t have programs that trigger “rigor” in people’s minds. 

• Alumni will say they are well-prepared and well-rounded. 

Celebrity now 
• Mother Teresa – Caring. 

• Brett Favre – Local boy who’s done good, but worked hard, winner. 

Aspirational celebrity 
• Peyton Manning – More sophisticated, but down to earth. 

• Nancy Ottie – CEO of National Medical Corporation. 

How to market UNI better? 
• Need to emphasize select programs so that people can say UNI ___________. We need 5-6 

programs to trigger. We need to focus on high-paying job fields. 

• Emphasize liberal arts core that is standard no matter what major. People don’t appreciate the 
liberal arts core until years after they graduate. 

• We’re a safe campus. That’s important to parents. 

• I don’t think our curriculum is aligned with the marketplace. We are limited by the Board of 
Regents. 

 



Noel-Levitz Market Research 
University of Northern Iowa 

July 2008 
Page 11 

 

 

Students 
What do you think of the University of Iowa? 
• Sports. 

• Rich family tradition. 

• Medical field and more developed programs. 

• Big university atmosphere. Get away from small towns and big town people go there to feel 
comfortable. Anonymity allows people to blend in. 

• More excitement with concerts and football. 

• Anonymity is a new feeling because they are from small towns. 

• Everyone knows everyone’s business. Going to UI gives you a chance to change who you 
are, get a fresh start, reinvent yourself from a poor reputation. 

• The law school is in the top 25 in the country. They have a pre-law major. 

• A lot of people are Hawkeye fans growing up. You see it all around. I was born and bred a 
Hawkeye. 

• Iowa City has a lot to do with it. The culture is the busiest and most cultured in Iowa. 

• It’s a chance to do and see more for small-town Iowans. 

• The campus was so big and so spread out.  

• Commute times. 

• Hard to make friends. 

• Class sizes are a lot bigger. 

• You don’t know the professors. 

• Larger city is also a drawback. I wouldn’t know how to get around. 

• The academic quality is not as in-depth because of big classes and TAs. 

• Here you can speak to others who are in the same classes and majors. 

• It’s a very prestigious degree at UI. 

ISU 
• Engineering and agriculture. 

• Happy medium in size of school and Ames is between the size of Iowa City and Cedar Falls. 

• Sports – there are some die-hard Cyclone fans. 

• Location – it’s closer to western Iowa cities; it’s centrally located. 

• Academically it’s better than Iowa. Iowa is a party scene. ISU students are into academics, 
into their major. 
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• They are building a reputation around athletics. People know ISU. 

• Hilton Coliseum hosts a lot of concerts and shows. 

• They have an attractive Greek system. 

ISU negative perceptions 
• Agriculture – Students from farms want something new. 

• It’s a big school. It is too big for some. 

• Sororities and fraternities, there’s a pressure to join. They are not academically focused. 

UNI 
• Focus on teaching. 

• Centralized campus. 

• Good business program. 

• We have our own community. It feels like home. It’s nice to have everything located 
centrally. It’s safe on campus. Everyone is UNI-affiliated. It’s important to me and my 
parents. 

• There are small classes that are taught by professors. They wanted me to succeed. 

• There is a good balance in size. UI is too big. Wartburg is too small. You see new people 
everyday, but you see the same people everyday too. 

• The ability to get involved. You get to explore options. 

• Here you can take back-to-back classes so you have time to work or be in an organization. 

• Many kids are paying for their own tuition. We can work jobs to do that. 

UNI negative perceptions 
• It’s a suitcase college. Everyone goes away on the weekend. It’s gotten better. The people I 

know aren’t like that. 

• UNI is exciting, but lower division football and a smaller city than UI. 

UNI branding 
• Concerts in the McLeod Center. That building can host so many different activities to 

improve visibility. 

• The football championship and NCAA basketball tournaments. 

• We’re too small. We’re also homogenous. We are like 95 percent white, mostly Iowans. We 
could improve out of state for specific programs or sports. 

UNI reputation 
• Business, accounting, education, music. 
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• Almost too much emphasis on connections and personal attention. It’s a positive and a 
negative depending on what type of student you want to be. Some want personal attention 
while others don’t want to have their hands held. 

• Personal attention was a selling point for my parents and my parents were a big influence on 
my decision. 

UI Adjectives 
• Outgoing, wild, party animal, cliquey (Chicago-ness), having traditions, pride, loyal. 

ISU Adjectives 
• Laid back, down to earth, dedicated, hard-working, engineer. 

UNI Adjectives 
• Friendly, happy go lucky, pride (fighting to get with UI and ISU), go-getter, underdog, 

enthusiastic, get involved. 

UI celebrity 
• Angelina Jolie – Pretty, seems nice, but she stole Brad Pitt. 

• Hillary Clinton – Snobby, smart, talented, an air about her (winner over Jolie). 

ISU celebrity 
• Abraham Lincoln – Smart, grass roots, down to Earth (winner over Rowe). 

• Mike Rowe – From Dirty Jobs. 

When did you choose UNI? 
• My sister went to UNI. I decided to go here when I was in seventh grade. 

• Sophomore year (three). 

• I wanted to go to UNI [as a child] because purple was my favorite color. 

• Freshman year. 

• Summer before senior year. 

What influenced you to go to UNI? 
• Family traditions – aunts, uncles, great-grandmother went to UNI. 

• Past students from my high school. 

• Teachers with strong connection to UNI. 

• Guidance counselor. 

• Parents. 

• When I was here on preview day on a tour and I was talking to people about getting a tutor 
here. 
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Why did you choose UNI? 
• Program quality and money. 

• Other people said good things about the program. 

• Mobility after graduation. They help with job placement after college. 

• Involvement in clubs and activities. Very personable. You can say hi to people on the street. 

• Bigger than a private but cheaper. 

• Want to be different from everyone else at my high school [from student from West Des 
Moines]. 

• There is a connection and personable people on campus. 

• Everyone was really friendly and laid back. I like that in an academic setting. 

How can UNI better market itself? 
• Reciprocity with Minnesota or Illinois to lower tuition rates. 

• Getting our name known outside the area. Build a general awareness. 

• More marketing materials in the mail. 

• Billboards in cities. I see signs in Dubuque for UI and ISU and everyone else. 

• Sending mail sooner. I liked getting things when I was a freshman or sophomore. It made me 
feel special. 

• Send real students to fairs instead of people in a suit and tie. 

• Send representatives to major cities like we do for Gary, IN and San Antonio, TX. 

How prepared are you for life after UNI? 
• I’m ready to go because of my outside experiences. 

• I’ve had real world and real life experiences and assignments. 

• I’m very prepared to go to grad school. The liberal arts core made me ahead of those who 
didn’t have it [from grad student]. 
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Community Leaders 
UI Perceptions 
• Athletics. 

• Available disciplines (medicine, law). 

• Big 10. 

• Campus size. 

• Not in Cedar Falls. 

• Iowa City seems hip and vibrant. 

• Social and cultural night life. 

• Iowa City is number one in pecking order for music and culture in Iowa. 

• Sixty percent of the reason students attend Iowa is athletics. It’s one of those tiebreakers. 
Herky is that pushing factor. 

• Parents have prestige when kids to go UI. 

• Athletics put schools in a group. No one says what a great research grant they got. Only a few 
schools like Harvard can be only about academics. 

• Cedar Falls is a white island. 

UI Negative Perceptions 
• Too big, get lost. 

• Partying. 

• Loss of guidance. 

• Good chance that a TA will not speak English well. 

• I find Iowa City an intimidating place to drive around and park. 

• When I went to UNI, I didn’t know what a TA was. I had professors from my first day to my 
last. 

• UNI has a far better education program. Iowa is focused too much on research and 
publishing. 

Adjectives 
• Drunk, lumbering, unwieldy, brash, better than you, powerful, smart, brilliant, life-saving 

(medical), relevant. 

ISU Perceptions 
• Educational discipline. 

• Engineering and agriculture. 
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• Campus life. It feels more like small town Iowa. It’s closer knit. Ames is an island. It’s 
conservative in terms of social behavior and politics. 

• Students are able to grow into research projects with professors in later years. 

ISU Negative perceptions 
• Ames – It doesn’t have a reputation of being cool, hip. 

• TAs are big downfall. 

• Arrogance in engineering department. They think they have better technical quality. 

ISU Adjectives 
• Redneck, rural, utopia, agile, forward thinking, friendly, secretive, mysterious, specialists, 

meeting community needs, adult education, runner up. 

UNI’s Reputation 
• Academic programs are resounding strengths in teaching, accounting, and tourism and leisure 

services programs. 

• Safety. Cedar Falls and UNI are known as very safe places. 

• Size is attractive to people intimidated by UI and ISU. 

• Beautiful campus. 

• Price of a smaller town. Families think it is cheaper to live here, go to a public institution 
with lower debt upon graduation. 

• Blended community where you see people from campus around town. 

UNI Negative perceptions 
• Campus closes up on Friday night. It’s a suitcase school. 

• Alumni seem to care more about UNI than the students. 

UNI Students 
• Small-town Iowans. 

• More diverse than the public image. 

• President is taking on an active role in the community. 

• UNI is starting to operate like a business. More outreach programs and more partnerships and 
collaboration in the past few years. Getting the message out there that there are good 
programs in accounting and education. 

• Waterloo was not involved in UNI. There is a difference now. Gallagher and athletics have 
changed that. 

• Hawkeye Community College is where minority students from Waterloo go. 
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UNI Adjectives 
• Genuine, embracing, friendly, clean. 

UI Celebrity 
• Russell Crowe – Wins an Academy Award, jerk, people want to party with him. 

UNI Celebrity 
• Andy Griffith – Clean, dependable. 

ISU Celebrity 
• Chuck Grassley. 

• John Wayne. 

• Ron Howard. 

Distinctive Qualities of UNI 
• Neither research nor extension charter. We have access to expertise at UNI. The Decision 

Making Institute works within communities to make decisions and plan for communities. The 
manufacturing technology programs work with metal labs. 

• UNI education department does not try to wield power like UI and ISU in community 
schools. 

• Using resources of UNI with Waterloo schools to help at-risk students. 

• Professional development schools. 

• John Deere – Number of part-time students who have computer skills that work in positions 
that serve as a job interview, with many students moving into full-time jobs. 

• Good chance that your child will get out in four years. 

UNI’s Challenges 
• Fiscal – How much will tax payers spend and how much will parents be willing to pay? 

• Tenured faculty are difficult to work with. UNI faculty is a union. Change comes very slowly 
and with great difficulty. 

• Demographics – The bulk of UNI’s students come from Iowa. 

How can UNI attract non-resident students? 
• Regionally recognizable programs.  

• The “Aw shucks, we’re here” attitude because UNI is too nice. I grew up in southern 
Minnesota and didn’t know that UNI existed. We need to be a little brasher at times. 

• Brand the community to make Cedar Falls a hip place to be for four years. 
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How do we make premiere programs at UNI? 
• The programs have to be the stars. 

• More selective within premiere programs. We should be turning down students. 

• Show me how much money these alumni make. 

• Prepare students for upcoming professions. UNI can make the generalists of the world. 

• Improved tailgating and scheduling of games for more tailgating early in the season. 

• What is the logo on the football helmet? What do you call yourself? 

• Developing the student life because it keeps the students around and students are the best 
recruiters. 

• Get UNI known outside the 100 mile radius. 

• Reemphasize academic rigor. The reason they are number three is because of the lack of 
academic rigor. 
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Student Affairs 
What types of students attend UNI? 
• We attract our students from a small geographical area. 

• Students have average aspirations, normal lives in some ways. 

• Homegrown, from Iowa, strong work ethics, fairly strong set of personal values, kind, civil, 
respectful, do not like conflict, very close emotionally to their families, from Iowa and want 
to stay in Iowa when they graduate, courteous, town Iowans. 

• Consistent types of students over time. More students want to work or think they should be 
working. They are more aware of their financial situation. 

• There has been an evolution in the types of things they think are necessary. They’re used to 
having certain amenities (like cars). 

• The majority of our students are of average academic preparedness. 

• High academic achievers enjoy being different. 

• People are a little more reserved. Maybe students who are different from the majority are less 
vocal. The feelings might be there, but it is not articulated. There is a quieter discontent. 

• They are fearful of hurting other’s feelings so they miss opportunities to talk to different 
types of people. 

• They are the typical, average students of a Midwestern generation. Conservative, strong faith-
base, don’t challenge. People from more urban and intellectually challenging places will feel 
like they were dropped in a backwater. 

How should UNI attract a different type of student? 
• Go to surrounding states like Illinois and Nebraska to find kids with the same types of traits. 

• I don’t see the students from Chicago being comfortable here. 

• Small towns out of Iowa. They like the culture of home. 

Why do students come to UNI? 
• We have faculty teaching at the undergraduate level. We don’t focus on our faculty enough. 

• I like the small feel but the big campus. 

• There are undergraduate opportunities to work with faculty on research to keep 
students challenged. 

• There is a special and appreciated feeling here for very gifted students. 

• Rarely are students given any feedback on their grammar. It’s focused on content. 

• We could do a better job of recruiting students from Waterloo. 

• Students during visits want to get a feel for what things are like by meeting with professors. 
They ask about what professors are like to friends who go here. 
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• We need to highlight faculty and facilities. 

• We don’t have any academic pieces that go out to students during recruitment. 

• We are not good at communication with the academic side and using faculty to do that 
marketing for us. 

• Many students have great relationships with their professors. They thrive on that. 
Relationships like you had with your high school teachers. 

• We haven’t highlighted our strengths with professors out of politeness with the other 
institutions [UI and ISU]. 

What makes UNI distinct? 
• Students of many ability levels work with faculty. 

• ISU office time with professors is non-existent. They have learning communities to 
substitute. 

• Students transferring from UI say their first class was a large 700-person lecture. The job of 
the professor was to get rid of two-thirds of them. 

• UNI says “students first” and they can deliver on it. How do we market that without being 
offensive to our sister institutions? 

• ISU has marketing to a science. They work with a marketing firm to target the Des Moines 
area.  

• We don’t know anything about our students data-wise. We are absolutely at the bottom of 
technological savviness. 

• Supervisors and staff relationships. Students hang out in their offices. Growing leadership 
opportunities and mentoring. 

• Student employment is run very well. Focus on growing and mentoring students. I teach 
leadership skills in the Student Leadership Training Program. 

Why does engagement matter? 
• It’s a safety net for those who might fall out the bottom. How to deal with students with 

eating disorders or alcohol abuse. 

• Because not everyone who starts college will graduate. Students are more likely to be 
successful here and when they graduate. 

• Faculty or RAs care about them. That gives them the strength to get through. 

• UNI is a comprehensive institution. Its primary purpose is to teach. That shapes the types of 
people we get to work here. We hire people who feel it is an obligation to help. 

• Our graduation rate is about the same as UI and ISU. 

• Community colleges are kicking our butts. Students are not prepared and miss engagement. 
They don’t graduate at the same rate. We don’t talk about that. This dumbs down education. 
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• If they don’t care if high school teachers are teaching college credit courses, why would they 
care if a TA or a professor teaches that class? 

• It’s political suicide to go up against the community colleges. 

• UNI is safe. It’s a safe community. It feels like it is. 

• It’s a wonderful product, but nobody wants it. 

How would you rate UNI’s academic rigor? 
• On a scale from 1-10, 6 or 7. 

• Inconsistency. 

• There are a lot of adjuncts here. I don’t know where their loyalties lie. 

• We get students who were not admissible to ISU and UI.  

• Education here is experiential. That is something you might not see at UI and ISU. 

• What is the faculty reward system? Decisions on tenure are based on research and not on 
their teaching. 
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Transfer Students 
UI Perceptions 
• Good anthropology school with more majors and more professors. 

• Party school and Iowa City. It’s where we drink a lot. 

• Classes are hard. You have to work hard and play hard. 

• You can get from student to doctorate there. You get to know the faculty and build a name for 
yourself. Dig in and make it their homes. 

• Sports used to be bigger until recent controversy around football players – sexual assault and 
credit card theft. 

• Sexual-related issues and STDs. You have a higher chance of getting those at a party school. 

• Stellar academic reputation. The debate team and the model UN can boast that they won the 
national title on debate. They also have a reputation for great academics, especially in 
science. 

UI negative perceptions 
• Easily distracted. It’s easy to fail because there is less attention given to students by the 

teachers. 

• Size, it intimidates me. The buildings are so tall and so close together. People from small 
towns or who don’t know the area are overwhelmed. 

• Lack of attention in class. At UNI there are 15 people in an upper-level class. Professors at UI 
don’t know students’ identities. 

• Personal feeling that I experience when I am worried over a test or paper I get from UNI 
professors. It could make or break decisions to shape class schedules and help get into grad 
school. They’ll know if I’m capable. I wouldn’t have discovered my subject area if it 
weren’t for the personal attention. 

• UNI is the right fit. I didn’t want to be in that small of an environment of 10 students and also 
not in a class of 100. 

UI Adjectives 
• Intelligent, organized, demanding, big, intimidating, the life of the party. 

UI Celebrity 
• Kobe Bryant – Arrogant but also puts points on the board. 

• Stephen Colbert – Fun, smart, arrogant, precise. 

ISU Perceptions 
• Serious about education, strict, uptight. 

• Fail-out classes meant to weed out students that involve a lot of work. 
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• Agriculture. 

• Engineering – so much more in terms of sciences. Tenfold compared to UNI. 

• If I could’ve handled a huge university I would go to ISU. 

• ISU provides discipline and it gives you a challenge. 

• It’s way too serious. You’ve got to work your butt off. There are a lot of politics to get 
professors to get to know you. 

ISU Adjectives 
• Pretty campus, firm, just, introverted, disciplined, individuals in the library. 

ISU Celebrity 

Donald Trump – Goal-oriented, meet goal or you’re fired. 

UNI Perceptions 
• Friendly. You can meet anyone you want. 

• I like the town because I came from a small town. It’s close to the country but it’s not the 
city. 

• Downtown Cedar Falls is cute. It doesn’t feel like a college town. It’s a community with 
people of all ages and families. 

• For education, music, and theatre, UNI is the place to go. 

• People come here from community colleges because of the education program. 

UNI Celebrity 
• That’s hard. 

• A family… the Brady Bunch – Meshed together but it works and you learn an important 
lesson at the end of the day. 

• Teddy Roosevelt – Outgoing, comes back from being down, progressive. 

• Tom Hanks. 

Why did you choose UNI? 
• Personal connection with professors and fellow students because they are going out into the 

field with me. It makes it easier to study. 

• Personal connection with professors represents your future. References, personal advice 
because they’ve been through it before. 

• Professors look to make friends. They will all work with you. 

Why did you choose UNI over a private college? 
• Tuition. 
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• You get a better idea of what the world’s like at UNI. I’m learning what I can do for myself. 

• There is an exclusive feeling in Pella [Central College]. I never felt like I fit in. 

• They are places of privilege. 

• Tuition is the main thing. 

UNI student characteristics 
• Intelligent. 

• Philosophical, political, religious debates. Students are concerned about larger world issues. 

• White, protestant, female. 

• Dedicated. They stick with activities. 

• Six thousand to seven thousand students voted in the student elections. 

• People tend to stick together during difficult situations. 

• Learn how to budget, get jobs, time management, people skills. We learn how to act in semi-
casual and formal environments. 
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UNI Alumni 
Perception of UNI 
• The other school. We’re not UI or ISU. 

• Depends on if you are talking to locals or not. Reputation outside the area is wonderful. 

• People outside of area don’t know about the school. 

• A lot of people out of state haven’t heard of it. 

• Heard that business and education schools are good quality. 

• Well-rounded in the education. I was able to slip into other professions. People were fine with 
that because I went to UNI. 

• I’ve stayed in touch with some of the professors I’ve had. I think it’s too big at UI and ISU. 

• Class sizes at ISU are enormous. 

• There is a focus on the student and teaching that student. 

• The faculty research done here involves the student so much. 

Why does engagement matter? 
• I learn better when someone shows me something. 

• More of a connection to your class and school from an alumni perspective. 

• Best class I took was from a CEO on entrepreneurship. I still talk with him to this day. 

• I had professors who helped me rewrite my cover letter and resume and taught me to be more 
persistent. 

• I played racquetball with a professor. 

• I was involved in housing, being an RA for two years. It helped me interview and interact 
with the community around me and getting in touch with my neighborhood. 

• My best friends to this day are with people from here. 

• Wouldn’t be as likely to stay in touch with out-of-staters. 

• I can directly trace my career to an internship I had on campus. 

• Events and festivals class that planned an event and seeing it through. Through that class and 
an internship at the UNI Dome and that led to interviews and contacts. 

• I did my internship at a hospital in recreational therapy. One thing I took back was how to 
motivate people. That is huge in management. 

• Student teaching at Price Lab was required. It wasn’t true to life then. I wish I could go back 
and do it now because it is so good. 

• Student teaching at the lab. They were hardcore kids. Now it is a completely different 
experience. 
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• When I worked for the public relations office, I lost my work-study money. But they found 
me a job after that. 

What is good about UI? 
• Brand image that people follow. It’s who you want to be associated with. 

• “Big time.” Season tickets to UI sports are as big time as we get. 

• Pharmacy program. The campus at UI is the storybook college. Our son said, “This is what 
I’ve pictured college to look like.” 

• Size – People want to be part of something bigger. Do you want to say you went to UNI or 
UI? It’s a prestige. 

• Pharmacy, law school, computer science – it’s the place to be for those majors. 

• Big 10 football. 

• People get together to tailgate and reminisce. It’s deeply engrained in their identity. 

• Iowa was too big for me. Cedar Falls is way too small for some people. 

UI Adjectives 
• Cocky, powerful, arrogant, stoic, eclectic, puffed out chest, think they’re better than ISU and 

UNI, obnoxious, cultish, earthy, liberal, flower child, hippy, diverse. 

UI Celebrity 
• Donald Trump. 

• David Beckham. 

• Michael Jordan. 

• George Patton. 

• Gloria Steinem. 

ISU Perceptions 
• Specialty school – agriculture, vet, engineering. 

• Tradition – family legacies. 

ISU Adjectives 
• Farmer, overall, engineers, myopic, not as arrogant (maybe academically in sciences though). 

ISU Celebrity 
• Tom Harkin (Democratic US Senator from Iowa). 

• Dick Cheney – He’s second in command and has a chip on his shoulder. 
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UNI perceptions 
• Size – not like Wartburg that feels like high school and not the trouble of places like UI and 

ISU. 

• It feels family-friendly. 

• Location – it’s close. It’s not too far, but far enough. 

• New library, McLeod Center, Union – newer facilities. 

UNI Academic Reputation 
• On a scale from 1-10, 6-7 and growing. 

• Science and tech folks are stepping up and getting the university on the map. 

• Lower than six because we don’t have a strong graduate program like UI. 

• More accounting majors pass the CPA exam on the first try than most any other school. 

• If you are getting an advanced degree in education you’re getting a better degree than UI and 
ISU. 

• Have we lost that luster in education? We are losing our graduates out of state because of 
pay. 

UNI Quality 
• Well-roundedness, teaching you to think and apply into real life experience. Teaching people 

the ability to learn and keep learning as technology advances and as their interest changes. 

• Qualified instructors. Not from adjuncts or TAs. 

• They do a good job of having a mixture of professors and real life adjuncts. 

• Willingness of the professors to focus on students. 

UNI Adjectives 
• Friendly, open, self-deprecating, we’re willing to take third place, compassionate, proud, 

homebody, security, loyalty, evolving. 

UNI Celebrity 
• Tom Hanks. 

• Meg Ryan. 

• Mother Teresa. 

• Goldilocks – Not too big, not too small, but just right. 

UNI’s marketing messages 
• Comfortable. 

• Alumni-focused. 

• Tailgating. 
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• Tradition needs to be instilled earlier. 

• How to get teachers to promote (25% of Iowa’s teachers are UNI grads). 

• Sports camps. 

• “The other white meat” approach. 

• Not known outside northeastern Iowa – focus and dominate in those areas. 

• Need more flexible delivery of classes like Upper Iowa University. 
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Admissions, Financial Aid, and Academic Advising 
UNI student profile 
• Want private student loans. 

• Iowa natives. 

• Community-oriented – want to be connected to the community and other people. 

• Attend due to word-of-mouth. There is a statewide network. Eighty percent of the time, 
students know someone who attends here. 

• Very friendly. Willing to help each other. 

• Many reflect their parents’ choice in what they want. They have a family consciousness of 
what they want to be when they grow up. 

How do UNI students differ from UI students? 
• They’re from Iowa instead of Illinois. All of my children’s friends were from Chicago. It’s 

good to get out-of-state students for a different perspective. 

• Suburban Illinois students tend to have a sense of entitlement. 

• Everyone’s so nice here. 

• We’d get more out-of-state students if we had reciprocal agreements. 

• More conservative. UNI is more comfortable than UI. We’re less intimidating than the 
University of Iowa. 

• Students are more willing to get involved in activities. 

How do UNI students differ from ISU students? 
• They’ve come here and found a niche. It’s purposeful and meaningful. 

• Transfer students almost always come because of class size. They feel lost in the crowd at UI 
and ISU. 

UNI marketing 
• Everyone once in a while, an out-of-state student sees the Web site and comes because of 

that. 

• Certain programs have been marketed. International students recognize the accounting 
program. 

• A lot of students have parents who are alumni or they know people who go here. 

• Students often have high school teachers who say “go to UNI because the science program is 
good.” 

• They get real mentoring from full professors and not TAs like at UI and ISU. 
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Advantages of UNI 
• Size in terms of number of students, campus size, and class size.  

• More accessible. It’s easier to access resources and opportunities. 

• Excellence in education. 

• The business administration department has some of the best CPA test scores in the nation. 

• Professors are accessible. Being able to e-mail professors in the evening and receive an 
answer before the next class. 

• The strong sense of community. You can get in a basketball game with professors or faculty. 

• The financial aid office does an excellent job. They make it easy and are much more helpful 
than Hawkeye Community College or UI. 

• The whole orientation component. 

• We have some solid rankings. US News and World Report ranks UNI as number 2 for nine 
years in a row. Princeton ranks us among the best CPA schools. 

• You can find yourself here. It’s a good place to discover. 

What do students see as important when selecting UNI? 
• Right size, small class size (16 votes). 

• School has major I’m interested in (7 votes). 

• Quality of the academic program (5 votes). 

• Cost (4 votes). 

• Professors being friendly and accessible (1 vote). 

UI perceptions 
• Athletics. 

• It’s a Big 10 school. 

• There’s a pipeline from the Chicago area. 

• Iowa is a good choice if students want diversity. 

• Medicine, law. 

• Party scene. 

• Known to be more liberal. 

• Comprehensive. 

• The image. 

• Elite. 

• Filter down effect from graduate programs. 
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• National branding that UNI lacks. We are more of a regional brand. 

UI negative perceptions 
• Size. 

• Safety – in the news recently for some type of rape or crime. 

• Faculty are not accessible. 

• Students expect to be taught by professors. 

• The campus is so sprawling that you lose a sense of community. 

UI Adjectives 
• Cold, elitist, arrogant, indifferent, entitled, open, proud, diverse. 

UI Celebrity 
• Donald Trump – He works hard, good and he knows it and lets you know it, Iowa has the 

resources. He has that brand. 

• Russell Crowe. 

ISU perceptions 
• Vet, Ag, Engineering – specific programs. 

• Fraternity and sorority system. 

• Most centrally located in the state. An advantage in western Iowa. 

• Huge financial endowments. They have a lot of money in scholarship packages. 

ISU negative perceptions 
• Athletics are lousy. 

• Don’t show the pride that UI does. 

• Ag program can be seen as “the farm school.” 

• Ames is least desirable college town in Iowa. Iowa City is seen as the coolest college town. 

ISU Adjectives 
• Family-oriented, modest, abrupt, direct, unknown. 

ISU Celebrity 
• John Wayne – Solid, family-oriented, their students are like our students who want a different 

major. 

What is distinctive about UNI? 
• Faculty accessibility – It’s important because the students that go to UI, as soon as they don’t 

feel comfortable going to a professor they go downhill. I don’t think UI cares. They’ll leave 
or they won’t be successful. 
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• Our faculty often help our students make connections and write letters of recommendation. 

• Prospective students don’t realize it. At the end of the first year they will. 

• Strong residence system. A lot live on campus and that helps grow leaders. 

• Freshmen and sophomore students want to belong. 

• Everything is right here in our small little community. 

• We are a public school with a private school feel. 

• The undergraduate degree is our main emphasis. 

• They don’t feel like a number. “I’m not a number. I’m a somebody.” 

UNI Adjectives 
• Friendly, accepting, caring, honest, resourceful, modest, family. 

UNI Celebrity 
• Tom Hanks. 

• Jimmy Stewart. 

• Abe Lincoln. 
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Faculty 
UNI students 
• Demure, modest, shy, don’t speak up, underestimate their capabilities, they feel they can’t do 

big things. 

• In the college of education, 30 percent are underprepared in writing, research, study skills. 
They don’t come in prepared. 

• Some are here to truly learn. Some are here to get a degree to get a job. Some are here to 
party. 

• Narrower range of students at UNI than at UI. Classic hard-working Iowa kid. There are a lot 
of party animals at UI. Our students are salt-of-the-earth. 

• They’re motivated by the outside because they have to work. 

• They come here for student-to-faculty ratio, small class sizes. 

• In the natural sciences, we have a lot of undergraduate students doing academic 
research. They’ll say, “I knew I wanted an opportunity to be involved.” 

• Their parents went here.  

• Construction management and graphic communications. These programs are unique to UNI. 

• We have the heritage of being a teaching institution. 

• How do we promote other programs and not take anything away from the education 
department? When they sign up for a major, they have to select if it is teaching or non-
teaching. 

• Marketing collateral at the State Fair had no information such as the Web site or contact 
information. 

• We’ve invited all students that were admitted to come to campus. 

• Faculty have been very positive in terms of working to help with recruitment. 

• There is a sense of befuddlement on how to be involved in the recruitment process. 

• The teacher training program helps with recruitment in northeastern Iowa. 

What is unique to UNI? 
• Private colleges aren’t as well-equipped. 

• There is more access to an actual professor. It’s more valuable because it’s a better resource. 
It’s a big difference because they [UI and ISU] are so focused on getting research money. 

• We use tutors. There is no better way to learn than one-on-one. 

• Students feel valued as individuals. That allows students to have a resource even after they’re 
gone. 

• Faculty members really care about students. 
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• It’s about a return on investment. They are spending a lot of money and ultimately you’re 
going to school to get a job. 

• Students do some hands-on things and have the ability to do independent work. 

• Problem-solving skill development. 

• We also emphasize research by faculty members. 

• There is not much monetary reward for teaching. 

• Teaching is part of the job. Good teaching is expected. 

• When we hire people, it’s clearly stated. We expect people to be reasonably good teachers. 

• Quality teaching is measured mostly by student assessments and by observations by peers. 

UNI marketing 
• The Web site is way behind. It’s difficult to navigate. 

• More out-of-state recruitment. Our unique programs are marketable out of state. Industrial 
technology, bio informatics, EIET [electronics]. 

• There is not enough about normal students. There is too much focus on honor students. 

• We need individually targeted messages and efforts. We can’t have mass messages anymore. 
Marketing has gotten so much more precise. 

• People need to know that UNI is more than people think it is. 

• We’re modest and insecure. We’ve got to shake that mom-and-pop image. 
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Academic Affairs Council 
On UNI students  
• We are not protecting our base. We’re not even getting a good Iowa kid. We’re not selling 

this place. We were on message 15 years ago. 

• We should develop reciprocity. Kids from outside the state will not come here at these prices. 

• Diversity has been an incredible challenge. 

• We have real challenges at UNI. We have a traditional-age population. 

• Community colleges are quite frankly eating our lunch. Private colleges are taking some of 
our best students. 

• We do not have the attractiveness of the other institutions’ professional programs [UI and 
ISU]. 

• Tuition is never the issue here. That is so wrongheaded. 

• Our challenge is to recruit in Iowa and in contiguous states. 

• If this institution wants to serve itself, it needs to go to the Board of Regents and take the 
initiative [regarding reciprocity]. 

• Community college students are not ready. This is an area we could be more aggressive. We 
have statistics that show that students who start here have a better experience and more 
success. 

On UNI marketing 
• We will have to become a premiere institution based on academics. 

• We should raise our admission requirements. 

• We want to create a role switch where students want to come here. 

• We could be Truman State, but we would lose 4,000 students [Truman State had changed its 
name and increased admissions standards… saw a temporary decline in enrollment, but is 
now ranked as the #1 Midwest regional school, according to participants]. 

• We haven’t stressed academics enough because we’ve been scared. 

Marketing individual majors 
• Private schools show percent of students accepted at law school or med school. We have no 

idea of those statistics. We need to do a better job tracking that kind of information. 

• We have that in business for CPA first-time test pass rate. We need to integrate that into our 
materials as much as we can. 

• With students changing majors as easily as they do, we need to focus on the institution as a 
whole. 

• Students will come to our college because of the accounting program. 
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• Why aren’t we acting more like a private school? Whey aren’t we recruiting in California? 

What makes UNI unique? 
• Great teaching makes a difference. Real professors in the classroom. They’ll get a better 

undergraduate experience here than at UI or ISU. 

• We give a high touch with public school prices. 

• “Students first” is not good. It puts the students in a customer position. That is not a good 
thing. 

• Students from UNI are productive right from the beginning of work. Students produce a 
project they have to do on the job when they are here. 

• We get a student body that works pretty darn hard. 

• The students who graduate from UNI exhibit distinctive skills because we pair it with 
internships and co-ops. 

• In many cases they end up with the company they interned with. 

• You are going to go out there because you can read, write, and communicate. They have 
transferable skills. 

• We need to be clear and collect evidence of student success. 

How well does UNI align itself with the market? 
• There are pockets that are excellent. Our liberal arts core has not been examined in nearly 30 

years. We are not seriously asking ourselves if this is still relevant. How does this affect long-
term learning? 

• We match our best students with our faculty. You have an opportunity to meet and work with 
top faculty. You can get everything here from a good private and you won’t get lost like at a 
big institution. We don’t do a good job with average kids. 

• You better be able to back it up, especially in areas that are quantifiable. 

• An opportunity we blew years ago was the BSN program. The Board of Regents practically 
begged us to take that program. 

• We have like 70 graduate programs. Half of those ought to be canned. 

Top challenges to UNI over the next 3-5 years 
• Faculty shortages. 

• Severe gaps between faculty pay and what it will require to get new faculty. 

• We are expecting high-quality research and they are teaching three different classes a 
semester. 

• We’ve had an identity crisis forever. Research like UI and ISU on one day. The next day we 
want to be like Wartburg or Luther. 
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• The sudden respectability of community colleges and proprietary schools. They’re giving us a 
wake-up call. 

• Increased accountability from the government. 

• Changing Iowa demographics. 

• Shift from rural communities. They’re getting smaller and smaller or just disappearing. 

• Costs are increasing at a rate the state is not willing to increase. 

• Leadership. We have a new president and we’ve been waiting for a new provost for several 
years. We need to get a clear, single message and get behind it. 

 

 

 

 


