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Introduction 
 

This document introduces a renewed strategic direction for Bennett College and serves as a blueprint to 

enact transformational change. Mounting pressures facing higher education and the evolving needs of 

learners have come to a head in recent years. While Bennett has a rich, unique history serving Black 

women and racial and social justice, we are not currently designed to lead effectively and sustainably in a 

differentiated way in this new world for the next 150 years. 

 

We use the term blueprint intentionally as an invitation to the broader Bennett College community 

including current and future faculty, staff, students, alumnae, and partners. Rather than dictating exactly 

where we will be 5, 10, or 15 years from now, we are more likely to succeed if each of us share a 

strategic vision, are empowered to build a piece of this future, and can adapt when we face challenges. 

 

To achieve this, we first need a common understanding of how we got to where we are today. This 

blueprint outlines challenges, opportunities, and lessons learned. Next, we need a set of Design 

Principles to know who, and why, we are aspiring to be. These Design Principles should remain steady 

over the years. They knit us together as a community of individuals and groups with different roles and 

different experiences. They are our guide for small decisions and our guide for hard decisions when we 

face great uncertainty.  

 

Lastly, we need a clear path for how to move forward. Traditionally, higher education institutions have 

their board and executives set oddly specific targets, form committees, and tell people what to do. This 

default method for planning that parades as strategy making may be partially to blame for the fragile state 

of so many institutions across the country today. The Bennett approach to move forward involves first 

establishing a new way of working and learning together through building a set of priorities interconnected 

by this strategic direction while developing the means to continuously improve them. 

 

This is our blueprint for the direction we need to head and how to get started. We need your help in 

strengthening Bennett today while building for tomorrow. 

 

State of the World, the Institution, and Lessons Learned 
 

The opportunity and challenge facing Bennett College is three-fold:  

 

(1) We require a focused purpose and renewed identity that honors and revitalizes our history and 

positions the institution for impact for women of color in this rapidly evolving world;  

 

(2) In order to manifest this identity and purpose, we require a right-sized and built-for-purpose structure, 

capabilities, culture, and operations; and,  

 

(3) We require a transition pathway that efficiently empowers moving from our current state to this new 

state before reputational and financial options available are closed. 

 

Bennett College’s mission is to prepare women of color through a transformative liberal arts education to 

lead with purpose, integrity, and a strong sense of self-worth. However, the same forces and trends that 
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all higher education institutions face are compounded for us as a smaller institution founded to serve 

women of color.  

 

Costs keep rising and pricing stays complicated: Colleges (as currently designed) are 

increasingly expensive to operate. They have passed those costs on to students and are pricing 

many out. The default response has been reaching for enrollment growth combined with 

unsustainable, non-transparent tuition discounting, hoping conditions will improve. 

 

Students, families, and employers question the value: Many are questioning the value of 

higher education not just because of its direct financial cost, but its inflexibility in scheduling and 

format. Academic offerings can seem (and often are) less relevant to the mission-orientation of 

students and the economy they face. Especially for women of color, the “same degree” is not 

enough to counter the deeply rooted racism and bias in their post-college journey. 

 

Students, faculty, and staff are human first, learners and educators second: The pandemic 

and its inequitable effects and inequitable “recovery” as well as recent developments in the racial 

justice movement have reminded us that students, faculty, and staff are human. We cannot 

purport to deliver on our mission without caring for and ensuring the College is resourced for 

mental health, physical health and health literacy, financial literacy, nutrition and food access, 

housing, digital access, childcare, and so on. 

 

To be ready for the new world of work, students need an education built around skills with 

support for lifelong learning: Hiring is increasingly focused on skills and proving what you can 

do. There is a wealth (some might say clutter) of credentials other than the unit of a two or four-

year degree. With technological change speeding up and the geographic footprint of businesses 

changing, the majority of students will need frequent upskilling long after their college experience 

is over. Companies large and small are now more interested in creating or partnering on their 

own educational offerings, allowing Bennett to focus more on our core mission and capabilities.  

 

Technology presents new opportunities for women of color to lead and in how we support 

them to lead: Technology opens up new models for the operations of colleges, amplifying the 

capabilities of faculty, and better supporting student learning. If done correctly, this should make 

college more personalized, flexible, and affordable. Technology also presents new opportunities 

where women of color can and must lead, whether algorithmic justice and ethical Artificial 

Intelligence, inclusive product design, health systems, climate change, research bias and data 

quality, Afrofuturism storytelling and strategic foresight, or domains we have yet to discover. 

 

The above forces are important to keep in mind as we form a common understanding for where Bennett 

is today and how we arrived here. From 2012 to 2019, Bennett College went from a peak enrollment of 

nearly 800 students to just over 300, a decline not uncommon across smaller, private liberal arts 

institutions. This steady drop in students resulted in increasing losses of tuition revenue, which in 2019 to 

2020 meant Bennett College was bringing in $3 million less, per year, just from tuition compared to seven 

years earlier. However, operating expenses over the same time period 2012 - 2020, averaging $15 million 

annually, did not decrease. In 2016, there was an across the board pay cut for all employees rather than 

making structural changes to the design of college operations or improving student outreach and 

enrollment.  As such, the annual deficit increased every year and built up an even greater level of 

cumulative debt.  
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In 2018 to 2019, our then accreditor, SACSCOC, officially took notice requiring significant steps toward 

financial sustainability. Leadership at the time responded with the “Stand with Bennett” campaign which 

resulted in unprecedented financial support. Rather than making structural changes to the design of 

college operations, improving student outreach and enrollment, or optimizing debt relief, the majority of 

funds went to the cause of supporting one-time financial aid for students. It was a missed opportunity to 

look toward and build for the future.  

 

In August 2019, the Board made strong steps to put Bennett College on a new path and hired a new 

president. In the less than two years since that decision, we have come a long way. Stabilization was the 

priority, taking on an effort to “strengthen today while creating tomorrow.” Efforts first focused on four 

pillars: business and finance, enrollment management, information technology infrastructure, and 

facilities. However, the most important progress made was to recognize that stabilizing with an eye 

toward maintaining the current design was fleeting and transformational change was imperative. We have 

a window of opportunity for this type of change because of work within those four pillars and lessons 

learned including:  

 

Improved financial footing and understanding: We made a series of significant cuts, including 

difficult ones with faculty and staff. We re-negotiated and ended services contracts designed for a 

college that existed a decade ago in a different reality. We pursued and will receive debt 

forgiveness of more than $26M. We performed a deep forensic dive into our finances to 

understand historically what has driven costs and how resources were allocated. This 

introspection most importantly revealed we need to design and build toward a new educational 

and business model, rather than continuing to attempt to make the current approach sustainable. 

 

A need to collaboratively redefine success: Controlling costs is important for stabilization. 

However, these decisions in the past were made to solve short-term needs and left faculty, staff, 

and students wondering when there would be more. The unspoken definition was success would 

be ‘adding back’ to 2012 enrollment levels. We need a community-held vision and measure for 

success based on right-sizing the institution and enrollment to the role we see for ourselves in 

this world and the impact to which we aspire. 

 

The boundaries set by our community for fundraising: While our partners and graduates 

graciously gave to ‘Stand with Bennett’, we cannot continue returning over and over with the 

same asks to fund the same design-- a design which is to save the status quo. This thinking has 

resulted in an endless and heart wrenching struggle of keeping the lights on temporarily, but little 

real progress. It has affected faculty, staff, and students, and they deserve better. Our partners 

are understandably asking how their support will change things and free us from this cycle. We, 

too, are eager to show them how. 

 

Accreditor as a true partner: Accreditation is a signal to students that we are open for and 

mean business. Accreditation can facilitate or hinder innovation and provides an important guide 

for continuous improvement. We are fortunate to have found a partner in TRACS to support 

Bennett in our vision and verify to students, employers, and other institutions that we operate with 

quality and rigor and have a bright future. Over the past two years we have made tremendous 
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and speedy progress with TRACS to become a member and candidate for accreditation. Most 

importantly, our current status with TRACS means students are still eligible for Federal financial 

aid. This relationship is critical for helping us implement this blueprint. 

 

Knowing ourselves, our students, and our collective significance: The pandemic and 

continued racial and social justice movements re-focused our attention on our history and the 

obligation to serve women of color and prepare them to shape the world, especially a world 

driven by technology. Our faculty and staff, throughout these years, and especially these difficult 

recent ones, remain optimistic and committed to the mission. While we faced skepticism, and the 

near-term financials did not support it, our decision as the first institution in North Carolina to go 

virtual for the sake of the health of our students for Fall 2020 became the predominant operating 

model across the state and country. If we do not singularly support our students in their physical, 

mental, financial, and academic health, who will? This realization will shape our academics, our 

faculty and staffing model, our campus, and how we treat our students.  

 

Design Principles 
 

Understanding the forces and trends in the world, our history, and current state, we subscribe to the 

following design principles. These principles will guide us in this blueprint and will be our conscience for 

all that we do as Bennett College moving forward: 

 

We will be micro in size to have maximum impact.  

Some models require continuous growth in size, but scale brings different economies and 

affordances for both the small and the large. We will build toward a micro design that allows us to 

know our students deeply while providing them and our faculty and staff with a stable and 

appropriately resourced learning and working environment. We will continuously innovate on how 

to improve the student experience and our impact in the world, rather than being preoccupied 

with growing the number of students that become Bennett Belles. 

 

We will take every student on a personal journey.  

Because of our mirco size, we can and must fulfill the individual needs of students. Students will 

come to Bennett and find their mission, not a menu of archaic majors. Our role is to help them 

structure their personal journey and not to let them build up needless debts of time and money.  

 

Our students and our institution will be antifragile. 

The only certain thing is that all futures will be challenging and complex. The world will not slow 

down, racism and sexism will not disappear overnight, and technology will not cease to present 

us with new opportunities and challenges. Where the resilient stay the same, those that are 

antifragile adapt and improve. We will be antifragile in how we see ourselves in the world, in how 

we approach continuous improvement as an institution, and in what we prepare our students to 

be. 

 

To achieve academic excellence, we will focus on health excellence in all its dimensions 

and intersections. 

Faculty, staff, and especially our students cannot learn and contribute back to the world if they 

are not whole. This means understanding their needs and providing support for holistic health 
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support across multiple dimensions: psychological, social, spiritual, environmental, financial, 

behavioral, medical, physical, and nutritional in an environment that is inclusive and  accessible. 

 

We will explore and create the future frontier of social justice, civil rights, technology. 

We are a college, not a university, and one that will focus on where we have been and what we 

know we can uniquely offer to the world. Technologists and engineers apply their knowledge of 

science to build tools that expand human capability. Our faculty, staff, and students will work at 

the intersection of technology and the liberal arts to expand human capability for social justice 

and civil rights. We believe the best way we can contribute is to focus our role and be a home for 

leaders in this growing space. We will help our community to wield the power to undo and build 

back better, rather than being subject to “algorithms of oppression.” 

 

How We Move Forward: A New Way to Innovate and Continuously Improve 

Together 
 

To move forward, we need a path that acknowledges the forces and trends in the world, learns from our 

past, and stays true to our design principles. 

 

Forces and Trends  Lessons Learned and Current State 

Costs keep rising and pricing stays complicated  Improved financial footing and understanding 

Students, families, and employers question the value  A need to collaboratively redefine success 

Students, faculty, and staff are human first, learners 
and educators second 

 The boundaries set by our community for 
fundraising 

To be ready for the new world of work, students need 

an education built around skills with support for 

lifelong learning. 

 Accreditor as a true partner 

Technology presents new opportunities for women of 
color to lead and in how we support them to lead 

 Knowing ourselves, our students, and our collective 
significance 

 

 

Design Principles 

We will explore and create the future frontier of social justice, civil rights, and technology. 

We will be micro in size to have maximum impact. 

We will take every student on a personal journey. 

Our students and our institution will be antifragile. 

To achieve academic excellence, we will focus on health excellence in all its dimensions and intersections. 

 

Staying true to the design principles especially in the spirit of exploration and being antifragile means we 

need to create a culture of learning and continuous improvement while building the capability to adjust in 
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an uncertain world. To that end, Bennett will discover and make strategy, plan, and act through an 

integrated set of Five Strategic Priorities: 

 

 

Five Strategic Priorities for 2021 and Beyond 

A Right-Sized Micro College Model 

The Well Belle: A Whole Student, Experience 

Open to and for the Future 

Data, Measurement, and Learning 

Consciousness and Conscience 

The New Frontier of Social Justice, Civil 

Rights, and Technology 

 

Faculty, staff, students, alumnae, and partners will come together around these Five Strategic Priorities. 

Our charge to them is to start to answer and take action on the respective opportunities using the 

hypotheses as a starting point. Working in this way will help us all to see our institution as a collection of 

assets that are ours to shape and build on for our ambitions and mission. 

 

A Right-Sized Micro College Model 

 

Our Opportunity:  

 

What does a micro institution look like with a right-sized structure, physical and virtual footprint, and 

operations? 

 

Starting Hypothesis: 

 

A 200-student undergraduate college that personalizes learning with a thriving, healthy residential 

campus in Greensboro, North Carolina and a global virtual presence and learning options.  

 

2021 Tests of Change: 

 

1. Optimize debt relief, stimulus funds, and debt servicing. 

2. Working with “The New Frontier” and “The Whole Student” prototypes, design an operational 

model, faculty and staffing structure (beginning with the ratio and definitional guidelines 

established by TRACS), and budget that enables a mission-aligned and sustainable learning and 

working environment every year. 

a. Determine what tuition and pricing models we should transition toward, taking into 

account the learning and goals from “The Well Belle: Whole Student, Experience.” 

b. Determine what faculty and staff pay and benefits support them as whole individuals. 

c. Determine what assets we have, what we need to create, what we should partner for, 

and what we should stop partnering for. 
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3. Define the best financial path toward sustainability, including where the starting prototype will 

need to be adjusted while identifying scenarios and planning for contingencies. 

4. Review endowment investment and determine options for improved mission-alignment including 

use of funds and where and how they are invested in support of women of color. 

 

The Well Belle: A Whole Student, Experience 

 

Our Opportunity:  

 

How do we never lose sight of our students and ensure we have the capabilities to support them with 

what they need to succeed at Bennett and as lifelong learners? 

 

Starting Hypothesis: A college that goes beyond a four-year experience and academic offerings because 

its core capability is co-creation with prospective, current, and past students to improve the experience. 

  

2021 Tests of Change: 

 

1. Using methods from human-centered design, experience design, and service blueprinting, build a 

vision and plan for supporting critical dimensions and intersections of psychological, social, 

spiritual, environmental, financial, behavioral, medical, physical, and nutritional in an environment 

that is inclusive and accessible. 

a. Determine what we know, what we think we know, and how we will find out what we need 

to know about our students’ needs, interests, and ambitions 

b. Improve and execute on Well Belles concept 

c. Develop a plan to improve campus food offerings, nutrition, and supports with 

communities of color in Greensboro and the surrounding region 

2. Begin to test guided pathways with sub-degree credentials and skills-based documentation to 

help students discover and live out their mission in the “New Frontier of Social Justice, Civil 

Rights, and Technology and Health.” 

3. Develop and test a business plan for supporting alumnae in lifelong learning, with an eye toward 

expanding the offering to non-Bennett adults. 

4. Propose and implement a 2022 format of year-round educational options and cohorting. 

5. Improve the speed and quality of evaluating and accepting productive transfer credits, honoring 

alternate forms of learning including from experience, and connecting students with non-Bennett 

academic offerings even while Bennett is their home institution. 

 

Open to and for the Future 

 

Our Opportunity: 

 

How do we demonstrate and communicate our significance and build the partnerships to strengthen our 

impact locally, nationally, and globally? 

 

Starting Hypothesis:   
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Bennett is an idea and brand beyond our physical campus and students with a reputation for learning, 

investing, and partnering for innovation; open for business, open in how we work, open to collaboratively 

create the future. 

 

2021 Tests of Change: 

 

1. Show the world that Bennett is open and thriving and worth investing in.  

a. Build a renewed identity that is based on creating our own future and category as a micro 

college, not anchored to traditional higher education institutions. 

b. Develop a participatory platform for our faculty, staff, students, alumnae, and partners to 

lend their voice and creativity to the cause. 

2. Be the scouting and talent matchmaking function across Bennett and especially for the prototype 

teams to build partnerships that enable us to stay focused on our core mission and capabilities. 

3. Determine reasonable fundraising goals, strategies, and new target partners based on this 

strategic direction and blueprint. 

4. Identify and begin to test how to better be a part of the Greensboro community and live out our 

mission beyond our campus walls, physically and virtually. 

 

Data, Measurement, and Learning Consciousness and Conscience 

 

Our Opportunity: 

 

How do we define, measure, and monitor success and be prepared to proactively make adjustments? 

 

Starting Hypothesis: A learning and insights team that is instrumental to Bennett’s success, keeps our 

focus on the mission, and is sought out beyond higher education for how to build cultures of continuous 

improvement. 

 

2021 Tests of Change: 

 

1. Determine what data we need to start collecting and what we should stop collecting or paying 

attention to and where our assumptions may be in need of interrogation. 

2. Working with the other prototype groups, create an integrated definition and measures of success 

and ensure each group has what they need to learn, especially through play and doing, and 

improve along the way in 2021 and beyond. 

3. Working with the Board and President, determine 2021 and future targets for enrollment, 

retention, progression, graduation, and quality of learning and the student experience. 

4. Begin to test how to regularly communicate across Bennett and with partners what we are 

learning  and integrate their feedback and ideas to improve the learning agenda. 

 

The New Frontier of Social Justice, Civil Rights, and Technology 

 

Our Opportunity:  

 

Where must women of color lead and how can Bennett through the intersection of technology, social 

justice, and the liberal arts enable them to do so? 
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Starting Hypothesis:  

Our faculty, staff, and students expand human capability for social justice and civil rights through their 

knowledge of the liberal arts and technology. Bennett is the place where women of color come together 

from algorithmic justice and ethical Artificial Intelligence, inclusive product design, health systems, climate 

change, research bias and data quality, Afrofuturism storytelling and foresight, and domains we will 

discover.  

2021 Tests of Change: 

 

1. Identify a network of leaders and fields where women of color must lead. 

2. Design, recruit for, and execute a re-designed commencement experience and virtual (or hybrid) 

certificate series following after. 

3. Collaboratively draft a manifesto and research and action agenda for this new field/collection of 

fields with practitioners, researchers, and potential learners. 

4. Begin to test the role for Bennett College, including identifying “majors” and the role of faculty, 

instructional support, and physical and virtual campus infrastructure and partners, as well as the 

method to stay aligned with the evolving research and practitioner community moving forward. 
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