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Board of Trustees

Altgeld Hall 300
DeKalb, Illinois 60115-2828
Phone: 815-753-1273
www.niu.edu

November 7, 2024

MEMORANDUM 

TO:		Lisa Freeman, President
		Northern Illinois University

FROM:		Montel Gayles, Board Chair 
John Butler, Vice Chair 
Dennis Barsema, Secretary
Rita Athas
		Aidan O’Brien
Veronica Herrero
Leland Strom 
Eric Wasowicz

Subject:	Annual Presidential Evaluation

This memorandum contains commentary by the members of the NIU Board of Trustees concerning the 2024 University Goals. This correspondence, along with a self-appraisal of presidential performance in the form of a letter from you to the board, will be posted on the board’s website (https://www.niu.edu/board/) and shall collectively serve as a written record of your performance evaluation for 2024. 

We find that your overall performance across six strategic themes in 2024 met or exceeded the 2024 University Goals. We observe a university community, led by you, that is focused on core challenges across several operational areas and priorities. We join you in expressing appreciation for the resiliency and creativity of the NIU community, and wish to express our profound gratitude to all who have contributed to NIU’s success across the following specific strategic themes:

Empowerment and Shared Responsibility

We continue to greatly appreciate the goals in this area, recognizing the importance of fostering a more collaborative and transparent culture to inspire innovation and capacity-building that focus on the demands of a changing higher education environment in Illinois and the country. Your goals in this area have been to use shared leadership to advance a culture that truly centers and serves students. We find the collaborations you have cited involving university leaders, faculty and staff are helping to create a common culture that is student-centric, while also recognizing what it means to be “student-centric” varies across divisions of the university. The achievements you have shared with us demonstrate that the goals established for this area have been met or exceeded in 2024.

We commend the incorporation of a student-centric vision and culture into the university’s everyday processes and procedures. Student-centric concepts have found their way into the drafting of position descriptions; the development of key progress indicators related to needed changes in policies, practices and structures; professional development programs designed for faculty and staff; and more. 

Especially notable for us is the timely work being performed by the Office of the General Counsel; Academic Affairs; Student Affairs; Enrollment Management and Marketing Communications; Academic, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion; and your office to improve and make more visible and understandable NIU resources related to freedom of expression, academic freedom and student conduct. We also observe the work by the Division of Administration and Finance to provide improved student services through the modernization of One Card technology; the work of the Division of Outreach, Engagement and Regional Development and campus-wide Engagement Roundtable to support curricular and co-curricular engagement activities that will enrich the student experience, enhance student persistence and build pathways to student career success; and Athletics’ holistic student-athletes benefits model.

Regarding the professional development of faculty and staff, we are aware that you have been working to promote shared leadership to build Huskie identity and pride by creating pathways for meaningful faculty and staff engagement. We support the efforts to develop essential characteristics and guiding principles for effective, ethical supervisors and believe actions in this area will improve employee performance and productivity as well as the objective to develop training focusing on fostering more meaningful, purposeful interactions between supervisors and employees to contribute to a positive employee experience. The continued success of staff and faculty fellowship programs in the Office of the President and Office of the Provost and expansion of training and workshops offered by Office of Employee Well-being will help NIU continue to develop, implement and strengthen our leadership development and supervisor training programs. 

We are pleased to observe continued efforts to measure the effectiveness of the efforts in this area using tools such as the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey (Great Colleges to Work For). The progress, which is tracked across the survey categories of job satisfaction and support, professional development, faculty and staff well-being, collaboration, and mission and pride, is impressive. 

Student Recruitment, Student Success and Student Experience

The goals within this theme begin with positioning NIU as an attractive higher education option for prospective students and retaining existing students who have not yet graduated. In terms of retention, we also understand how important it is to continually improve upon the programming that helps students to be academically successful and socially engaged, progress toward graduation and marshal their experience and credentials for career success. Across these endeavors, the achievements you have shared with us demonstrate that the goals established for this area have been met in 2024.  
  
You have helped us appreciate the many forces that contribute to the challenges colleges and universities are facing in today’s dynamic operating environment. The U.S. Department of Education’s flawed FAFSA rollout affected all Illinois public universities in 2024; however, it especially impacted public universities in Illinois that serve students who are first in their families to attend college and/or are from lower socio-economic backgrounds or otherwise marginalized communities. While we understand that this structural barrier impacted prospective NIU students (we experienced an 11% gap in FAFSA completion rates for new freshmen and a 9% gap overall compared to Fall 2023) and might continue to require the close attention of NIU’s financial aid professionals in 2025, we appreciate the care taken to recognize, socialize and – most importantly – mitigate more severe impacts of the challenge.  
  
We continue to appreciate how several factors within and beyond the university’s control affect the number of new students who enroll each academic year. Within the university’s control are several recruitment tactics and strategies that could be enhanced through innovation and staffing commitments, and several strategies were pursued in this regard, such as increasing the number of student ambassadors, increasing the number of the campus visitors, exploring admissions options that position late-enrolling students for academic and social success, working with Re-Up to attract former students with NIU credit to re-enroll and more. We appreciate the focus you will continue to place on these endeavors and others that will promote the value of what NIU has to offer and structure financial assistance so that NIU programming is accessible and affordable for students and their families. We also greatly appreciate NIU’s continued embrace and deployment of a value system that seeks to achieve retention and completion goals by centering students in our work and accepting shared responsibility for their success.   
  
The 2024 University Goals set a target range for total enrollment that would meet expectations/show progress (between 15,360 and 15,570) and that target was achieved (15,415). The Fall 2024 undergraduate enrollment (11,349) was virtually the same as Fall 2023. While there were fewer freshmen than in 2023, the number of transfer students in the Fall 2024 increased an impressive 10.3%. While overall enrollment of graduate students was down slightly, the trends are positive. The university experienced a large graduate graduation class last year accompanied by an increase in both new master’s and new doctoral students. In Fall 2024, new master’s/professional degree students increased year-over-year by 2.8%; new doctoral degree students increased by 26.9%, and new law students increased by 22% (total Law School enrollment increased 7.6%). 
  
NIU’s Fall 2024 freshmen class continues to be academically impressive and racially diverse. New freshmen entered NIU with an average high school GPA of 3.39 (19% had 4.0 high school GPAs; 35% had GPAs of 3.7 or higher) and 77% received merit scholarships. Our new freshmen are 50% first-generation college students; 58% are Pell-eligible. Sixty-six percent are students of color, including 33% Black and 25% Latinx.  
  
There are other impressive aspects of the Fall 2024 enrollment experience that point to the evolution of multiyear strategies to reverse declining enrollment and position the university for fiscal sustainability, such as at least 10-year-high enrollment numbers within the colleges of Visual and Performing Arts and Education; 4,042 students living on campus (the second-largest number since fall 2015); and NIU continues its trajectory to become a fully designated Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI), with Latinx students representing more than 25% the total undergraduate population for the second consecutive year.  
  
Continually improving overall retention and reenrollment rates is an important objective. We note that reenrollment of continuing undergraduates overall is at seven-year high (60.5%), a figure not matched since the fall of 2016. Overall reenrollment of first-time, full-time (FTFT) students remained steady, maintaining gains made last year. We understand that closing the achievement gaps that persist for first-generation and Pell-eligible students (compared to not-first generation and non-Pell) is an important goal for NIU and the subject of a state-mandated equity plan submitted to the Illinois Board of Higher Education. To achieve these important goals, we appreciate your continued determination to increase retention rates for FTFT first-generation and Pell-eligible students, and your acknowledgement that this goal for the year was not achieved but must remain an important objective for the institution. 
 
Recognizing the significant relationship of advising to retention, efforts to improve advising, particularly for first-year students, have developed over the year, including the formation of the Academic Advising Council, related professional development and creation of the pre-professional health advising director. Similarly important has been the evolving structured collaboration among the university, employers and Braven. Students participating in Braven realize the advantages of their participation, and NIU continues, on several fronts, to institutionalize and build enthusiasm for the program and increase the number of students who can uniquely benefit from its offerings. 
 
We also appreciate the additional impact on student success NIU can have by expanding its commitment to providing a holistic student experience, emphasizing not only students’ academic success, but also student well-being and making certain that student experiences are equitable. The university’s shared leadership model (see Theme 1 above) has sought to develop a culture that is student-centric and involves student stakeholders in policy and programming decisions. 
 
In partnership with JED Campus, NIU has developed a strategic, multiyear initiative involving all campus stakeholders to enhance mental health support. Through this collaboration, NIU has launched programs focused on raising awareness and implementing well-designed communication strategies to reach as many NIU students with mental health and mentorship support as possible. Notable in this regard is the TogetherAll program, a peer-to-peer, 24/7, online mental health support platform. This service offers students a safe space during difficult times. We recognize that students’ mental health status affects their motivation, as well as their abilities to focus, complete assigned work and succeed academically; we therefore deeply appreciate these efforts to improve mental health resources and to create a more supportive environment for all students on campus. 
 
In 2024, NIU made significant strides in its determination to improve and expand Greek life. Since the pandemic, involvement across all Greek councils has grown, fueled by increased university support and excitement surrounding the development of the new Center for Greek Life. The university’s progress on this initiative has been rapid, and we have recognized the added advantages of strengthening NIU’s relationship with the City of DeKalb. Once completed, the center will further NIU’s reputation as a leader in supporting Greek life and student organizations. With more than 200 student groups on campus, NIU continues to foster a vibrant extracurricular community, reinforcing its commitment to student engagement beyond the classroom. 

Academic Excellence and Curriculum Innovation

The goals outlined for academic excellence and curriculum innovation have been met or exceeded. Evidence of this is illustrated below with several examples we believe represent the overall success. We have noted before that we view academic excellence and curricular innovation to be central to the university’s ability to attract and retain excellent faculty and the quality and attractiveness of NIU’s undergraduate and graduate programs. These goals seek to set in motion an environment wherein faculty can thrive as teachers, researchers and artists who are also engaged with their community, so that students can find curriculum and degree options that are innovative and ideally suited to their aspirations and the evolving needs of our society. Other positive impacts of a well-aligned, responsive university reverberate from there.  

To continue to support curriculum and co-curricular enhancements, we have examined the significant work of the General Education Task Force formed to create new philosophy and guiding principles for general education and to assess foundational general education courses. New guiding principles were adopted in the spring of 2024, and the assessment exercise was fully underway in the fall of 2024. In striving for a consistent process, the focus for assessing general education curriculum needed to be systematic, regular and sustainable. The assessment cycle followed a standard protocol of identifying student learning outcomes, mapping learning experiences and curriculum, determining measures, collecting and analyzing data and information, and taking action to improve student learning.  

We are pleased to see the progress made in defining a new philosophy and principles aimed at improving NIU’s general education curriculum centered around student learning outcomes and support for those faculty engaged in instruction of these courses. We note the new community of practice launched in August 2024 to support excellence in general education teaching – Enriching the Design of General Education (EDGE) in collaboration with the Center for Innovative Teaching and Learning. EDGE includes an online toolkit of pedagogical resources, an ongoing community of practice with online and in-person events and an online, asynchronous community. We also appreciate efforts to integrate the Braven accelerator course into NIU’s general education curriculum as efforts continue to build enthusiasm for the program.

It is clear to us that much progress has been made to build on the consensus and enthusiasm for transdisciplinary scholarship and curricular experimentation as well as how it might be expanded to include new, exciting and impactful types of faculty activity. We have enjoyed learning directly about the pioneering work by NIU’s faculty to develop transdisciplinary curriculum. For this work to continue to evolve and benefit from the participation of more faculty, continued efforts include formulating a cluster hiring plan; developing pathways for the efficient development of transdisciplinary courses and programs; and creating a numbering method for interdisciplinary courses. Good work is being done within Academic Affairs to drive this activity, including the creation of an Academic Affairs Innovation Makerspace and examining models used by other universities. 

In our prior evaluation, we noted the efforts underway to diminish biases and structural barriers that inhibit transdisciplinary scholarship and discourage curricular innovation and experimentation. What was then considerable collaboration among the appropriate campus constituencies to modify policies related to faculty hiring, retention and advancement has resulted in the formal adoption of changes to the Faculty Senate Bylaws regarding tenure and promotion. This accomplishment represents the methodical consideration of the matter across department-, college- and university-level leadership. We commend these efforts and wish to express our gratitude to the many stakeholders who have devoted, and will devote, their time to ensuring professional pathways for faculty and to appropriately value faculty work in alignment with NIU’s mission, vision and values.  

Efforts to enhance the graduate student experience by evolving and strengthening an inclusive and student-centered environment for programs, practices and experience were a key focus of our 2023 evaluation and the 2024 University Goals. Increases in graduate student enrollment suggest that ongoing progress is being made (see Goal 2 above). We do not doubt that these are challenging reform efforts due to the wide variety of programs and ways in which graduate students are integrated into the teaching, research, service and engagement agendas of colleges and departments. Given the strong position of many NIU graduate programs and the need for the university to build on its strengths for a long-term, sustainable future, we continue to be enthusiastic about the work planned in this regard, particularly efforts to deploy waivers and assistantships strategically, to plan for appropriate minimum stipends, to create competitive recruitment packages, to identify new market opportunities, to use program metrics to guide program investment and to identify and leverage opportunities to lower degree costs.    

Finally, we have been extremely pleased with the effort, process and outcome of the accreditation process by the Higher Learning Commission. This effort was expertly led, and the result was indicative of an institution that takes accreditation very seriously as an opportunity to demonstrate excellence and to begin a new period of continual improvement. 

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belonging

As stated in previous evaluation comments, we remain committed to diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging (DEIB) as one of the strongest hallmarks of the NIU culture. We find the goals within this theme have been met and exceeded. 

We recognize that NIU’s commitment to a supportive community is an important reason students choose NIU and that the diversity of our student body, faculty and staff is central to making NIU a great place to live, learn and work. We also appreciate that NIU benefits from intentional efforts to identify and reduce barriers to recruiting and retaining diverse faculty and staff, and to improve opportunities for contractors to compete for NIU business under the parameters of Illinois’ Business Enterprise Program. 

Achievements you have shared with us within this category continue to demonstrate the university’s finely tuned DEIB strategies. NIU has made great strides in developing a strategy to become a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) and assuring that the commitments necessary for this designation can serve all Huskies through its focus on “servingness.” Given that a majority of NIU’s students are first-generation, Pell-eligible or from marginalized or racialized communities, the strategies we pursue to become a HSI will have broad positive impacts on our ability to support the needs of all our students. 

To those ends, we acknowledge the implementation the Shared Equity Leadership (SEL) model for executing SEM 2.0 goals; the development of an institutional strategy to focus on servingness and related collaboration with Excelencia in Education; self-assessment activity based on the Seal Serving Institutional Transformation Assessment; the SEM 2.0 HSI Planning Working Group activity (noting the importance of our current institutional approaches to servingness, which is required for HSI designation); participation in several collaboratives, learning communities and institutes/conferences; many innovative on-campus workshops and conferences; field trips and study-away experiences; and more – all in furtherance of NIU’s continued commitment to persistence to graduation and reducing equity gaps. 

These efforts have both been recognized by our peers and helpful in forming an agenda for ongoing DEIB achievements. We applaud NIU’s Latino Living and Learning Community selection as a Program to Watch for the prestigious Excelencia’s 2024 Examples of Excellence; the university’s selection to participate in the VOLARÉ Institute organized by the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities and funded by the National Science Foundation; a fourth Higher Education Excellence in Diversity Award from INSIGHT Into Diversity magazine and additional designation of 2024 Diversity Champion; and NIU’s continued high rating as a best college for LGBTQ+ students (ranked seventh-best in the nation and No. 1 in Illinois). 

Significant steps toward helping the campus community speak to one another and not at one another when dealing with controversial issues have been especially evident to us. The university has built on the success of the Real Talk Conference; Growing through Inclusive Vulnerability and Empathy Circles; the incorporation of the TRHT-focused Campus Climate Assessment Toolkit into NIU’s climate survey protocols; and more as we continue to build community and offer opportunities to engage one another in dialogue. We also take special note of the work that has been done to improve NIU’s processes for reporting incidents that involve discrimination, bias and harassment. 

During this and many prior years, NIU’s presidential commissions have played a vital role in advancing NIU’s DEIB values and initiatives. We notice their significant work to align their policies and procedures, identify opportunities for engagement, provide resources to the campus and define and pursue collaborative opportunities across the commissions or with other university offices or units. 

Finally, we note the significance of efforts to modernize NIU’s faculty tenure, promotion and evaluation practices to make them more inclusive of diverse and evolving forms of faculty work. This work, which we discuss in more detail above (see Theme 3), is critically important to making NIU an inviting place for faculty, staff and students to live, learn and work.  

Research, Scholarship, Artistry and Engagement

Research, scholarship, artistry and engagement are important priorities at NIU. Because of the dedication of many, NIU is positioned for success as a Carnegie High Research Activity (R2) university, a Carnegie Community Engagement institution, and as a university recognized by the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities as an Innovation and Economic Prosperity University. We continue to be impressed with the progress being made concerning the university’s infrastructure for research, artistry and engagement. The work we observe in this realm of university operations continues to be inclusive, forward-looking and collaborative. 

In FY24, a strong record of securing external funding was achieved, with $56 million in sponsored external funding involving 370 awards. We observe a variety of sources of research funding, including state sources such as the Illinois Department of Public Health and national sources such as the National Science Foundation and the Department of Energy. NIU is making significant contributions in the areas of public health, clean energy, STEM education, documenting Latinx experiences and history, and more. We continue our longstanding work with Argonne National Laboratory and Fermilab. Importantly, NIU students – both at the undergraduate and graduate levels – work alongside the faculty and staff who are working on these funded projects and across the larger NIU research and artistry ecosystem, learning how knowledge and creative endeavors emerge from the methodologies of disciplines and across disciplines. Research, scholarship, artistry and engagement at NIU also informs curricular innovation, making it possible for NIU to offer opportunities for students to address complex societal challenges. 

NIU continued its investments in its research infrastructure to support faculty and students in pursuing innovative projects across disciplines. This includes initiatives aimed at fostering transdisciplinary research, efforts to formulate cluster hiring protocols and encouraging collaboration across academic fields, particularly in areas like social justice, environmental justice and STEM. The university is focused on expanding the support system for research and artistry, providing resources for faculty to pursue grant funding and encouraging new methods of engagement, such as the development of capstone projects and cross-disciplinary credentials.  

A series of programs, such as the Community Engagement Roundtable, the Carnegie Action Team and a brown bag lunch series, have helped us make great progress classifying community engaged courses, participating in efforts to reform tenure and promotion policies (see above Theme 3) and conducting a year-long self-study and preparing the application for NIU’s reclassification as a Carnegie Engagement Institution. 

The Northern Illinois Center for Community Sustainability (NICCS) is a centerpiece of NIU’s sustainability goals. While the building that will house NICCS is planned, NIU continues to develop the academic infrastructure for its concentrations in water resources, environmental change and food systems innovation. A director was hired to support interdisciplinary research and partnerships aimed at creating sustainable solutions for agriculture, biodiversity, climate adaptation, and resource management. Additionally, the center will be a hub for public-private partnerships, aligning with the broader goals of the Illinois Innovation Network to drive economic development while fostering scientific advancement.

NIU is also making a significant investment in sustainability by partnering with Trane Corporation to implement energy saving systems across our campus. This important commitment in concert with the NICCS and related projects demonstrates NIU’s determination to reduce carbon emissions and to meaningfully promote environmental sustainability. 

Resource Development and Fiscal Responsibility

[bookmark: _Hlk181092972]Overall, the goals within this strategic theme were met. One, if not the primary, strategy for this theme was to identify actions during FY24 to reduce the deficit by half as we enter the FY25 budget period. This was accomplished, with a FY25 planned budget deficit of $15.4 million. The university ended FY24 with an operating deficit of $30.4 million. While we recognize the extreme work and diligence by the entire university community to achieve the goal of reducing the deficit by half, we acknowledge that approximately $8 million of the planned deficit reduction is coming from the one-time sale of iFiber, which has been completed. This means that without the non-recurring sale of iFiber, the deficit for FY25 would be $23.4 million. For the university to meet our multiyear planning goal of a balanced budget by FY26, there are still many expense reduction actions, as well as revenue-generating opportunities, that need to be discovered and executed during FY25. 

We are pleased with the efforts to achieve our budget goals but remain committed to the expectation that the university will achieve a balanced budget in FY26. To that end, we encourage the entire NIU community to continue to work with university leadership to identify potential areas of revenue generation and expense reduction to meet this multiyear goal. Despite lowering the deficit by 50% in FY25, we expect it will take more work to find areas to optimize spending and increase recurring revenues. Moreover, it is important to us that a balanced budget is not a single-year phenomenon. The best opportunity for a recurring annual balanced budget is embedded in the boldness and determination of the work and effort currently being undertaken.  

We continue to see and recognize the benefits derived from multiyear strategic budgeting and planning.  The transparent reporting process to the board on a quarterly basis continued from previous years and is very much appreciated. The working relationship between the board and the Division of Administration and Finance under the leadership of CFO George Middlemist continues to be exemplary. We appreciate the open and transparent conversations and idea-sharing. This could not happen without your encouragement and endorsement.

Your advocacy efforts in Springfield continue to produce a positive image and reputation for NIU with our legislators and governor, resulting in the State of Illinois appropriation to NIU topping $100.6 million – up from $98.6 million in FY24. You continue to be a strong voice in our state, and nationally, relative to the challenges and opportunities for higher education. 

We also applaud the work done on the campus Master Planning Framework. We recognize that the plan being developed will be implemented over the coming years, and we look forward to seeing the results and benefits of the planning work accomplished this past year.  

Finally, the goal for philanthropy was $28.5 million. We are excited to see that goal exceeded, with the NIU Foundation raising $30.2 million. You were a key part of many fundraising events and donor meetings that allowed for the foundation to meet and exceed the goal. The capital campaign is well underway, with currently more than $150 million raised. We look forward to the public announcement of the campaign and its acceleration toward the ultimate campaign goal of $300 million.  

Conclusion

In summary, during 2024, the 2024 University Goals, overall, have been met or exceeded. As we consider the six themes under which these goals have been pursued, we recognize the advantages of a shared leadership system through which collaboration and innovation is occurring and decisions are being made; of strategic initiatives to support student success, recruitment and retention; of curricular innovation and scholarly activities and artistry that cross disciplinary boundaries, and the academic excellence made possible by such reform; of an operational culture that weaves diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging into all university pursuits; of a thriving research and innovation enterprise that challenges and excites faculty, students and more; and of fiscal and facility planning designed to ensure a sound and responsible future. Across all this activity, the university operated in accordance with its mission, vision and values. 

[bookmark: _Hlk181092984]We are immensely grateful for the devotion of so many to the core functions of NIU, and we wish to reinforce your, and our, deep appreciation for the sacrifices endured by members of the university community. We continue to be optimistic that NIU is well-positioned under your leadership, and the foundation has been laid for longer-term fiscal sustainability and responsible resource management. You continue to function as a vigilant advocate for the interests of NIU students, faculty, administration, staff, alumni and NIU’s local communities. Consequently, we continue to take great pride in your leadership, consider you to be a role model for your leadership team and believe you to be one of the most creative, imaginative and hard-working university presidents in the State of Illinois and in the higher education community overall. 

Forward, Together Forward!
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