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Humboldt State University’s Pre-COVID-19 Budget Reality 
 
In March, Doug Dawes, Amber Blakeslee, Dr. Lisa Castellino, Clint Rebik, Peter Martinez, 
Holly Martel, Josh Smith and Dr. Jason Meriwether met to review Humboldt State University’s 
(HSU) Fall 2020 enrollment projections. We reviewed the grad numbers against the 14% 
negative projection for next year.  There are 1629 students with an expected Spring 2020 
graduation date, including 1374 undergraduate students. Accordingly, we were projecting a 14% 
headcount decline next year.  
 
However, in a COVID-19 world, the rapid and unprecedented impact on our environment has 
caused us to revisit our projections.   We have a few scenarios to consider that are historical, 
future-facing, and based on current realities.   Please allow me to provide some context.   
 
Locally, we have a renewed investment in our relationship with College of the Redwoods and 
with local schools in the region. Numerous local school leaders have expressed their appreciation 
that Humboldt State University (HSU) has genuinely engaged and recruited local students. Local 
students are shifting to see us as a bright spot and we must stay focused. 
 
Historically, data shows a long-standing fiscal imbalance.  Even at our peak enrollment years in 
2015 and 2016 we were still losing $2.4M annually.  There were various scenarios where one-
time funds, use of reserves, or steep cuts were used as tools to balance our budget. HSU has not 
experienced a year where actual revenues met or exceeded budgets since 2008.  It appears that 
HSU has not fully corrected this institutional imbalance, which is going to force us to drastically 
evaluate services we deliver and the way that we work to recruit and retain students.   
 
The next challenge we face is the decline in state high school graduates which combines with a 
relatively flat and modestly declining high school population in the north coast region.  The chart 
below from National Research Center for College and University Admissions (NRCCUA) is 
based on Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) data which provides 
statewide data with respect to high school graduates from 2001 to present and includes 
projections for high school graduates until 2033.  While there is modest flow and fluctuation of 
the number of annual graduates from state high schools, overall, the trend is negative and the 
overall projection for decline will remain consistent following a slight increase two years from 
now.  This second chart below, designed by HSU’s Office of Institutional Effectiveness, shows 
California high school graduation projections with focus on Northern California counties.  In our 
region, we will experience a modest vacillation in high graduate populations, eventually settling 
into a small decline in graduates.  Overall, the North Coast region’s number of high school 
graduates will be relatively flat over the next few years.     
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Statewide High School Graduate Trend & Projection  

 
 
Statewide High School Graduate Projections for Northern California 
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COVID-19 Enrollment Impact 
 
Further, the impact of COVID-19 causes a need to review and refine enrollment and budget 
projections.  Universities across the country are scrambling to understand the degree of the 
outbreak’s impact on enrollment and institutional finances. We believe that the pandemic will 
have a deleterious impact on our new student enrollment, and possibly, on our recently 
affirmative retention trends. In late March, Forbes published an interesting article about the  
negative impact that COVID-19 may have on college and university enrollment. A recent 
Chronicle of Higher Education article discusses a study that notes one out of every six college-
bound students are likely not to attend college in Fall 2020.  The University of California (UC) 
system just eased standardized testing requirements in response to concerns about enrollment.  
The California State University (CSU) system is also making determinations about enrollment as 
a system.  Much like other universities, HSU must make prudent decisions about enrollment 
planning and consider the budget implications that are aligned with those potential impacts. 
 
Across the board nationally, as high school students opt out of leaving home to attend college, or 
not to enroll at all, data suggests this trend could be even more detrimental for the CSU campuses. 
In particular, HSU faces additional challenges.  Like other colleges, what if HSU is also negatively 
impacted by the COVID-19 outbreak and the resulting inability to host tours and recruitment 
events on campus?  What if such a challenge took us from -30% to -40% for new students, or 
worse?   What if retention is impacted by -1.5% or -3%, or worse, by -10%?  Whereas there is no 
real benchmark for comparison, our current admissions yield activities (described later in this 
document) will help us as we try to project adequately.  HSU has realized significant revenue 
losses.  As of April 6, we have provided over $2.5 million in refunds to students for housing, meal 
plans, and parking. We anticipate this amount to increase considerably between now and the end of 
the semester.   Accordingly, below, you will find a series of scenarios that our team has created for 
consideration.   
 
COVID-19 Enrollment Planning Scenarios  

 

https://news.yahoo.com/financial-hits-pile-colleges-fight-043008041.html?soc_src=community&soc_trk=wa
https://news.yahoo.com/financial-hits-pile-colleges-fight-043008041.html?soc_src=community&soc_trk=wa
https://www.forbes.com/sites/dereknewton/2020/03/30/five-ways-covid-19-will-impact-fall-college-enrollments/#1e8f1f456114
https://www.forbes.com/sites/dereknewton/2020/03/30/five-ways-covid-19-will-impact-fall-college-enrollments/#1e8f1f456114
https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-Is-Covid-19-Changing/248316
https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-Is-Covid-19-Changing/248316
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2020/04/01/university-california-suspends-admission-testing-requirements-because-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2020/04/01/university-california-suspends-admission-testing-requirements-because-coronavirus-pandemic/
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The Path to Higher Enrollment  
 
Concurrently, we have to work our plan to reach an FTE of 7603.   The impact of COVID-19 
likely takes us from a four-year to an eight-year path to attain this critical enrollment marker.  
This projection will be refined as Academic Affairs and Enrollment Management partner to align 
enrollment strategies with academic program priorities.  In a viable university environment, the 
functions of Enrollment Management serve as levers to supplement the Academic Master Plan.     
 
8-year Enrollment Projection to achieve FTE of 7603 

 
 
The chart below, which was created by our budget office, helps us summarize the big picture of 
our enrollment scenarios with respect to the competing challenges described above.   
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Accordingly, here are some additional specific scenarios and varying five-year projections for 
losses at different levels based on the impact of COVID-19.   
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The implications described above make our work to yield students even more critical, although it 
has always been important.  Here is our Fall 2020 admissions trend to-date: 
 

  
 
HSU is presently experiencing affirmative gains in new student enrollment confirmations for Fall 
2020 (+12.76%) as compared to the prior year. We are seeing the result of modified behavior due 
to our aggressive campaigns to recruit and yield students.  The impact of COVID-19 has forced us 
to engage students who have committed with a focus on ensuring we retain them, while seeking to 
yield new students.  
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Admissions Yield Activities  
 
Our plan for yielding local students has become even more critical.  Over the last three years, we 
have averaged 32 local students per year.  We set the goal of tripling our local student numbers 
in the next three to four years.  Among the nearly 800 students who have been offered the new 
Humboldt First Scholarship, 208 students have been admitted and accepted the Humboldt First 
Scholarship.  It is truly critical that we work to yield as many of these students as possible, while 
also making direct outreach to undecided students.     
 

• We are making direct outreaches to students who have not yet cleared their admissions 
status. Potential Educational Opportunity Program students who have been accepted and 
received a scholarship offer but have not confirmed, will receive additional outreach.    

 
• The TRIO team is also reaching out to each student in the service area to ensure they are 

aware of all of their higher education options and how they compare. As you know, 
TRIO programs don't recruit for a specific college. Still, they are working to assure that 
students are as informed as possible. 

 
• Based on all the local applicants, the Admissions team will work to schedule meetings 

with students & their families one-on-one who haven't committed to helping them 
remove barriers to choosing HSU. If they have confirmed, a follow-up conversation will 
occur to assure nothing has changed or if something has come up that jeopardizes them 
attending HSU.  

 
• Local students will receive an email to confirm they made the right choice and receive a 

print publication with a special note from the Vice President of Enrollment Management.  
 

• We will also host a Zoom panel to students that haven't accepted their offer of admissions 
to chat with students and staff that can answer questions about the advantages of staying 
local.  

 
• In mid-April, a personalized print greeting card will be mailed to each student. 

 
• We are conducting a geo-marketing social media campaign for the month of April that 

will target local high school and community college students.   
 
The Office of Admissions continues to prepare for a Spring Preview online on April 10, 2020, 
with a high-yield effort to immediately follow-up the effort. Admissions is promoting 
virtual Admissions Counseling appointments with families to respond to any additional questions 
and lower the stress of selecting HSU as their campus of choice.  
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Financial Aid Packaging 
 
We began packaging aid for 2020-21 on Thursday 3/12/20.  It took about a week to send 
notifications to students, but all have now been notified they have been awarded. Packaging will 
continue on a weekly basis (Fridays) as FAFSAs come in and verifications are completed. 
 
Here are the numbers as of last Friday’s packaging run: 

• 6,943 students packaged, including 
• 3108 prospective first-time freshman and 
• 1090 prospective incoming transfers 
• 208 incoming local freshmen were packaged with the Humboldt First scholarship 

 
Student Retention & Registration Campaign  
 
We are leveraging an email campaign as we did in the previous semester, to encourage students 
to register for Fall 20 courses.  The mail campaign is as follows:   
 

• 3/27 reminder that course schedule is now live 
• 3/30 reminder about advising and clearing holds 
• 4/10 reminder about registration appointments going "live" 

 
In addition to the emails, communications and website updates provided through the Provost’s 
Office and the Center for Teaching and Learning (CTL) regarding registration, we have launched 
targeted and personalized campaigns through HumBot, along with social media content and 
Mobile App Push messaging.   Whereas many students are "home" in the sense that they are not 
in Humboldt, we have shifted from “geo-fencing” to "geo-targeting" so that there is still a 
digital footprint.  We are partnering with Academic Affairs to align services in order to 
maximize direct interventions to support students based on academic connection, affinity, and 
student supports such as academic advising, ramp, and direct advising.   
 
Fall 2020 holds were placed on students accounts the week of March 23 and the mandatory 
advising period began on March 30th.The first registration appointments begin on April 13. As 
of April 6, 27.7% of the 4,914 undergraduates eligible to enroll for Fall 2020 have cleared their 
holds.  The details by College are provided in the table below: 
 

 Total 
No 

Holds % 
CAHSS 1,309 276 21.1% 
CNRS 2,080 637 30.6% 
CPS 1,286 462 35.9% 
Undeclared 202 38 18.8% 
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