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An update from the flight deck…

Jargon is everywhere! 
 



This matter of language is important.  

Professional jargon—on Wall Street, in humanities departments, in 
government offices—can be a fence raised to keep out the 
uninitiated and permit those within it to persist in the belief that 
what they do is too hard, too complex, to be questioned.  

Jargon acts not only to euphemize but to license, setting insiders 
against outsiders and giving the flimsiest notions a scientific aura.  

Repeat the phrase “chain through the metadata” enough times and 
it sounds like a law of nature rather than a contentious policy. In the 
case of the intelligence world, where a high degree of insularity is 
essential, the cloak of language renders spooks and their civilian 
critics mutually alien. 

— George Packer  |  March 7, 2016

Why we care (1) 
 



Why we care (2) 
 

“Effective pedagogy”

vs.

good teaching



Why we care (3) 
 
❖ At the federal level, it’s the law.

❖ Plain Language Act of 2010.

❖ “… clear Government communication that the public 
can understand and use.”

❖ The public is encouraged to contact federal 
agencies if the language is fussy.

❖ (But they can’t sue, blessedly.)



Why we care (4) 
 
❖ It saves resources.

❖ Investment in clear writing / communication can free 
up time later.

❖ Fewer phone calls, fewer emails, fewer clarifications.

❖ Focus on the people who need the most need help.

❖ (There will always be questions. Spend time on the 
high-value questions.)

❖ It makes people like you better.

❖ Remind everyone that you’re not a faceless 
institution.



Muddiness is not merely a disturber of prose, it is also a 
destroyer of life, of hope: death on the highway caused by a 
badly worded road sign, heartbreak among lovers caused by a 
misplaced phrase in a well-intentioned letter, anguish of a 
traveler expecting to be met at a railroad station and not being 
met because of a slipshod telegram. 

Think of the tragedies that are rooted in ambiguity, and be clear! 

When you say something, make sure you have said it. The 
chances of your having said it are only fair.

Strunk & White  
(The Elements of Style)

Why we care (5) 
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COUNTERPOINT: 
People are frustrating



How to apply 
The good news: There is no separate application for the UNC 
Scholars Program. Every UNC Admissions application is carefully 
reviewed. Simply apply to Carolina.

The bad news: It’s incredibly selective. Fewer than 6 percent of 
UNC students earn a place in the UNC Scholars Program, making it 
a truly elite group. 

People are frustrating



How to apply 
The good news: There is no separate application for the UNC Scholars Program. Every UNC 
Admissions application is carefully reviewed. Simply apply to Carolina.

The bad news: It’s incredibly selective. Fewer than 6 percent of UNC students earn a place in 
the UNC Scholars Program, making it a truly elite group. 

What we're looking for 

Evidence of real curiosity about the world, and the drive to pursue it. Show us that you’ve gone 
beyond the bounds of your high school curriculum, that you’ve followed personal interests and 
created your own projects.

Show us that you’ve led or encouraged your classmates, revitalized a fledgling group or cause, 
or come back strong after a setback. 

Show us that you genuinely care about things, whether big or small, and have the energy to do 
something about it. Show us that you’ll make Carolina a deeper, more exciting place.

People are frustrating; more info helps



“He got a 33 on the ACT! What else could possibly 
matter?!”

— Parent, on the phone last week  

People are frustrating;  
not always fixable



What you’re up against (1) 
 
❖ Endless distractions.

❖ Instant first impressions.

❖ Widely varying levels of education.

❖ Mental habits honed by advertising.

❖ amazon.com has buttons you can push to order stuff 

❖ Cognition, like water, flows downhill. Path of least 
resistance.

http://amazon.com


❖ Content is getting shorter.

❖ Newspapers generally aim for an 8th-grade reading level.

❖ online-utility.org/ 

❖ “Inverted-pyramid” style: summarize up top, detail below. 

❖ Background info comes later, never first. 

❖ Most online articles are never finished.

❖ “We live in the age of skimming. I want to finish the whole 
thing, I really do. I wish you would, too…. But who am I kidding. 
I’m busy. You’re busy. There’s always something else to read, 
watch, play, or eat.” — Farhad Manjoo, 2013

What you’re up against (2) 
 

http://www.online-utility.org/english/readability_test_and_improve.jsp


What you’re up against (2.1) 
 



What you’re up against (3) 
 



What you’re up against (3.1) 
 

❖ Massively complicated story 
with political, economic 
implications

❖ 48 words and two bullet points 
pretty well covers it.

❖ Original story was 1,450 words 
long and had an 11th-grade 
reading level.



(i) Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure 
of speech which you are used to seeing in 
print.

(ii) Never use a long word where a short one 
will do.

(iii) If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut 
it out.

(iv) Never use the passive where you can use 
the active.

(v) Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific 
word, or a jargon word if you can think of an 
everyday English equivalent.

(vi) Break any of these rules sooner than say 
anything outright barbarous.

Orwell’s rules (Politics & the English Language) 
 



Assume nothing



The curse of the expert;

empathy for the novice



How to assume nothing 
 
❖ Could you have understood this when you started this job? 

❖ If this weren’t about college access, would you 
comprehend it? Would you even read it?

❖ Think about processes that frustrate you: health care 
claims, traffic court, rental car insurance, etc. 

❖ Could your neighbor understand this? Your mother?



Reset to the novice mindset 
 

❖ Think about processes that frustrate you: health 
care claims, traffic court, rental car insurance, etc.

❖ Read/review something unfamiliar before you start 
writing or designing



Re: Determination of Eligibility, FULL NAME, Case Number 10014488 

Dear FULL NAME: 

The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) has reviewed your 
application for eligibility to participate in TSA Pre✓® through the TSA Pre✓® 
Application Program, pursuant to Section 1 09(a)(3) of the Aviation and 
Transportation Security Act (ATSA), Pub. L. 107-71, (115 Stat. 597, 613, Nov. 
19, 2001). 

This letter serves as a determination that you have successfully completed 
TSA's eligibility assessment for TSA Pre✓®. Congratulations, you are now 
eligible to participate in TSA Pre✓® through the TSA Pre✓®'Application 
Program. Your Known Traveler Number (KTN) is: AA11A11AA. The expiration 
date is April 10, 2023. Please provide the KTN listed above in any frequent 
flyer profiles and for each individual reservation you book on a participating 
airline and enter your name and date of birth exactly as you did during 
enrollment. When you travel, look for "TSA Pre✓®"' or "TSA Precheck" on 
your printed or mobile boarding pass for notification of eligibility. 

Please note that TSA can suspend your ability to receive TSA Pre✓® 
expedited screening in the future if you are found to have committed certain 
violations of TSA security regulations. Violations include, but are not limited 
to, interfering with security operations, access control violations, providing 
false or fraudulent documents, making a bomb threat, or bringing a firearm, 
explosive, or other prohibited item to an airport or on board an aircraft. The 
duration of suspension from participation in TSA Pre✓® is related to the 
seriousness of the violation and/or a repeated history of regulatory violations. 

Lf you have any questions, please call the TSA Contact Center at (866) 
289-9673. For additional information regarding TSA Pre✓® and instructions 
for using your KTN, please visit ww.tsa.gov/tsaprecheck.

Sincerely,

Michael S. Loy, Director
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Re: Your TSA Pre✓® Application — FULL NAME, Case Number 10014488 

Dear FULL NAME: 

Congratulations! You are approved for TSA Pre✓®.
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Expiration Date: April 10, 2023
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613, Nov. 19, 2001).  

If you have questions, please call the TSA Contact Center at (866) 289-9673. For 
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ww.tsa.gov/tsaprecheck.

Sincerely,

Michael S. Loy, Director



“You sound like an ass,”

or

why my Dad previews my op-eds



How to assume nothing — ask others 
 
❖ Student Aid Advisory Committee feedback: 
 
“I took a look at the letter — it all looks fine to me. My 
biggest suggestion is to include the definitions of words 
such as “Institutional grant”, “work study”, and other 
financial aid jargon that a parent or other individuals 
who may read this letter may not understand.  Thanks!”
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Talk like a human;  
write like a human



This is an automated message, so please do not Reply 
to it. For further assistance, contact the Office of 
Scholarships & Student Aid at (919) 962-8396 or visit 
111 Pettigrew Hall.

Talk like a human (1) 
 

We’re happy to answer your questions.  

Email is easiest (aidinfo@unc.edu), or you can call us 
at 919-962-8393, or visit us at 111 Pettigrew Hall.

mailto:aidinfo@unc.edu
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Based on a review of your the financial information provided on 
your 2014-2015 FAFSA, you have met the criteria for eligibility 
in the Carolina Covenant Program, which offers a financial aid 
package comprised of grants, scholarships, and federal work-
study funding to meet your full demonstrated financial need.

Talk like a human (2) 
 

Congratulations! You’re a Carolina Covenant Scholar. 

This means you’ll have the opportunity to graduate from 
UNC without student debt. 
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Acronyms are off-putting

❖People trip over acronyms.

❖Can you use a spoken-language alternative?

❖ EFC = how much we estimate you can pay for 
college

❖ FWS = work-study job, or campus job

❖ COA = college costs

❖Even if the sentence is longer, it’s more readable.



Acronyms are off-putting: Example

To determine your financial need, colleges 
subtract the EFC listed on your SAR from the the 
school’s official COA.

Colleges estimate how much aid you need by 
subtracting your expected family contribution 
from the school’s sticker price.



Bureaucratic language is not mandatory;
you can (usually) write normally.



Is this a requirement? 
 
❖ We often think dense language is legally 

mandated language.

❖ Make the lawyers prove it.

❖ Always ask: Is it a requirement, or just the 
way we’ve always done it?



Is this a requirement? Example 1. 
 
The income you reported on your 2014-2015 FAFSA 
appears insufficient to support the number of people in 
your household. Please complete this form to clarify how 
you/your spouse were able to live and support your family 
during 2013.



Is this a requirement? Example 1. 
 
The income you reported on your 2014-2015 FAFSA 
appears insufficient to support the number of people in 
your household. Please complete this form to clarify how 
you/your spouse were able to live and support your family 
during 2013.

We need to ask a few more questions about the 
income reported on your FAFSA. Check over the 
possible income sources listed below and provide 
information wherever it applies to you. 



Is this a requirement? Example 2. 
 Records indicate that you have failed to meet Satisfactory Academic 
Progress standards for the foregoing semester. Satisfactory 
Academic Progress (SAP) standards are federal requirements that 
must be satisfied in order to maintain eligibility for Title IV student aid 
funds. Failure to meet SAP standards may result in the suspension of 
federal aid funds until such time as a student returns to compliance.

You’re at risk of losing financial aid.
Contact your academic advisor immediately to discuss 
improving your grade point average or course completion 
rate. Otherwise, your aid funding could be put on hold.
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federal aid funds until such time as a student returns to compliance.

You’re at risk of losing financial aid.
Contact your academic advisor immediately to discuss 
improving your grade point average or course completion 
rate. Otherwise, your aid funding could be put on hold.



EXERCISE:
What is GEAR UP?



Program Description 
This discretionary grant program is designed to increase the number of low-income 
students who are prepared to enter and succeed in postsecondary education. GEAR 
UP provides six-year grants to states and partnerships to provide services at high-
poverty middle and high schools. GEAR UP grantees serve an entire cohort of 
students beginning no later than the seventh grade and follow the cohort through high 
school. GEAR UP funds are also used to provide college scholarships to low-income 
students.

— US Department of Education website

What is GEAR UP? 
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Words: 81        Reading Level: 12
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WE MAKE SURE THAT STUDENTS HAVE WHAT IT TAKES TO MAKE HIGHER 
EDUCATION A REALITY. 

At GEAR UP, we believe that young people who start planning in middle school 
have a better chance of entering college and completing their degrees. With 
programs in 73 school districts around the state of Washington, we focus on 
students from underserved schools, helping them to prepare for college and gain 
access to financial aid.  

— Washington State GEAR UP site
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We help Colorado students succeed in college 

We're a federally-funded grant program placing full-time advisors in more than two 
dozen schools across the state. We start with middle-school students, teaching 
them college basics and taking them for campus visits. By high school, our 
students are taking college courses and building confidence in the future. 

Most of our students are the first in their families to go to college — we strive to 
ensure they're prepared to turn their dreams into reality. 

— Colorado GEAR UP site 

What is GEAR UP? 
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Words: 84        Reading Level: 8.5
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Don’t revise; rethink



Don’t revise; rethink 
 
❖ Don’t just edit.  

❖ Whenever possible, start with a blank sheet of paper. 

❖ Give yourself permission to begin at the beginning.

❖ What do I need to communicate? 

❖ Do I have to say it that way?



Don’t revise; rethink 
 
❖ “Will it fit on the slide?” is the wrong question.

❖ If you’re struggling to communicate, you’re probably 
in the wrong medium.

❖ Should this be a brochure? A web page? A form?

❖ Do I need visuals? Graphics? 

❖ What you need to say drives —> how you need to 
say it.



EXAMPLE: 
Scholarship Lifestyle



The Morehead-Cain Summer Enrichment Program provides experiences 
that many students might not be able to arrange or afford on their own. 
With the full resources of the Morehead-Cain Foundation staff, 
Morehead-Cain Alumni, and friends of the Program behind them, 
scholars have practically limitless opportunities at their fingertips. They 
receive stipends each summer to cover expenses, and benefit from a 
legacy of alumni who are eager to help the next generation of scholars in 
their journeys.

Editing vs. rethinking
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With the full resources of the Morehead-Cain Foundation staff, 
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Editing vs. rethinking: rethought

MORE FOR NOMINEES                       FOR COUNSELORS               FOR SCHOLARS                    FOR ALUMNI & FRIENDS    NEWS                          ABOUT THE FOUNDATION               CONTACT



What’s the end goal?



What’s the end goal? 
 
❖ Communication is meant to accomplish something.

❖ Don’t write just to fill the space.

❖ “Why are we having this meeting?”

❖ What do you want the reader to do?

❖ You have enormous power to guide them. Use it wisely.

❖ What’s the default option? Where does the design 
push people?



The mission of the Office of Scholarships and Student Aid is to ensure 
that qualified students have the opportunity to study at The University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill regardless of their ability to pay the 
full costs of attendance.

What do I want to say? 
 

Words: 41        Reading Level: 21



The mission of the Office of Scholarships and Student Aid is to ensure 
that qualified students have the opportunity to study at The University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill regardless of their ability to pay the 
full costs of attendance.

What do I want to say? 
 

Our goal is to make Carolina affordable for all students.

What do they need to hear? 
 

Words: 41        Reading Level: 21

Words: 10        Reading Level: 7



Give me what I need to know.

Not more.



It is not your job to make someone an expert.

Your goal is to help a non-expert.



Serving the non-expert 
 
❖ Wrong question: “What do I want to say?”

❖ Right question: “What does the reader / student 
need to know right now?”

❖ Education is a secondary goal, at best.

❖ Someone should be able to know as little as 
possible about the financial aid and college 
enrollment and still navigate the process.



The Financial Aid 
Process FAFSA 

(FREE 
APPLICATION 
FOR FEDERAL 
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Send your completed FAFSA and Profile to colleges. 

They will use that information to make financial aid 
offers. 

Compare those offers to see how much each school will 
cost.

What action are you trying to prompt? 
 



Flood risk can, and does, change over time. Flood 
risks change for many reasons: new development, 
changes in levee classification, and environmental 
changes, to name a few. As a result FEMA is 
updating flood hazard maps across the country. 
These new flood maps, also, known as Digital 
Flood Insurance Rate Maps (DFIRMs), show flood 
risk at a property-by-property level.

What’s the headline? 
 



FEMA is updating flood maps across the country. 
This could affect your insurance costs. 

Flood risk can change over time. New development, 
changing landscapes, and other factors can shift 
risk. 

FEMA’s new maps — called Digital Flood Insurance 
Rate Maps — show flood risk to individual properties.

What’s the headline? 
 



Words: 47        Reading Level: 7.2

FEMA is updating flood maps across the country. 
This could affect your insurance costs. 

Flood risk can change over time. New development, 
changing landscapes, and other factors can shift 
risk. 

FEMA’s new maps — called Digital Flood Insurance 
Rate Maps — show flood risk to individual properties.

What’s the headline? 
 



EXAMPLE: 
Verification



During verification, the college financial aid administrator will ask the 
applicant to supply copies of documentation, such as income tax returns, 
W-2 statements and 1099 forms, to verify the data that was submitted on 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 

Verification is intended to improve the accuracy of the information 
submitted on the FAFSA. It is not intended to function like a forensic audit. 
But the college financial aid office may not process requests for 
professional judgment or disburse federal student aid until the verification 
process is complete. 

Financial aid administrators have the right to ask for any documentation 
they feel is necessary to complete verification. If the family refuses to 
supply this documentation, the college is prohibited from disbursing federal 
student aid to the student.

Example: Verification (FinAid.org)

Words: 129        Reading Level: 15.5

http://www.finaid.org/fafsa/fafsa.phtml
http://www.finaid.org/educators/pj/documentation.phtml


During verification, the college financial aid administrator will ask the 
applicant to supply copies of documentation, such as income tax returns, 
W-2 statements and 1099 forms, to verify the data that was submitted on 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 

Verification is intended to improve the accuracy of the information 
submitted on the FAFSA. It is not intended to function like a forensic audit. 
But the college financial aid office may not process requests for 
professional judgment or disburse federal student aid until the verification 
process is complete. 

Financial aid administrators have the right to ask for any documentation 
they feel is necessary to complete verification. If the family refuses to 
supply this documentation, the college is prohibited from disbursing federal 
student aid to the student.

Example: Verification (FinAid.org)

http://www.finaid.org/fafsa/fafsa.phtml
http://www.finaid.org/educators/pj/documentation.phtml


During verification, the college financial aid administrator will ask the 
applicant to supply copies of documentation, such as income tax returns, 
W-2 statements and 1099 forms, to verify the data that was submitted on 
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 

Verification is intended to improve the accuracy of the information 
submitted on the FAFSA. It is not intended to function like a forensic audit. 
But the college financial aid office may not process requests for 
professional judgment or disburse federal student aid until the verification 
process is complete. 

Financial aid administrators have the right to ask for any 
documentation they feel is necessary to complete verification. If the 
family refuses to supply this documentation, the college is prohibited 
from disbursing federal student aid to the student.

Example: Verification

http://www.finaid.org/fafsa/fafsa.phtml
http://www.finaid.org/educators/pj/documentation.phtml


Assume best intentions.



Colleges are required to double-check some financial aid applications.  

This does not mean anything is wrong. Aid offices just have to ask for 
additional documents (like tax returns or other tax forms) to verify your 
FAFSA. 

Because of federal rules, colleges cannot award aid until they review 
those extra documents. Reach out to your aid office with questions!

Example: Verification

Words: 59        Reading Level: 9



Colleges are required to double-check some financial aid applications.  

This does not mean anything is wrong. Aid offices just have to ask for 
additional documents (like tax returns or other tax forms) to verify your 
FAFSA. 

Because of federal rules, colleges cannot award aid until they review 
those extra documents. Reach out to your aid office with questions!

Example: Verification

Words: 59        Reading Level: 9



Do I have a communications problem?

Or do I have a service problem?



(Quick) EXERCISE:
Customer Experiences



Customer Experience 
 
❖ Think of a customer experience that left you 

feeling heard or valued. Why?

❖ Lessons learned? How can you incorporate that 
into your work?



Customer Experience 
 



Customer Experience 
 



Listening is communication.



BREAK!
See you at 11:00am



Design Matters



“Design Thinking” 
 
❖ Very trendy.

❖ NYT Style Section articles, 
massive NYer profile of  
Jony Ive, etc.

❖ Stanford D. School, “makerspaces,” etc.

❖ Basically, it means applying your brain to workaday 
stuff.



“Design Thinking” 
 
❖ You are all design thinkers.

❖ I will prove this.



Design Thinking (1) 
 



Design Thinking (1) 
 



Design Thinking (2)

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth 
on this continent a new nation, conceived in Liberty and 
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.



Design Thinking (2) 
 

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought 
forth  on  this  continent  a  new  nation,  conceived  in 
Liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men 
are created equal.



EXAMPLE: 
Books





Ripe for judgment 
 



EXAMPLE: 
White House Website







EXAMPLE: 
Aid Brochure







Not just,

what information?

But also,

where is the information?

And

what does it look like?



Move the boilerplate to the bottom
(or layer it. “Click here to learn more.”)



Layering detail
Carolina Computing Initiative 

The Carolina Computing Initiative (CCI) ensures that students have access to high- quality and affordable technology. 
Through CCI, all students are required to own a laptop computer, and grants are available to help eligible students 
purchase their laptops. 

Laptop grants, good toward the purchase of a CCI laptop package, are awarded to first time undergraduate students at 
UNC Chapel based on demonstrated financial need. Every first year undergraduate student receiving need-based 
financial aid has received a laptop grant which covered up to the full cost of the laptop package since the program 
began in 2000.

Those who qualify for a laptop grant will be notified by late April or after being admitted. Laptop grants will be 
awarded in the form of a credit valid only at UNC Student Stores for the standard CCI laptop package, including 
software, security lock, and four years of warranty and insurance coverage. No cash will be given. You are 
responsible for the cost of any optional accessories, such as a printer, backpack, or external mouse.

The laptop grant covers the base CCI laptop model. However, if you qualify for the grant you can choose from any of 
the CCI models available but you will be responsible for covering the cost difference from the base model to the 
model you choose. Please note that should you leave UNC prior to graduating you will be required to payback the 
grant and keep the laptop, or return the laptop and lose your additional investment.

http://cci.unc.edu/laptop-grant/
http://cci.unc.edu/insurance-warranty-4/


Layering detail
Laptop Grants

Carolina requires you to have a laptop. As a Covenant Scholar, you’ll get a grant to purchase a 
computer at UNC’s Student Store.

If you want a fancier model, you are free to combine the grant with your own money. But if you 
leave school without graduating, we keep the computer.

Details on laptop grants



Layering detail

❖ Make information available, but make it optional.

❖ Lead with the summary, use technology/
attachments to cover boilerplate and extras.

Laptop Grants

Carolina requires you to have a laptop. As a Covenant Scholar, you’ll get a grant to purchase a 
computer at UNC’s Student Store.

If you want a fancier model, you are free to combine the grant with your own money. But if you 
leave school without graduating, we keep the computer.

Details on laptop grants



White space is your all-caps.



One of the most common errors in creating forms and public documents is the 
overuse of tools like italics, underlining, bold, and CAPSLOCK to emphasize 
something that the writer finds crucial for the reader to know. Frequently, large 
blocks of text will be littered with bolded instructions because previous users 
of a form or set of guidelines will have consistently missed something that the 
agency finds significant. THIS IS THE WRONG WAY TO DO IT. BOLDING 
AND CAPSLOCKING THINGS IS THE TEXT EQUIVALENT OF YELLING 
AT A PERSON. Not only is it ineffective, it’s also extraordinarily off-putting. If 
you have something important to say, for example that a person’s tax 
information is inconsistent or that their financial aid award has been 
rescinded, set it apart from the rest of your text. This is the most reliable way 
of getting something noticed.

Make use of white space



One of the most common errors in creating forms and public documents is the 
overuse of tools like:

italics   |   underlining   |   bold   |   CAPSLOCK 

Bolding and capslocking things is like yelling at a person. Not only is it 
ineffective, it’s also unpleasant.

 Give important stuff room to breathe. 

Setting text apart is the most reliable way of getting it noticed, and no one 
feels like you’re shouting.

Make use of white space



EXAMPLE:
Priority Deadline



The process of financial aid for full-time, undergraduate students who will work on 
their first bachelor's degree begins with completing a Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid form (FAFSA) and a CSS PROFILE form. This office uses the FAFSA to 
evaluate your eligibility for federal financial aid and uses the CSS/PROFILE to 
evaluate your eligibility for UNC-Chapel Hill. The processors should receive the forms 
by the priority deadline of March 1. This will mean completing and sending your forms 
at least by February 15 to insure a timely arrival. Scholarships, grants, lower-interest 
loans, and funds for campus work-study jobs are limited and can usually be offered 
only to students who meet the March 1 priority deadline. Applications received after 
the priority deadline will be considered as time and resources permit. 

Financial Aid Deadline

Words: 134        Reading Level: 14



March 1 is the deadline for aid applications. Late applications are 
accepted, but fewer grants and scholarships may be available for those 
who apply after the deadline. 

To apply, students should complete the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid (FAFSA), which is used for state and federal aid, and the CSS 
Profile, used for University grants and scholarships.

Financial Aid Deadline — Edited 1

Words: 56        Reading Level: 11

http://www.fafsa.gov/
http://student.collegeboard.org/profile


March 1 is the deadline for aid applications.  
Late applications are accepted, but earlier is better. 

Complete both: 
1.) The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) | UNC code 002974. 
2.) The CSS/PROFILE, for University scholarships and grants | UNC code 5816.

Financial Aid Deadline — Edited 2

Words: 41        Reading Level: 7

http://www.fafsa.gov/
http://student.collegeboard.org/profile


Financial Aid Deadline —  
Rethought

Made in about 20 minutes using canva.com 

http://canva.com


EXAMPLE:
CB Opportunity Scholarships





Information vs. Belief



We tell ourselves stories in order to live.…  

We interpret what we see, select the most 
workable of the multiple choices.  

We live entirely, especially if we are writers, 
by the imposition of a narrative line upon 
disparate images, by the "ideas" with which 
we have learned to freeze the shifting 
phantasmagoria which is our actual 
experience. 

— Joan Didion, The White Album  |  1979

Our lives are a story 
 



We tell ourselves stories in order to live.… 

We interpret what we see, select the most 
workable of the multiple choices.  

We live entirely, especially if we are writers, 
by the imposition of a narrative line upon 
disparate images, by the "ideas" with which 
we have learned to freeze the shifting 
phantasmagoria which is our actual 
experience. 

— Joan Didion, The White Album  |  1979

Our lives are a story 
 



Stories are far more compelling than 
statistics: Most people don’t think — 
or, more important, feel — in 
numbers.  

But they do have an inborn hunger 
for stories. 

— Tim Kreider, New York Times 

Our lives are a story 
 



Selling the story 
 
Note the information-to-
fantasy ratio in this ad



Selling the story 
 
Adults are not rational 
actors. 
 
Adolescents are a 
cheerful affront to the 
very idea of rationality.



Where do I belong (1)? 
 

uncchapelhill 
Some *~* study vibes *~* as we head into finals! 
#TARgram

https://www.instagram.com/uncchapelhill/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/targram/


Where do I belong (2)? 
 

No college in America puts 
the federal scorecard on the 
homepage, even if it’s good. 

That’s not how most people 
decide where — or whether 
— to go.



Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is the judgement that a person makes about their own 
capability to achieve a future task.



Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is the judgement that a person makes about their 
own capability to achieve a future task.



Self-efficacy



Self-efficacy — role models

Observing similar peers perform a task conveys to 
observers that they too are capable of accomplishing it.

 
- Dale Schunk. “Self-efficacy and academic motivation.”  

Educational Psychologist, 1991. 



Self-efficacy — role models

Observing similar peers perform a task conveys to 
observers that they too are capable of accomplishing it.

 
- Dale Schunk. “Self-efficacy and academic motivation.”  

Educational Psychologist, 1991. 



Information…

About C-STEP 

In 2006, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill launched the Carolina 
Student Transfer Excellence Program, or C-STEP, to enable more community-
college students to transfer to and graduate from Carolina.  C-STEP focuses 
on high school seniors or community college students. You must also be 
enrolled (or plan to enroll) at a partner community college in a course of study 
that will lead to the Associate of Arts (AA) or Associates of Sciences (AS) 
degree, and you must earn the degree with a cumulative GPA of at least 3.2. 
We review candidates holistically and consider, among other criteria, 
demonstrated ability to overcome obstacles, first generation college status, 
diversity, employment history, and family responsibilities. Talented low and 
moderate income high school and community college students are guaranteed 
eventual admission to Carolina if they are admitted to and complete the 
community college portion of the program successfully. We are partnered with 
13 community colleges throughout the state.



DeCarlos Hickson

SUCCESSFUL COMMUNITY COLLEGE TRANSFER 
STUDENT

Thanks to UNC’s C-STEP Program, DeCarlos 
Hickson was able to graduate from Durham Tech 
and transfer to Carolina.

… vs. belief. 
 



FROM THE GRAVEYARD SHIFT TO THE DESIGN STUDIO

DeCarlos Hickson always had a talent for art. 

“The first time I showed my Mom one of my drawings, she didn’t 
believe it was mine,” he recalled. “She made me sit down at the 
kitchen table and do another one!” 

 With C-STEP, DeCarlos started at community college and now 
studies art and design at Carolina.

Change the story; change a life 
 DeCarlos Hickson
Story beats information



By transferring to UNC, DeCarlos Hickson went from working as a security 
guard to making an animated television series about security guards.

Change the story; change a life 
 



Information…
Summer Internship Grants 

The Summer Internship Grant provides funding for rising seniors pursuing summer opportunities that 
advance their career or academic interests. 

Grants range from a few hundred dollars to a few thousand, depending on a student’s need and proposed 
budget. 

This competitive grant is meant to help meet basic living expenses. Students are responsible for finding an 
internship and covering expenses beyond the value of the grant. 

Application for 2019 Summer Internship Grant available here and are due by Friday, April 11, 2019 at 
5:00 pm. 

All applicants will be notified of their status by the last week of April. 
  
Criteria: 
•  Open to students who received need-based financial aid during the current academic year. 
•  Summer internships must last at least four weeks. Internships can be paid or unpaid, for academic 

credit or not for credit. 
•  Students must complete a short reflection statement upon finishing their internship. 
•  Priority is placed on students who will graduate in December 2019 or May 2020. 

To get a sense of what we’re looking for, you can view a sample application: Internship Grant Example.

https://unc.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8kw3Gt4wVC5kVMh
https://studentaid.unc.edu/files/2014/05/Brown-Grant-Example.pdf


… vs. belief. 
 
Note what’s missing

❖ Grant details

❖ Application deadline

❖ Explanation of internships

❖ What Charise did for her 
internship



The image is the message 
 

Picture yourself here…  
Address motivation, and information-information-seeking becomes easier.



Self-efficacy — 
imagined future

Not just numbers — 
something tangible, 
imaginable



Self-efficacy — imagined future
Carolina Covenant  
Alumni Dinners

“Remember what brought you to where you are. 
And even when it gets tough — and it’s going to 
get hard sometimes no matter what you do — 
remember why you’re doing what you’re doing.”



Self-efficacy — imagined future
Carolina Covenant  
Alumni Dinners

“Remember what brought you to where you are. 
And even when it gets tough — and it’s going to 
get hard sometimes no matter what you do — 
remember why you’re doing what you’re doing.”



EXERCISE:
Stories that stick



Let me tell you about this kid… (1)

❖ Think of a student story that has stuck with 
you

❖ Something you’d tell your spouse/friend/
colleagues

❖ Think about the details that made it stick



Let me tell you about this kid… (2)

❖ Tell someone at your table, and listen to their 
story



Let me tell you about this kid… (3)

❖ Illustrate what you heard.



Let me tell you about this kid… (4)

❖Share with the group!

❖What resonated, and why?

❖What kind of visual did you choose?

❖Where could you share this story?



Collecting stories
Collect narrative, not just data

❖Surveys / focus groups

❖Social media

❖Ambassador programs

❖ Front-line employees / partners

❖Your own conversations/correspondence



EXAMPLE: 
Donor Letters



Example: Donor Letters (1)

I was fortunate to receive a Carolina Fund Scholarship this 
academic year. As a Carolina Fund Scholar, I am taking 
advantage of all the University has to offer. 

— Terrible University Development letter



Example: Donor Letters (2)

I am the daughter of a hard-working immigrant mother who 
wanted better for me. I knew I was going to be the first in 
my family to go to college. 

I just didn’t know how. When I applied to Carolina, I had no 
idea how I would afford it if I got in. My journalism teacher 
— a proud Carolina graduate — told me that I would be a 
great fit and that it was the school for me. I trusted her, and I 
turned in my application.

— Actual student letter



Sharing stories
Go where the people are; 
Borrowing an audience is  
easier than building one



Sharing stories (in person)
Get on the agenda

❖ Faculty Council | Parent’s Council | Staff Assembly

❖General Alumni Association | Board of Visitors

❖Student Government Meetings

❖Editorial Boards

❖Economics and Public Policy classes

Why?

❖Agendas need filling, so you’re doing someone a favor

❖Culture-building happens everywhere

❖People who know you are people who can help you



Sharing stories (sneakily)
Make sure the higher-ups hear your story — directly from your students

#BigBossBreakfast



Sharing stories (strategically)
Serve your 
institution’s most 
pressing goals

Big bosses give a lot of speeches — how can you help?



Sharing stories (strategically)
Serve your audience  
(pander shamelessly)





Sharing stories (strategically)
Caring about other 
people’s issues is 
easier than making 
them care about yours

What does your audience care about?

❖ Admissions has recruiting targets

❖ Advising wants on-time graduation

❖ Retention wants to keep at-risk students 
enrolled

❖ Career services wants job-placement 
successes

❖ Development needs compelling cases



EXERCISE:
The Experts Around You



The experts around you (1) 
 

At your table, discuss your most pressing 
communications issues.

❖ What messages are the toughest to get across?

❖ Which audiences do you struggle to reach?

❖ What resources do you need to communicate 
better?

After the break, we’ll share ideas!



The experts around you (2) 
 
Creative approaches to communications issues

❖ What techniques or tools have you found effective?

❖ How do you build time for this work?

❖ How do you find out if it’s working?



Sharing stories (in the media)
Summer internship grants make a 
world of difference 
Damian Walker, a Carolina Covenant Scholar from 
Charlotte, has manned the phones in the Constituent 
Affairs office, answered letters sent to Gov. Pat 
McCrory, and attended public events with the 
governor and state cabinet officials.  

“I’ve really been able to see what the political process 
looks like from the ground level.”  

By the end of the summer, he was also appointed to 
the North Carolina Internship Council, which helps 
state government recruit and supervise interns. 

Opening up that kind of direct experience to all 
students, regardless of their financial background, is 
in keeping with UNC’s commitment to access.



Sharing expertise (in the media)
You are an expert on 
lots of stuff. Weigh in.

Topics you might address

❖ Study habits

❖ Kids and technology

❖ Student debt

❖ Post-graduate employment

❖ College culture

❖ Economic mobility

Why?

❖ People already talk about this stuff

❖ Being a wide-ranging voice bolsters your credibility

❖ Reminds people you exist

❖ Adds a sane and reasonable voice to public debates



Eric Johnson  

ericjohnson@unc.edu  |  oldnorthnc.org

P.O. Box 132, Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27514

Contact me


