
The following interview is with Sandra 
Woodley, the recently-named Presi-
dent of the University of Louisiana sys-
tem. Woodley, who herself was a non-
traditional student, has held a number 
of high-ranking positions across the 
higher education space, most recently 
serving as the Vice Chancellor for Stra-
tegic Initiatives at the University of Tex-
as System. In this interview, Woodley 
discusses the current support services 
in place for adult students in Louisiana, 
explains some of the challenges she 
faced as a non-traditional student who 
was juggling children, work and educa-
tion, and shares some of her hopes for 
where she can take the system during 
her presidency.

To listen to The EvoLLLution’s  
interview with Sandra Woodley, please 
click here.

1. What are a few of the features of 
the University of Louisiana system that 
support the success of adult students?

The University of Louisiana System has 
long been committed to non-tradition-
al students. In fact, over 30 percent of 
the students that are enrolled in that 
system are older than 25 years old. 
They have also spent a great deal of 
time making sure that those students 
are not only welcomed in their uni-
versity, but coming up with initiatives 
that facilitate their success through the 
program. And so, I think… they have a 
heart for students like me, not just the 
traditional students. And I’m really 
looking forward to getting there and 
helping with that even further.

2. You yourself are a former non-tradi-
tional student; what kind of features 
would you have looked for as being 
particularly helpful for you during 
your own educational journey?

Well, when I was going through 
school—and this has been, I’m exag-
gerating only slightly, about 100 years 
ago when I was going through school—
it was really, really difficult. Thankful-
ly, there were available to me… Pell 
Grants and financial aid.

But one of the things I struggled with, 
of course, was that I tried to get my ed-
ucation—I got married when I was 18 
and had two small children in my early 
20s. So literally the entire time that I 

was trying to get my education, I had 
to juggle working, changing diapers, 
paying the rent, and trying to get study 
time in to be able to juggle everything.

So, for me—and students like me—
number one, the barriers are financial. 
You really do not have enough money 
to make ends meet. It’s very important 
to go to college, but it’s really easy to 
drop out when things get tough finan-
cially. I think making sure that particu-
larly, those non-traditional students 
who do have financial barriers, making 
sure they not only have the knowledge 
about low-interest loans for example, 
any kinds of scholarships that may be 
available to them, childcare opportuni-
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After her own experience as a non-traditional student, Sandra Woodley 
plans to ensure that institutions that serve mainly non-traditional  
student bodies are recognized for their good work during her presidency 
of the University of Louisiana system.
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ties for them and also even sometimes 
more importantly than that, making 
sure that classes are available when 
they can actually go to class. So, nights 
and weekends and online—which I did 
very little online work because very lit-
tle quality of online work was available 
while I was going through school—but 
those are the kinds of things that can 
help students like me be successful.

3. With that in mind, are there any 
particular changes you would like to 
bring about during your time as Presi-
dent that would make the higher edu-
cation system more accessible and 
negotiable for adult learners in Loui-
siana?

As I said, Louisiana is already off to 
a good start. One of the things that 
they’re doing that I’m very excited 
about is they are developing soon-
to-be a consortium degree in organi-
zational leadership. This is aimed at 
adult students who already have some 
college who can get their degree to-
tally online and they can specialize at 
any one of our institutions. There is a 
plethora of really exciting programs. 
So, these kinds of things can be avail-
able to them. …

But also I think that even in times of 
budget crisis and budget cuts as is the 
case in Louisiana—and as you know 
not only in Louisiana—making sure 
that student success is at the top of the 
list, as far as priorities in how you do 
spend the money that you have, to me 
is important. I think Louisiana is com-
mitted to that. So getting in there and 
working with the institutions to even 
add more value to the great work that 
they are already doing will be impor-
tant to me.

4. Is there anything you would like to 
add about the way higher education is 
currently designed when it comes to 
serving adult learners, and what kinds 

of changes could be made to make it 
even better?

I think institutions who are committed 
to serving the non-traditional students 
many times get a short shrift when you 
look at performance indicators.

In Texas, and I think this is true in Loui-
siana as well, most of the metrics that 
are looked at very carefully have to 
do with graduation rates. Graduation 
rates in the traditional sense only pick 
up your traditional students; this is the 
first time, full-time freshmen. So in our 
system here for example, [at the Uni-
versity of Texas at] Tyler, only about 20 
percent of their most recently gradu-
ating students ever showed up in that 
statistic, because they serve a lot of 
community college students and adult 
students who transfer in. So, that is a 
particular metric that only tells a very 
small slice of what their performance 
is.

So one of the things I’ve been commit-
ted to in Texas and I will also be com-
mitted to in Louisiana is making sure 
that when we look at performance 
metrics, they provide the full and accu-
rate context for how each institution—
given their own mission, and their own 
student body—are able to serve those 
students. So, looking at things like de-
gree production as a percentage of full 
time equivalent students, for example, 
gives you a really good picture of the 
throughput rate. And also taking the 
time to gather specific data at that 
institution to be able to look at differ-
ent cohorts of students and track their 
time to degree—even if they don’t fit 
into that very tight traditional mold. 
So, I think that’s important because 
many times these institutions are do-
ing what we need them to do for stu-
dents like me. Not only do they not get 
the credit for that work, they get ham-
mered for not looking more traditional 
on some of those metrics.
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Current Position and Past Experiences

Sandra Woodley is currently the President 
of the University of Louisiana System, a 
position she has held since 2013. Prior to 
this, Woodley served as the Vice Chancel-
lor for Strategic Initiatives at the University 
of Texas System. This followed her time 
as Strategic Planner and Chief Financial 
Officer for the Arizona Board of Regents, 
overseeing the state’s three public research 
universities.

Woodley has also served as the Vice Presi-
dent of Finance, Planning and Performance 
at the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary 
Education, and as the Associate Executive 
Director of the Alabama Commission on 
Higher Education.

Education, Honors and Achievements

Woodley earned her undergraduate and 
MBA degrees from Auburn University. She 
earned her Doctor of Business Administra-
tion—Management degree from Nova 
Southeastern University.

Personal Details and Community  
Involvement

A native of Weaver, Alabama, Woodley 
started college as a non-traditional student, 
earning her first degree while married with 
two small children. 
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