Greek Life the National Perspective

Thank you Kristin.  I am very pleased to be here with you today.  I have had 

a very intimate relationship with Vanderbilt University for the past two 

years….but those two years were not the relationship you would like to have 

with a University…I am intimate with Vanderbilt hospital because my 

younger sister who lives here in Franklin, TN has been fighting Breast 

Cancer….so I have been on this campus and in the 

hospital at least once a month for the past two years.  But I am happy to say, 

this is one of the best visits to Nashville-I have the chance to say that Jackie 

has been cancer free for 2 months and I have the opportunity to talk to 

people about something I love, Fraternity and Sorority Life on a college 

campus.

I would like to start my comments by talking about our students coming to 

college….the freshman class who just entered…One of my responsibilities 

at Valparaiso University is New Student 

Orientation with that, one of my responsibilities to the faculty each 

year is to present the incoming class….So here is a snapshot of the class of 

2011…It was the year of Straight Up by Paula Abdul, Madonna’s Like a 

Prayer, and the year that David Spade and Mike Myers joined the cast of 

Saturday Night Life.  1989 is the year in which the newest members of our 

fraternities and sororities were born.  Let me outline for you their 

mindset…which in other words is their reality:

· The Soviet Union has never existed.

· Pay-per-view TV has always been an option.

· DNA finger printing has always been admissible evidence in court.

· For most of their lives, major US Airlines have been bankrupt and smoke-free.

· Phantom of the Opera has always been on Broadway.

· Reality Shows have always been on TV.

· Madden has always been a video game, not a Super Bowl winning coach.

· Google has always been a verb.

· TV stations have never concluded the broadcast day with the national 

anthem.

· Non-denominational mega-churches have always been the fastest growing religious organizations is the U.S.

· Digital Cameras have always existed.

· Brides have always worn white for their first, second, or third wedding.

· Voice mail has always been available.

· They grew up in mini-vans.

· Mr. Rogers and not Walter Cronkite has always been the most trusted man in America.

· And they have grown up getting lost in the Big Boxes of Walmart, Target, Kmart, and Meijer.

This generation of students called Millennials…were born 

anywhere from 1982 through 1995…they are characterized even further 

as the Echo Boomers of the Millennial Generation.  They are Echo Boomers 

because they’re the genetic offspring and demographic echo of their parents 

the Baby Boomers, and they are the largest generation-nearly 80 million.  

The Echo Boomers are over achieving, over managed, and very 

pressured.  This is the generation that has long aimed to please.  They want 

to please their parents, their friends, their teachers and their college 

administrators.  It is a generation in which rules seem to have replaced 

rebellion, convention is winning over individualism, and values are very 

traditional.  Echo Boomers are a reflection of the sweeping changes in 

American life.  They are the 1st to grow up with computers in the home and 

in a 500 channel TV universe.  This generation of students is also the most 

diverse generation ever, with 35% being non-white, and the most tolerant, 

believing that everyone should be part of the community.  This is the 

smartest group of Americans at this age of any generation.

I would be remiss if I did not talk about the parents of the incoming class to 

help put some of the behavior in perspective.  Research has called them the 

Helicopter/Lawnmower or even Stealth Fighter Parents- Helicopter because 

they are constantly hovering, Lawnmower because they will mow down 

anything or anyone in their way and Stealth Fighter because you may not see 

or hear them, but they will always be within one text message of changing 

their children’s choices.  

The parents of our incoming class have ALWAYS been 

present for their children.  These are the parents that have belted their 

children into car seats, driven off to organized group activities such as 

Gymboree and Mommy and Me.  These parents believe their children need 

structure and a sense of mission.  They believe that since they are footing the 

bill for college and other co-curricular activities, they have every right to 

intervene, to ask questions, and to resolve conflict for their children.  If you 

are an advisor and have not yet heard from a parent, just spend one day in 

the Office of Greek Life during recruitment and you most certainly will hear 

from a parent.

“That which is old is now new” Critical issues concerning Greek Life 

today are not new.  When I asked Inter/national fraternities and sororities 

and university administrators what they were dealing with in the 70’s, 80’s, 

90’s and today…they would again say… “That which is old is now new.”
1. Risk Management-

The Association of Fraternity Advisors has an online community 

that allows us to communicate immediately with each other based 

on what is going on at college communities across the United 

States and Canada and under the heading of Risk Management 

there have been over 214 articles/topics posted since January 1, 

2008.  Here is what is being reported under risk management:

· Members of University of Iowa, Delta Upsilon Chapter must find 

lodging after the International Fraternity announced it would close 

the chapter because of an alleged marijuana ring in the house.  

Four members of Delta Upsilon were charged in December with 

drug violations after police raided the fraternity house and found 

650 grams of marijuana, cash, packing materials, scales and drug 

deal ledgers.

· Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity at the Colorado State University faces a 

4.5 million dollar lawsuit for allegedly causing heavy damages to a 

Beaver Creek hotel after a night of partying.  The Beaver Creek 

Hotel claims the group broke lamps in the rooms, damaged cars in 

the parking lot, vomited in the lobby and broke beer bottles in the 

common areas, among other things.

· Sigma Sigma Sigma from Missouri State University was disbanded 
for playing drinking games, leaving blindfolded women in a 

cemetery, and forcing women to get an application from a local 

strip club.
· On December 10, 2007, an autopsy found that the Clemson 

University freshman found dead after a party at Sigma Nu’s 

Fraternity house may have had a blood alcohol level that exceeded 

.4 percent.  Benjamin Sprague, grandson of longtime state 

legislator T. Ed Garrison, died of respiratory arrest due to acute 

alcohol intoxication.

2. Hazing

· More than four years after Plattsburgh 
State student Walter Dean Jennings died from hazing-related 


torment, a judge has handed down a $1.5 million judgment for 

his death.


Jennings, a freshman history major at the local college, was 

pledging the Psi Epsilon Chi fraternity in March 2003 when he 

was forced to drink urine, stay awake for days and consume 

vast amounts of alcohol during a 10-day initiation and hazing 

process.


On his last night of pledging the fraternity, the  pledge was

forced to drink gallons of water through a 

funnel, which caused his brain to swell from water intoxication 

and ultimately resulted in his death.
· The three ex-Beta Theta Pi officials — its president, 
Christopher David Bizot, 23, vice president Michael Francis 

Murphy, 22, and fraternity ritualist, Matthew William Krupp, 

22 — are accused of subjecting one or more of the 13 pledges 

to excessive calisthenics and immersion in "unhealthful ice 

baths" during rush activities at the East Third Street fraternity 

house last April. If convicted by a jury, they could face up to 

one year in jail and $5,000 in fines. 
· It was a rowdy but seemingly normal fraternity party. The 
fraternity Lambda Phi Epsilon. “We like to celebrate a lot, drink 

a lot, kind of a Texas tradition,”  But one night in 2005, at the 

University of Texas in Austin, tradition turned tragic for an 18-

year-old freshman from Houston, named Jack Phoummarath. It 

is a tale of hazing that ended in death. 11 News obtained 

videotaped depositions of fraternity members that revealed a 

reckless night of binge drinking by Phoummarath and six other 

pledges. 

In the week leading up to the fatal night, the pledges had been 

forced to do hours of exercises with no water, were whipped 

with a paddle and deprived of sleep. On the night Phoummarath 

passed out, he had a blood alcohol level five times the legal 

limit. It would be 12 hours before anyone noticed he wasn’t 

breathing. “I was there before the paramedics, and I was going 

to give him CPR, but he was long passed.” 

Phoummarath, like thousands of Greek pledges, was not forced 

into this situation; he went so willingly. It is a right of passage, 

but state law said the fact that someone consents to hazing is 

not a defense. 

A Travis County grand jury indicted three members of Lambda 

Phi Epsilon for hazing. They all pleaded no contest. 

· And the one incident that struck fear in all Greek Life 

professionals across the country…After participating in a “Big-

Little Night” that involved a large and fast consumption of 

vodka, Gary DeVercelly, a Rider University freshman and Phi 

Kappa Tau pledge, died with a blood alcohol content of .426.  

Four months after his death, the prosecutor charged not only 

three students, but also Rider University’s Dean of Students and 

Director of Greek Life with aggravated hazing, facing a 

maximum prison term of 18 months and fine up to $10,000.  

Rider University supported the two administrators by providing 

paid administrative leave.  After three weeks the prosecutor 

requested a dismissal of the charges against the two 

administrators.

3. Mission and values congruence-Are fraternities and sororities 

relevant to the college community?  Are they relevant in today’s 

society or can students find the same opportunity in one of the 

other 100 student organizations on campus? Do we talk about our 

values as an organization, or do we just tote ourselves as the social 

outlet on the weekend?  When working with fraternity and sorority 

members I often ask for them to tell me and show me how they 

meet the mission of the institution and what value they have to our 

University.  Do they know our University mission, do they know 

their own mission as an organization and do they support 

both by their words and actions.  

If the University President or Chancellor asked the question why 

should fraternities and sororities exist on the college 

campus…could they prove to us why?  Could they show us the 

community service hours served, could they show us academically 

that their organizations excel in this area, could they intelligently 

tell us what their values are?  Can you?

As persons working with fraternity and sorority members and 

constituents, we have no more important role than leading 

individuals in powerful conversations regarding our values in order 

to advance the fraternal movement.

4. Standards and Expectations-It seems to be the rage…Standards 
and Expectations….You have them at Vanderbilt, I have them at 

Valparaiso, the North American Interfraternity Conference has 

them, the National Panhellenic Conference has them, the National 

Association of Latino/a Fraternity Organizations has them, the 

National Pan-Hellenic Council has them and our College 

Presidents even spent time on Greek Life by establishing the Call 

for Values Congruence. It should make us all think twice…how 

did Greek Life get so out of control that so many organizations and 

Universities had to establish Standards and Expectations.  How did 

it all go so wrong?  What can we do as advisors and administrators 

to bring back the values in Greek Life? To me it essential to have 

advisors, University administrators and Inter/national fraternities 

and sororities continue the conversation on values and the true 

meaning of fraternity and sorority life on a college campus.  I hope 

you will join Kristin in this conversation.
5. Technology-WOW what can I say on technology that you may not 
already know…Cell phones, instant messaging, text messaging, 

email, facebook, myspace.  You name it the students no longer talk 

face to face…it is all done through technology.  If you have not 

already been on facebook or myspace….I warn you now…it is not 

for the faint of heart.  It does not do our fraternities or sororities 

any favors and  needs to be addressed on a constant basis.  It 

is a reflection of our society and one that will not disappear 

anytime soon.  As something new in our challenges when working 

with fraternity and sorority members it is so critical that we  

empower our students to really understand the implications of 

technology. 
What is needed today or how can you be a better advisor?

1. We need advisors that care and want to contribute back to their 

international fraternity or sorority, not re-live their collegiate 

experience.  It is a different time, a different generation and a different 

fraternal experience.  Our students today want their own 

fraternal experience not the experience of their parents, or alumni etc.  

With that said, we need advisors willing to commit their time, talent 

and treasures.  Our students need more than brief encounters- or a 

drive by experience they need alumni/ae who understand the influence 

that their extended presence has on the experience.  

2. We need advisors that view the fraternity and sorority experience as 

A complex human system that requires attention towards all 

significant parts.  Often the only time I hear and see advisors is during 

recruitment.  I need advisors who are willing to support and 

challenge the fraternal experience beyond recruitment.  An advisor 

that knows International policies and procedures of their organization 

and are willing to educate the leaders and members of those policies. 

We also need advisors willing to educate themselves on 

the University, involve themselves in the Greek Life Office and not 

always holding on to the battle that the “University is trying to get rid 

of us.”  If that was true, I can promise the University would have won 

that fight many years ago!  Our institutions of higher education are 

stepping up to the plate, they are investing in our Greek Life Offices 

and hiring competent, well educated professionals.

3. We need advisors who maintain high standards, but project 
themselves as approachable and friendly.  The students respect you as 

alumni right away.  They don’t need a principle but they do need a 

teacher, one that wants to help, be a support, but not dictate and 

demand.  
4. We need advisors who want to step in when needed but also step 

back when its in the best interest of the chapter and its members.  It’s 

ok for our chapters to fail at times….our students seem to learn from 

the experience.  Remember what I said in the beginning, this 

generation has never really had responsibility or failure, their parents 

have ensured this.  As advisors it is appropriate to process failure with 

a chapter and confront inappropriate choices in an educational way.

We also need advisors who are patient and are willing to 

show but not take over reports, projects, etc.

5. We need advisors who recognize the generational differences that
can account for student behavior and decisions.  We need advisors 

willing to talk about ritual and ensure that our values as an 

organization are being discussed and practiced.
Advisors are our Stewards… Stewardship is defined as the concept of 

responsible care taking based on the premise that we do not own resources, 

but are the managers and are responsible to future generations.

You have obviously made a commitment to becoming a better advisor, to 

continuing the conversation that the fraternal experience is relevant and 

important.

“That which is old is new again”…We need you, we appreciate you and 

more than anything we Thank YOU for all you have done and will continue 

to do!  

