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 Figure 7.2 Gillis notes from recruiting trips across the state of Kentucky, 1907 

Source:  University Archives 
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Gillis took his duties as Registrar seriously.  One of the first things he did was to 

visit several offices at other schools, such as Purdue, Indiana, and Ohio State.
14

  He 

gathered resources (samples of forms and cards) and knowledge by taking advantage of 

every opportunity to network with other registrars, as he became actively involved in the 

newly formed American Association of Collegiate Registrars.  In his diaries, Gillis makes 

particular note of Max McConn, University of Illinois, for his early advice.  It was 

McConn’s small chart listing the names of the presidents and some important events that 

led to Gillis’s exhaustive historical chart of 1956, cited several times in this paper. Gillis 

has said that during his first years of attending the AACR conference, he would ask 

particular well-known registrars, such as McConn, E.B. Pierce (Minnesota), and W.D. 

Heistand (Wisconsin),  questions about all phases of registrar work, finding those talks 

more profitable than the formal meetings.
15

 He strived to collect all the past University of 

Kentucky catalogues.  According to Gillis’s diaries, in 1910, Professor James G. White 

gave him the first three volumes covering 1865 to 1890.
16

  This practice of collecting and 

archiving information would continue until practically the day he died.  As a result of the 

Report of the Investigating Committee of 1917, and due to their recommendations, the 

Registrar was given full charge of admission, including admissions with advanced 

standing and to the Graduate School, and full charge of the schedule of classes.  While 

recommending the Faculty retain the charge of establishing regulations, the committee 

stated the Registrar should be the administrative agent of the Faculty (Figure 7.3). The 

Committee also recommended the Registrar be given additional clerical assistance to 

enable him to maintain and expand his series of statistics.
17
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Gillis attributed the success of his early years as Registrar and thus the accolades 

his office received in the 1917 Report of the Investigating Committee, to President Henry 

Stites Barker (right)
19

, University president from 1911 to 1917.  According to Gillis, 

although Barker’s presidency was overshadowed by conflict and 

dissension, his achievements should be acknowledged.  In Gillis’s 

opinion, Barker’s first and greatest work was to delegate 

responsibility for conduct to the head of each department, something 

the previous president, James K. Patterson, did not allow.  Patterson 

maintained domination of the minutest detail, restricting initiative 

and development, behavior particularly detrimental during periods of growth in 

Figure 7.3 University Council 1920
18

 

Ezra Gillis top row, third from right 
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enrollment and expansion of services.  Patterson was said to have treated his relationship 

with staff as a high school principal to his teachers, instead of a college president to his 

professors.  Several faculty members discovered that criticism of Patterson led to instant 

dismissal.
20

  

When Barker first visited Gillis in his office, he said “You are the Registrar.  I 

will support you in everything you do.  If you succeed, your stock will go up; if not, it 

will go down.”
21

  For Gillis, “the atmosphere of freedom for ideas and initiative which 

developed in Barker’s first days was like opening the window of a stuffy room to a fresh 

breeze.”
22

  Gillis thrived under Barker’s policy of giving guidance and assistance when 

called upon, but leaving Gillis free to organize his work in his own way.   Gillis’s early 

initiatives were rewarded by the Investigating Committee’s report:  “We have found in 

the Registrar’s Office an organization, a set of records, and a system of administration 

which, given the possibilities of the situation, are not in our judgment surpassed by any 

other state University.”
23

  While Gillis surely appreciated such accolades, the growth in 

the stature of his position and University-wide influence far outweighed mere words.  

This was a turning point for Gillis.  This surge in power locally surely led to his 

confidence to stand up for his beliefs, to pursue recognition nationally, and to ultimately 

become the “go-to” person for inquiries from other colleges and universities. 

At the request of President Frank McVey, a faculty committee, later including 

Ezra Gillis, was instructed to codify faculty rules and make recommendations to adopt a 

Constitution to define governing regulations.  The Minutes of the University Senate for 

December 7, 1917, Page #9-A, under X. Other Administrative Officers, provided the 

following duties of the Registrar: 
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The Registrar has charge of the registration and the permanent records of 

the students.  He conducts correspondence with prospective students, and 

subject to the rules of the Senate, examines and passes upon entrance 

credentials, including entrance with advanced standing and as special 

students.  He has full charge of the schedule of classes and of 

examinations.  He edits the institution directory and compiles institution 

statistics, and in cooperation with a committee of the Senate, has charge of 

the editing and distribution of the University catalog and announcements.  

He presents to the Senate in October the list of students eligible for 

degrees in June, and at the close of the second semester those who have 

completed the requirements for degrees, or are eligible for degrees in the 

following December.  He furnishes a list of the candidates for degrees to 

the Senate for recommendation to the Board of Trustees.  He prepares 

diplomas and certificates and delivers them to the President for award at 

the Commencement Exercises.  He is ex-officio secretary of the Senate 

and of the Council.
24

 

 

In his diaries, Gillis recalled his first meeting with President McVey in 1917.  At 

that time, the Registrar, in addition to their regular working space, had possession of two 

outer offices next to the President as Gillis had been secretary to President Barker and 

had given one office to a stenographer.  Dr. McVey said he wanted both those office 

spaces and that Gillis was relieved of any secretarial duties.  Gillis commented that 

McVey’s attitude toward the Registrar at first seemed cold in comparison to Barker’s 

freedom and complimentary way of talking.  He attributed this attitude of initially 

excluding Gillis from decision-making roles to the fact that at McVey’s previous 

institution, North Dakota, the Registrar’s duties seemed to be just clerical.  Gillis 

mentioned in his diaries that he felt rather uneasy for a year or two but as the years 

passed, the Registrar’s Office was given more and more work, along with the recognition.   

Gillis seized on every opportunity to promote the work of the Registrar’s Office.  

In a letter to Dr. McVey dated October 16, 1917, he took advantage of the favorable 

report of the Investigating Committee to applaud the efforts of his staff, Miss Graddy, 
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Assistant Registrar, and Miss Owens, Assistant in charge of current records, and at the 

same time asked for raises for them: “In view of the fact that both have had an 

opportunity to go into other offices, at an increase of salary, I recommend that an 

additional $5.00 per month be paid to each of them.”
25

  Salaries for both himself and his 

staff were always a sore point with Gillis, both in comparison to the same positions at 

other institutions and to University faculty.  In a letter to President McVey, dated April 

16, 1924, Gillis, through his affiliation with the American Association of Collegiate 

Registrars, provided survey statistics from 1924, comparing registrars’ and assistants’ 

salaries at the University of Kentucky to other institutions. Gillis was quick to point out 

that forty-one registrars made an average of $1000 more than he did, and that twenty-

three registrars averaged $1600 per year more.  In the letter, he noted that University of 

Kentucky professors that taught in the summer session and did some extension work 

received from $1000 to $1600 in addition to their regular salaries.  Gillis felt it only fair 

the Registrar be granted a corresponding increase due to the extra work caused by the 

growing summer sessions.
26

  Gillis continued to campaign for equity in the Registrar’s 

Office long after he left it in 1937.  In a New Year’s greeting on January 1, 1947, to 

President Herman Donovan, Vice President Leo Chamberlain, and Dean and Registrar 

Maurice Seay, he said: 

My dream of a registrar’s office will not be fully realized until that part of 

the staff charged with supervision and interpretation of data is on a par, as 

to status and salary, with the average instructional staff.  What I failed to 

fully accomplish I would be just as happy to see brought about under your 

administration.  Under present conditions if the office is to live up to its 

possibilities for service, in addition to earning it, the responsible members 

of the staff should be given the suggested recognition to attract proper 

replacements.
27

 

President Donovan responded on January 2, 1947, saying: 
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I realize fully what you say about the registrar’s office and I pledge you 

that we will see that the quality of the staff which you have had does not 

deteriorate, and that they shall be upon a professional basis, adequately 

compensated for the work which they do.  Please rest assured that so long 

as I have anything to do with the University we will continue to see that 

the great office which you established continues to serve the University in 

the future as it has in the past.
28

 

 

Throughout his career as Registrar, Gillis continued to subscribe to the idea that 

the Registrar of the University ranks as high in his profession as the professors of the 

University do in their respective fields, and that considering the service rendered to the 

University in comparison to other registrars and University professors, the Registrar 

deserved equal pay.  This perceived inequity carried beyond monetary compensation.  

During the 1934-35 year, Gillis was asked to serve on a committee to evaluate the 

registrar’s division of the Survey of the University System of Georgia.  The institutions 

studied were the University of Georgia, Georgia Institute of Technology and Women’s 

College at Milledgeville.  Gillis was given free rein to recommend the duties of the 

registrar and assistance needed at each institution.  From his diaries, it bothered Gillis that 

no mention of this ever made the papers and he could only imagine what might have been 

in the papers if some other faculty members had served on such a committee.
29

 

Gillis was also quick to defend his office when he perceived it to be under attack, 

no matter the rank of the individual.  In 1929, Gillis strongly objected in writing to veiled 

accusations by Dean W.S. Taylor of the College of Education that the Registrar’s Office 

had not properly certified a particular student for a degree, even though the Dean had 

recommended it.   When the student in question attempted to apply to a graduate school, 

it was found he actually had insufficient credits for a University of Kentucky degree.  

Gillis went so far as to say “No doubt you enjoyed securing your friend a degree and he 
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enjoyed it temporarily, but the good name of the University has certainly not been 

enhanded.”
30

 The aftermath of this blowup was a report to the President and a University 

Council Committee on Accredited Relations decision that the Registrar had full authority. 

In 1937, coincidentally the final year as Registrar for Gillis, a survey of various 

departments of the University was conducted by former President of Iowa State College, 

Dr. R. M. Hughes.  President Frank McVey forwarded the findings regarding the 

Registrar’s Office to Gillis.  Hughes was critical of the format of the catalogues in some 

minor ways, but those comments did not catch the eye of Gillis.  It was the statement that 

the staff seemed large and well paid, in comparison to that of Iowa State College, which 

drew an immediate response from Gillis, complete with studies and statistics.   At that 

time, the Registrar’s Office consisted of nine full-time employees and salaries of $4,100 

for the Registrar, $11,000 for all clerks and assistants, and $3,300 for students.  Gillis 

provided the following rebuttal: 

From a study made in 1928, the average salary of deans in fifteen 

institutions was $6000; professors, $4224; associate professors, $3261; 

assistant professors, $2707; instructors, $1971.  The average salary of the 

registrar in the same institutions was $4880, which is between the average 

of the professors and that of the deans.  There are three registrars with an 

average salary of $6000.  The range is from $4000 to $6000, with eight of 

them receiving $5000 or more.  A good registrar might reasonably expect 

a salary approaching that of a dean.
31

 

 

Gillis, of course, provided similar data for other office salaries.  Regarding the statement 

that the staff seemed large, Dr. Hughes had added a comment that Mr. Gillis was 

undoubtedly doing work and keeping records beyond any registrar, and that upon his 

impending retirement, an audit should be made to determine how much was worth 

continuing.  Hughes even remarked that part of Gillis’s work was being done for and by 
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his students, and that a reduction in work would follow discontinuance of the graduate 

course. Gillis responded: 

It has been my purpose to make the office a laboratory for the analysis of 

problems in administration and instruction.  An academic laboratory in a 

university is just as essential as a laboratory for a scientific business 

corporation.  It should pay for itself in the improvement of administration 

and instruction.   

 

As to the number in the office, in a study of 51 institutions of from 1000 to 

3000 enrolment, the average number of clerks per 500 students was 1.35, 

and that would entitle us to one more clerk than we have.  The eight 

regular members of the staff and the extra help are equivalent to nine 

associates, about the average of the 51 institutions.
32

 

 

Dr. Hughes had also pointed to too many classes of only 1 to 10 students.  In 

response to that criticism, Gillis immediately formed a University Council committee to 

study the matter, with meticulous data provided by the Registrar’s Office, and offer 

recommendations for minimum size of classes:
33

 

 Junior College Classes 12 

 Senior College Classes 8 

 Strictly Graduate Classes 4 

 

Gillis had no problem accepting criticism of University policies or procedures, in fact 

seemed to thrive on putting together data and detailed reports, but took perceived attacks 

against himself, his Office, or his staff quite personally. 

 There is little documentation of Gillis’s reaction to early attempts by African 

Americans to enroll at the University.  When the University of Kentucky hosted the 

annual meeting of the American Association of Collegiate Registrars in 1917, one 

attendee commented to Gillis that he was surprised at how they treated the “negroes” in 

the South, such as janitors in the building, with the kindness of parents rather than with 
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an attitude of speaking to slaves.
34

  Gillis does not expound on his own viewpoint 

regarding registration in his own notes, however reference was made to an incident in 

1926 when an African American student from Paris, Kentucky, persisted in asking 

Wellington Patrick, director of university extension, to enroll in correspondence courses 

at the University.  Patrick told President McVey that he usually responded that the 

University “would be very happy to be of service to the colored people of the state 

but…there is a law on the Statute Books of Kentucky which prohibits white and colored 

people from receiving instruction in the same institution.”
35

  He would then refer such 

inquiries to the “Colored Normal School at Frankfort”.  McVey and Patrick debated on 

how the request could be accommodated, but noted the difficulty the University would 

face when the student presented their credits from UK to schools in the North.  They 

debated it if would be appropriate to allow African Americans to take correspondence 

courses as “special students” not enrolled in the university, with special explanations 

noted on their transcripts.  Patrick noted that Ezra Gillis preferred “not to deal with 

them.”
36

 Although Patrick did conclude the policy was “rather cold, if we can legally help 

them,” ultimately, the Board of Trustees declined to rule, and such students were referred 

to the school in Frankfort.
37

  It was not until 1949 that the University admitted its first 

African American student, Lyman T. Johnson.
38

 

In 1916, Gillis was elected secretary and treasurer of the Southern Atlantic 

Conference. The eight schools represented were University of Kentucky, Auburn, 

Georgia, Georgia Tech, Tennessee, Clemson, Mississippi A&M, and South Carolina.
39

  

In his diaries, Gillis discusses a time when he was chairman of the University’s Athletic 

Committee and it was his responsibility to check the students’ status before each game.  
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If the student was not passing all his classes, he would be taken off the team.  Apparently, 

this applied only to athletics, not other competitions such as the debate team.  The 1917 

Report of the Investigating Committee recommended that each student’s record be 

evaluated once, prior to the semester in question, and that no exceptions be granted.  

Gillis noted that in meetings with schools, those men were worse than faculty would be 

when the question of softening the rules was discussed. It was Gillis’s opinion that the 

serious problem came from alumni and gamblers, noting that if an alumnus wanted to 

“give a boy money” on the side, he could always find a way.  He also expressed that he 

thought they could have a good school without athletics.
40

  Even so, in a letter dated 

November 10, 1931, Gillis thanked the football coach at that time, Harry Gamage: 

I should like at this time to express my appreciation of you and your 

administration at the University of Kentucky.  Our teams have not only 

been respected, but as Registrar of the University I have especially 

appreciated your attitude toward scholarship in the Institution.  There has 

been no attempt, so far as I know, through you or any of the Athletic 

Committee, to influence the admission of students who were not eligible.  

This has not always been the case at the University.  Your support of 

scholastic standing in the University deserves special mention.  Your deep 

interest in athletics has not allowed you to emphasize that department at 

the expense of the educational spirit of the Institution.
41

 

 

In 1919, Gillis became president of the American Association of Collegiate 

Registrars, after serving for six years as its secretary. In 1924, he started a nationally 

recognized summer institute at the University of Kentucky for the training of registrars.  

Over his twenty-seven year career as Registrar, he became a national leader and the “go-

to” source of information for registrars across the country, a status he enjoyed.  In 1930, 

Gillis shared his wealth of knowledge on registration procedures, including how to draw 

up the physical plant and numbering of points where students are required to stop, with 

Oklahoma A&M; gathering information for faculty data cards with Ward-Belmont 
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School in Nashville;  permanent records by photostat with Muskingum College in Ohio; 

practice of keeping records for colleges with Mercer University in Georgia; methods of 

handling absences with West Virginia University; and the advisability of cards versus 

loose leaf binders with Bradley Polytechnic in Illinois.  In 1931, he disclosed the 

University’s procedure for setting up new courses in the curriculum to Registrar S. R. 

Doyle of the Florida State College for Women; retention policy for class cards to 

Thomason of the University of Tennessee; and determination of degree candidates, 

complete with a commencement calendar, to the Registrar of the University of Arizona.
42

  

In correspondence dated December 1, 1936, with University of Maryland Registrar Alma 

Preinkert, he provided an exhaustive list of books and publications he had found useful, a 

list comprised of more than 100 books, journals, and bulletins, complete with publication 

information and cost, and a few helpful notes thrown in.
43

  These are just a few of the 

hundreds of requests for information that Gillis routinely received and to which he 

responded. In addition, Gillis would routinely get inquiries from institutions looking for 

recommendations in hiring a registrar or assistant registrar.  Likewise, his former students 

would inquire of him if he knew of any vacancies. 

Gillis was compelled to retire as Registrar in 1937, per 

University policy, when he reached the age of 70, but continued 

to work for the University as organizer and director of the 

Bureau of Source Materials in Higher Education, the 

predecessor of the University Archives.  Gillis referred to this 

as a change of work, not retirement.  While Director of the 

Bureau, he spearheaded efforts to acquire and preserve source 
Gillis with list of 

WWII deceased
44

 



 

148 

 

material on educational institutions for the use of graduate students and historians.  He 

directed the county-by-county compilation of over 9,300 Kentuckians who died in World 

War II.
45

  This information was used to inscribe their names for display in Memorial 

Coliseum. 

Since 1927, the University of Kentucky has been one of several southern 

universities that present the Algernon Sydney Sullivan award to recognize those faculty, 

staff or students who exhibit Sullivan's ideals of a spirit of love for and helpfulness to 

other men and women.  In 1950, Ezra Gillis was awarded the Sullivan Medallion.  Also 

in 1950, the Bureau fittingly became the repository for the collection of the American 

Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, a responsibility held until 

1967.
46

  He remained active until his death September 18, 1957 at the age of 91, having 

previously stated, “I am going to stay on this campus as long as I can even if the only 

thing left to do is to walk around admiring the trees and buildings.”
47

  Gillis is considered 

by many to be the father of the registrar profession, with the major accomplishment of 

being one of the early members of the AACR.  Today, that organization is the American 

Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO), with more 

than 10,000 admissions and registrar professionals representing 2,500 institutions from 

more than 30 countries.   

Ezra L Gillis was a popular speaker, known for his humorous, sometimes off-

color story-telling, and those stories usually illustrated a philosophical point.  He 

especially liked to repeat stories of his early days as Registrar.  He spoke of this in 

comments to the Tenth Annual Meeting of the American Association of Collegiate 

Registrars (1920) in Washington, D.C.: 
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institutions in his survey, that the Registrar was normally established fifth, behind the 

Dean.  In this regard, the University of Kentucky was like its state institution 

counterparts, however UK lagged well behind the median establishment year of 1887.  

Recognition of any kind of registrar did not occur at the University of Kentucky until 

1902, with the appointment of the publicized Registrar, Ezra Gillis, in 1910.  The position 

fit the standard pattern of evolution from an experienced clerk (Hodges, Hodges, and 

King) to a professor with a light teaching schedule (Gillis) to a full-time trained man with 

a clerical staff.   

 Establishing and filling the Registrar position in 1910 were just the first steps in 

the progression in student recordkeeping at the University of Kentucky, moving from 

handwritten ledger entries and bound books to typed record cards and an elaborate filing 

system.  The Registrar’s Office grew in size and moved from just registering students and 

entering grades to providing meticulous data and reports to the administration, invaluable 

in decision-making processes.  The progress over the next three decades from 

establishment could not have been achieved without three elements:  support from the 

administration and faculty, a network of outreach and communication with other 

collegiate registrars, and a strong individual to spearhead staff, policy, and procedural 

changes.  Ezra Gillis took advantage of carefully built relationships with University 

presidents, keeping in constant contact with them, forcefully advocating for the budget, 

personnel, and training of his office.  His relationship with faculty was often contentious, 

but Gillis was unwavering in his defense of policies.  Gillis and his staff reached out to 

other schools and formed life-long bonds with peers.  He participated wholeheartedly in 

the newly formed national association of registrars, becoming a long-time leader of that 
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group, and the person all registrars would consult, even long after he retired.  Gillis 

surrounded himself with highly-trained staff, instituting policy changes requiring they 

have graduate degrees, thus ensuring he would have qualified people to take on research 

and reporting projects.  He lobbied hard for respect and salary increases for his position 

and those that reported to him, an effort he continued long after he had left the office. 

 With the birth and rapid growth of the American Association of Collegiate 

Registrars, and the subsequent networking opportunities and publication of reports and 

speeches, combined with increased enrollment and expected services, all college registrar 

offices across the country developed at a rapid pace.  However, it is my opinion that the 

strong, sometimes stubborn, leadership of Ezra Gillis put the University of Kentucky at 

an advantage. 

 In 1910, Ezra Gillis was in just the right place at just the right time to step in to 

the officially recognized Registrar position at what was then State College.  When his 

teaching position hours were reduced due to reorganization, he voluntarily took on some 

tedious tasks for professors and administrators, activity that got him noticed at just the 

right time.  Gillis spent his long 51-year career making sure he was always in the right 

place at the right time, drawing attention to the hard work and progress of both the 

Registrar’s Office and the Bureau of Source Materials in Higher Education (predecessor 

of University Archives).  He was active in every facet of the University, serving on a 

broad range of committees, taking on additional tasks whenever asked, and participating 

in decision-making processes.   Gillis understood early on that a highly trained staff was 

the key to the success of the Registrar’s Office and spent his career endorsing and 

conducting graduate work in the field, and advocating for respect for the “profession” 
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from the administration and the faculty.  The birth of the American Association of 

Collegiate Registrars in 1910 was a step in the right direction for professionalization, 

with its formal network of communications, publication of papers and reports, and 

training programs.  Gillis enthusiastically joined the association in 1912, eventually 

becoming its most powerful member and the “Father of Registrars.” 

The 1917 Report of the Investigating Committee brought praise for Gillis’s efforts 

and added to his influence and power base.  He created and operated an institute for 

training registrars, running from 1923 to 1927.  Graduate courses in registrar work were 

added to the University curriculum, and graduate fellowships were established for 

students with the Registrar’s Office as a lab.  Institute and University graduates went on 

to serve in Registrar’s Offices across the country.  It seemed, during that time, that the 

work of the Registrar finally met the definition of a profession.  However, when the shift 

in graduate work moved toward more general courses in higher education administration, 

the emphasis on the registrar work diminished.  The national and state/regional 

associations continued to thrive with increased memberships, publications, presentations, 

and isolated training at conference sites, but there was no longer an education track or 

degree specifically for the Registrar.   

 Is the Registrar a profession?  While there is no doubt that Ezra Gillis would 

vehemently shout “yes” and it seemed it was on its way during his day, the above 

evidence points to “no.” 
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