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Regional public colleges and universities 
are in many ways the vast middle of the 
American higher education ecosystem. 
They are a group of several hundred institu-
tions traditionally drawing heavily on state 
funding in order to offer moderately priced 
four-year degrees to a large number of  
students, many studying close to home.

As with any entity occupying a middle 
ground, these institutions perform a thank-
less job under seemingly constant pressure 
from all sides. Regional public colleges 
are not as prestigious as land-grant and 
research universities. Their prices are higher 
than those of community colleges. They do 
not change fast enough to satisfy some 
politicians and business interests, even as 
some faculty members see them as too 
quick to abandon the traditional liberal arts. 

Executive 
Summary

None of these pressures are new for 
regional public institutions, but they are 
intensifying. The middle is an increasingly 
inhospitable place in a country swept up 
in the trends of polarization and income 
inequality—where public funding does not 
always keep up with growth in the number 
of students who cannot afford tuition costs, 
and where lawmakers increasingly demand 
proof that tax dollars are being spent wisely. 
Serving students close to home is becoming 
more and more difficult at a time when the 
demographics of high school graduates are 
changing and populations are shifting south 
and west. At the same time, technological 
changes rewrite the old paradigms of place 
while leaving many to wonder what, exactly, 
the jobs of tomorrow will be.
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Even as it is squeezed, this vast middle of 
the higher education ecosystem remains 
some of the most welcoming territory for 
many students. Regional public institutions 
graduate one-fifth of all students receiving 
degrees of any type—and almost 40 percent 
of all those earning bachelor’s degrees. They 
are heavily represented on lists of colleges 
promoting economic mobility, and many are 
linchpins of access for minority and under-
represented groups.

They also fill the role of economic, social 
and cultural anchors. Regional public univer-
sities often serve as providers of the best 
jobs in their communities and the places 
local residents can turn to in order to catch 
a play or watch a college basketball game. 
This makes them both vitally important 
and politically popular. Threats to close, 
combine or otherwise weaken them draw 
passionate opposition. 

Leaders at regional public colleges face 
a daunting task, yet they have reason to 
hope. The sector has proven to be remark-
ably resilient over time, finding new sources 
of revenue in the face of long-constrained 
state funding. Regional colleges have 
expanded their boundaries geographically 
and online, survived bruising political fights, 
and taken part in sometimes uncomfort-
able partnerships to meet the needs of 
their communities. They have challenged 
conventional rules and even merged with 
community colleges when pressured, find-
ing new models and new efficiencies in the 
face of grave doubts.

Make no mistake: all of these strategies 
and more will be needed to navigate the 
upcoming set of challenges. Regional public 
colleges are likely to face continued scrutiny 
from lawmakers, board members, students, 
their own faculty members and the public 
at large. 

As important as they are, these colleges 
and universities have often failed to expand 
access, keep costs in check and meet stu-
dents where students need them to be. 
None of their constituencies, from politician 
to voter, from faculty member to adminis-
trator, is without blame for these failings. 
Support from all will be needed to blaze 
a trail forward and secure the future of 
regional public institutions and the students 
they serve.

This special report explores the challenges 
faced by regional public institutions and 
the experiences of those who lead them. 
It aims to provide perspective for the law-
makers and board members charged with 
overseeing public assets. It outlines ideas 
for campus presidents, system chancellors 
and other administrators seeking a way for-
ward. And it describes best practices that 
can be pursued by all as they seek to stay 
true to their missions while finding ways 
to survive and thrive in higher education’s  
turbulent middle.� ■
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In January 1985, the American Association 
of State Colleges and Universities Board of 
Directors appointed a national commission 
to study the role and future of state colleges 
and universities.

Its charge: craft recommendations for com-
prehensive state colleges and universities 
to respond to “the dramatic changes occur-
ring in our society.” Those changes included 
accelerated obsolescence of job skills, a ris-
ing number of part-time and older students, 
expansion of regional economic development 
programs, a crisis in teacher education, and 
the need to add an international dimension to 
undergraduate curricula.

When the AASCU commission delivered its 
report in November 1986, it also addressed 
social issues. “Ignorance is the enemy 
of democracy,” said the report, titled “To 
Secure the Blessings of Liberty.” Leaving a 
population’s abilities undeveloped leads to 
unemployment, nonparticipation in elections 

and reduced productivity, it said. Doing so 
also causes “personal stagnation leading to 
frustration, crime and abuse of freedom.”

The report noted that black Americans’ edu-
cational attainment lagged that of whites and 
that “an American underclass is growing at 
an alarming rate; as many as one-fifth of the 
nation’s children are living in poverty.” College 
prices, it said, “have skyrocketed over the past 
10 years” but federal aid programs had failed 
to keep pace. “A dangerous imbalance” in fed-
eral student aid programs existed between 
grants and loans, the report said, bemoaning 
the fact that 65 percent of federal support 
came through loan programs.

In response, the commission called for a new 
Marshall Plan for higher education, a mas-
sive effort to improve college attainment by 
the dawn of the new millennium. Under the 
plan, 35 percent of American adults would 
have a college degree by 2001, it said, with 
state colleges and universities taking the 

Introduction: 
The More 
Things Change...
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lead in preparing new teachers, working 
with public schools and coordinating with  
community colleges.

Criticism of the commission’s report followed. 
In 1987, Sheila Kaplan, then chancellor of the 
University of Wisconsin Parkside, published 
a response in the journal Change. The prob-
lem, she wrote, was that the commission’s 
solutions required large increases in public 
spending and expanding state college and 
university activities. Its report rarely called for 
program improvement or reorientation with-
out major additional resources, leaving itself 
open to charges of being self-serving.

“I wish the report had put greater emphasis 
on enhancing the quality of education for stu-
dents currently enrolled than on the search for 
new roles and massive numbers of new stu-
dents,” Kaplan wrote.

She went on to assert that students who are 
capable of paying a larger share of the costs 

of their education should be expected to do 
so, and that asking them to repay reasonable 
debt was not totally onerous. She wondered 
why the commission did not do more to ask 
colleges and universities to review their own 
campuses for racism and sexism.

Kaplan warned against making “research cen-
ters or industrial parks the new status symbol 
for higher education” because the important 
thing was for institutions to partner with their 
communities and avoid making promises they 
could not keep. She called for programs for 
adult students to be expanded through con-
nections with business and labor. She warned 
state colleges and universities to show polit-
ical leaders and governing boards that they 
are capable of effective management.

“If they do not show a willingness to address 
concerns about quality, there is no end to the 
number of state legislators and bureaucrats 
who will tell them how to do things better,”  
she wrote.

““If they do not show a willingness to address concerns about quality, 
there is no end to the number of state legislators and bureaucrats who 

will tell them how to do things better.”

Sheila Kaplan
Former Chancellor 

University of Wisconsin Parkside
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On the question of quality, Kaplan wrote 
that state colleges and universities “stand 
most exposed.” Large public land-grant and 
research universities could use their research 
and doctoral programs to cloak deficiencies. 
Selective independent colleges would avoid 
questions because selectivity can be viewed 
as a substitute for quality. Less selective insti-
tutions could assert the imperative “of their 
particular denominational orientation.”

How familiar it all sounds today.

The drastic changes unfolding in society three 
decades ago—around which the commission 
was originally framed—have only continued 
and accelerated. Job skills in high demand 
shift rapidly as new technologies change 
the nature of work and where positions are 
located. It’s become a platitude for college 
presidents to say they must figure out how to 
educate students for jobs that have not yet 
been invented.

Part-time and older students are once again 
a focus, for myriad reasons. Many states 
have set lofty degree-attainment goals that 
will be difficult to meet unless more adults 
can be educated. Workers may need to fin-
ish long-abandoned studies or upskill if they 
hope to stay relevant in the aforementioned 
changing world of work. Leaders of stressed 
colleges and university systems are also 
hungrily eyeing the adult demographic as 
the once-growing pool of traditional-age col-
lege students seems to evaporate before  
their eyes.

The state of the national economy and of 
regional economic development efforts 
remain top of mind a decade after the Great 
Recession. Today, college leaders often seem 
quicker to discuss higher education’s return 

on investment than they are its ability to cre-
ate a well-rounded, well-adjusted citizenry. 

States across the country, from New York 
to Texas to California, have decried teacher 
shortages. And international curricula appear 
ever more valuable as supply chains have 
internationalized, borders have become more 
politicized and new communications plat-
forms threaten to tear the world apart even 
as they stitch it together in new ways.

Kaplan’s concerns about racism and sexism 
ring true on contemporary college campuses. 
So do her warnings about quality and  
political control.

By almost any measure, the call for a new 
Marshall Plan was not heeded. State spending 
on higher education has risen in recent years 
after a long downward trend. Still, it remains 
below historic levels on a per-student basis. In 
turn, more responsibility for funding a college 
education has been placed on students. In 
this day and age, the 65-35 split between fed-
eral grants and loans criticized in the AASCU 
report would seem generous.

Three-quarters of all federal student aid  
dollars disbursed in 2018 took the form of 
federal loans, according to Department of 
Education data.

Most of the other ills outlined in the report 
have yet to be overcome, either.

Today, 21 percent of all children, just over 
a fifth, live in families with incomes below 
the federal poverty threshold, according to 
the National Center for Children in Poverty—
roughly the same portion as did when the 
AASCU commission released its report in 
the mid-1980s. In-state average net tui-
tion and fees for an undergraduate student 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/2018report/fsa-report.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/2018report/fsa-report.pdf
http://www.nccp.org/topics/childpoverty.html
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at a public four-year institution rose from 
$1,870 in 1998-99 to $3,740 in 2018-19, 
according to College Board data adjusted  
for inflation.

The country has made significant progress on 
degree attainment—34.2 percent of all adults 
ages 25 and older had a bachelor’s degree or 
higher in 2017, the most recent year for which 
federal data are available. Still, it is behind the 
commission’s ambitious goal of 35 percent 
attainment by 2001, and gaps persist.

While 38.1 percent of those who are white 
had a bachelor’s degree or higher in 2017, just 
24.3 percent of those who are black did. The 
share was even lower among those who are 
Hispanic—17.2 percent.

Perhaps, then, it should be no surprise that 
debate rages anew about the value of a higher 
education. American society is re-evaluating 
just how much colleges and universities will 
be a part of solving the country’s ills and which 
types of higher education will be emphasized 
in the future.

To repackage Kaplan’s argument from 32 
years ago, regional colleges and universities 
are the public institutions most exposed to 
the outcome of the current debate. Most land-
grant and large public research universities 
can still cloak any deficiencies in the veils of 
prestige, and community colleges have per-
haps the most to gain from a shake-up of the 
higher education ecosystem, given the current 
emphasis on work-force development, con-
nections to employers, alternative credentials 
and lower price.

Why does this report start with such an expan-
sive view of the issues affecting regional 
public colleges and universities? It would be 
easier, after all, to focus solely on specific 

strategies institutions’ leaders can use, like 
lobbying for additional public funding, iden-
tifying costs to cut, recruiting new student 
populations and finding ways to support 
those students so they move through college 
successfully and efficiently.

The answer is that regional public colleges 
and universities have long positioned them-
selves as the largest gateways to opportunity 
for the masses. Therefore, each must bal-
ance its responsibility to its students against 
the demands of its employees, the needs 
of its region, the requirements of its state 
and the imperatives of the economy and  
American society.

“It is, quite frankly, the regional compre-
hensives that are doing the hard work,” 
says Stephen Jordan, president emeritus 
of Metropolitan State University of Denver. 
“That’s where these students are getting the 
opportunities. Yes, there are a few who will 
get lucky enough to go to a selective univer-
sity. But the real change in America is, to me, 
the regional comprehensives.”

Surviving and thriving in such a context 
requires both a nuanced understanding of 
sector-specific strategy and knowledge of 
the much broader context into which it fits. 
Specific strategies are addressed in the 
pages of this report. But focusing on them 
without considering the larger forces at play 
would leave leaders unprepared to make  
crucial choices.

It is important to examine each of the 
issues above, plus several more, in greater 
detail. First, a word about which institutions 
are counted as regional public colleges  
and universities.� ■

https://trends.collegeboard.org/sites/default/files/2018-trends-in-college-pricing.pdf
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No single agreed-upon definition exists for 
the group. In fact, no single term captures it. 
The Carnegie Classification of Institutions 
of Higher Education categories best captur-
ing regional public institutions are master’s 
colleges and universities and baccalaure-
ate colleges. AASCU, meanwhile, calls them 
regional comprehensives.

Generally, this report uses the term “regional 
public colleges and universities” to describe 
a broad group of institutions that have histor-
ically received significant funding from state 
tax dollars and are under some level of public 
control. They have traditionally been oriented 
more toward teaching than research—
although many of their faculty members are 
quick to point out that they do indeed perform 
research. They tend to draw students mostly 
from their backyards or adjacent areas.

“I think sometimes the difference is that our 
research is tied to application and engages 
undergraduates at a much more significant 

level than is the case with the traditional R-1 
universities,” says Soraya M. Coley, president 
of California State Polytechnic University 
at Pomona. “When we think about describ-
ing the comprehensive public university, it 
is teaching, research and service. It is those 
combinations that I think have helped us to 
not only make sure our students are well edu-
cated but are impactful in the regions in which 
we are located.”

It’s been observed that this group is frequently 
defined less by what it is than by what it is 
positioned between. It is the broad group 
of institutions occupying the middle ground 
between community colleges and research 
universities. This has often led supporters 
of the group to struggle with its identity and  
for recognition.

Residents of most states can probably name 
multiple flagship universities across the 
country. Many can name the regional public 
colleges closest to their homes. Far fewer can 

What Are 
Regional Public 
Universities?
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name a large number of regional public insti-
tutions in faraway states, or possibly even in 
their own states.

“These regional colleges are never going to be 
a household name,” says Mark Hagerott, chan-
cellor of the North Dakota University System. 
“But they are doing yeoman’s work educating 
hardworking, highly intelligent kids who can-
not move, cannot pay room and board—but 
they have the potential to really help their 
economies and civil society.”

For the purposes of this report, Inside Higher 
Ed developed a list of more than 500 institu-
tions that fall into the regional public college 
or university segment. The list allows for a 
comparison between regional institutions 
and higher education as a whole. But it isn’t 
scientific or all encompassing, so many more 
institutions are likely addressing the same 
challenges and opportunities while serving 
similar student populations.

Few of the institutions on this list, slightly 
under 10 percent, are ranked as “more selec-
tive” in Carnegie classifications. Remaining 
institutions are split about evenly between 
inclusive and selective institutions. In con-
trast, about 17 percent of all four-year 
institutions in the Carnegie Classifications, 
public and private, are classified as “more 
selective.” Another 27 percent are selective 
and 56 percent are inclusive.

Consider this selectivity breakdown in light 
of data from the Cooperative Institutional 
Research Program at the Higher Education 
Research Institute at the University of 
California, Los Angeles. In 2017, two-thirds 
of full-time, first-time freshmen attending 
low-selectivity four-year public colleges 
attended a campus within 50 miles of home. 

At medium-selectivity four-year public col-
leges, 48.1 percent attended within 50 miles 
of home. 

Add in adult and transfer students, many of 
whom enroll near where they live or grew up, 
and it becomes clear how this group of col-
leges embodies the term “regional.”

Many also represent the greatest sources of 
opportunity for their students. 

“For a long time they’ve been serving adult stu-
dents, part-time students, transfer students 
and veterans—and a very significant share of 
students of color,” says Kevin McClure, assis-
tant professor of higher education at the 

““These regional colleges are  
never going to be a household 

name. But they are doing  
yeoman’s work educating hard-
working, highly intelligent kids 
who cannot move, cannot pay 

room and board—but they have 
the potential to really help their 

economies and civil society.”

Mark Hagerott
Chancellor 

North Dakota University System

https://www.heri.ucla.edu/monographs/TheAmericanFreshman2017-Expanded.pdf
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University of North Carolina at Wilmington. “If 
there are cuts that disproportionately affect 
this sector, or if there are changes or per-
formance funding that somehow hurts this 
sector more than others, you really are hurting 
these types of students.”

And they represent economic pillars for the 
communities in which they are located. These 
colleges contract with local firms and serve 
as major employers regionally and locally.

“They tend to be one of the largest purchasers 
of services or goods, and so the areas’ for-
tunes are tied to them,” McClure says. “They 
typically train the teachers and the nurses 
that are kind of necessary for people to go to 
school and be healthy.”

These institutions often promote their eco-
nomic benefits to local and state lawmakers. 
They also take the idea a step further, working 
to reach out to employers and others who can 
generate new economic activity.

“We think a lot about connecting with 
employers,” says John Jasinski, president 
of Northwest Missouri State University. “We 
think a lot about stakeholders and their needs, 
but also not being shortsighted.”

Regional public institutions are also heavily 
represented on a list of colleges and univer-
sities promoting economic mobility. Harvard 
economist Raj Chetty calculated economic 
mobility scores to determine which colleges 
enroll the most children with parents in the bot-
tom fifth of the country’s income distribution 
who then go on to reach the top fifth. About a 
third of the top 50 institutions promoting eco-
nomic mobility are regional public colleges, 
many in the California State University or City 
University of New York systems.

Chetty’s 2017 research paper on colleges 
promoting the most intergenerational mobil-
ity noted that “the colleges with the highest 
mobility rates tend to be midtier public col-
leges that combine moderate success rates 
with high levels of access.” In other words, 
they scored highly because many low-income 
students enrolled and a decent percentage 
of those students went on to move up the 
income ladder.

Many universities that moved graduates up 
the income ladder at the highest rates didn’t 
score as highly on Chetty’s rankings because 
they never admitted many low-income stu-
dents in the first place. And at the other end 
of the range, colleges with the lowest mobil-
ity rates were mostly nonselective institutions 
where a very small share of students made it 
into the top income quintile.

This is not to say all regional public universi-
ties scored highly on Chetty’s rankings—many 
did not. Nor is it to say that these rankings 
are the only measure of success. An institu-
tion with normal school roots may be happy 
to educate the daughter of two teachers to 
become a teacher, but she would not neces-
sarily be considered upwardly mobile because 
she is unlikely to make drastically more than 
her parents.

Even though this group of institutions 
admits and educates a large number of local 
students, regional public colleges and univer-
sities often fade into the background or are 
pushed aside in favor of larger, more visible 
research universities.

Indeed, when Amazon decided to establish 
a second headquarters in Northern Virginia 
near Washington, D.C., Virginia Tech captured 
headlines for supporting the company by 
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accelerating plans to build a massive “innova-
tion campus” that would feed the company’s 
hunger for talent. 

Virginia Tech’s main campus is more than 250 
miles away from the D.C. area. Meanwhile, 
George Mason University, a regional public 
in the D.C. area, was among other institu-
tions participating in the higher ed ramp-up 
tied to Amazon. Officials at George Mason 
laid out plans to pump $250 million in state 
and institutional funding into the university’s 
Arlington campus over five years while adding 
1,000 faculty members, computing programs 
and research operations. Specifically, they 
planned to create an institute focused on 
digital innovation and to create a new school  
of computing.

George Mason’s president at the time, Ángel 
Cabrera, called the development a “watershed 

moment,” telling The Washington Post that it 
would rebrand greater Washington and put it 
on the map as an information technology hub. 

Only time will tell whether George Mason 
will be mentioned as frequently as Virginia 
Tech when Amazon’s second headquarters is  
being discussed.

“I think these regional universities get lost in 
the shuffle a lot,” says Sandy Baum, a nonres-
ident fellow at the Urban Institute. “There’s a 
lot of focus on research universities.”

Research universities have greater ability to 
attract more research funding, out-of-state 
students and international students. They 
can also have more political strength. Look at 
the universities with law schools, some higher 
ed observers say. They carry the most politi-
cal power and can be the most likely ones to 
move upmarket.

Even so, it remains important that regional 
public institutions have the resources they 
need to continue their missions, experts say. 
They have close connections to students 
who have historically had little access to  
higher education.

“We’ve seen in the research time and 
time again, what makes these institu-
tions so special is they are tied to the 
community,” says Vanessa A. Sansone, an  
assistant professor of higher education at 
the University of Texas at San Antonio, who 
researches issues of equity and success 
for diverse student populations. “If it were 
not for us going out to them, they would be  
completely overlooked.”� ■

““We’ve seen in the  
research time and time again, 

what makes these  
institutions so special is they 

are tied to the community.”

Vanessa A. Sansone
Assistant Professor of Higher Education

University of Texas at San Antonio

https://www2.gmu.edu/news/572891
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2018/11/14/amazon-hq-arrival-spurs-virginia-tech-build-technology-campus-northern-virginia/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.e2b9839d2835
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The state of regional public colleges and uni-
versities is stressed.

Most seem to agree on the point. Even so, it 
is striking how different constituencies with 
interests in this group of institutions hold 
wildly disparate views about where the stress 
comes from and the most important chal-
lenges they face.

Presidents feel sharp funding constraints and 
mounting political hostility. System chancel-
lors wrestle with the need to better coordinate 
different individual institutions. Students 
and parents feel pressed to pay tuition, fees, 
room and board. Faculty members often 
believe they are underappreciated, under-
paid and whipped around by administrators’ 
ever-changing whims. Board members seem 
to express a range of opinions. Their feelings 
include frustration at what they perceive to be 
institutions’ slow pace of change or, on the 
other end up the spectrum, fierce support for 
their universities.

Lawmakers are often unhappy with ever-rising 
institutional budgets and high tuition prices. 
Think tanks push for more graduates in order 
to meet postsecondary attainment goals 
they’ve deemed to be important. Employers 
demand recent college graduates with skills 
that are better tailored to the demands of spe-
cific jobs. The public at large appears more 
and more skeptical of the value of higher edu-
cation, even when faced with arguments that 
it offers tremendous return on investment.

Simple logic would seem to dictate that all of 
these constituencies can’t be right. But evalu-
ate the large-scale forces driving changes in 
public higher education, and it becomes clear 
that different constituencies can legitimately 
claim at least some evidence for their con-
flicting views.

States can in fact be paying more for higher 
education in total even as they’ve disinvested 
on a per-student basis. Institutions can be too 
slow to change to keep up with economic and 
demographic trends, even as they’ve adapted 

The State of 
the Regional 
Public
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more quickly than they have in the past. And 
public universities in some parts of the coun-
try can be bursting at the seams with students 
even as others scramble to fill enough seats 
to justify the size of their faculties.

To begin exploring the different sources of 
stress, Inside Higher Ed held a series of dis-
cussions in both individual and group settings 
with roughly 100 people who know regional 
public colleges and universities best. In 
some cases, these discussions—with board 
members, presidents, system chancellors, 
provosts, faculty members, union leaders, 
association members and consultants—were 
held on a condition of background so that 
the leaders would feel comfortable speaking 
freely about specific issues.

These conversations revealed how regional 
public colleges sit at the center of mas-
sive economic, demographic, social and 
political changes. They also showed how 
interconnected those changes are, as well 
as how regional public universities often 
feel constrained by historic norms and pre- 
existing structures.

The pervading thread running through 
all of these conversations is one of long- 
building stress.

Stress isn’t new for public institutions, which 
by their very nature are pushed in different 
directions by their many constituencies. But 
today it appears to be building from new 
angles and intensifying, leaving leaders feel-
ing squeezed between unappealing choices 
they did not have to face previously.

Presidents often bemoan the idea that pub-
lic higher education has been swept up in the 
polarization that has seized so much of the 
national discussion. The old, idealized norms 

of institutional governance held that struggles 
between liberal and conservative politicians 
stopped at the edge of campus. Trustee and 
regent slots may often have been positions 
of patronage doled out by lawmakers and 
governors, but the boards themselves func-
tioned as important insulation from partisan 
wrangling. Once appointed, governing board 
members focused first and foremost on the 
good of the institution.

Now, however, battle lines clearly extend 
into the boardroom. College presidents 
and consultants report appointees becom-
ing increasingly activist. In some cases 
they seem focused more on winning 
the culture wars than on stewarding the  
educational enterprise.

Campus leaders also worry about being 
caught up in the personal vendettas or pet 
projects of the lawmakers and governors 
who control state policy and higher education 
funding. Sometimes the issue is explicitly par-
tisan. For example, in 2017, an Iowa senator  
introduced a bill that would have sought to 
balance faculty hiring on the basis of parti-
sanship. The bill, which did not pass, would 

 
The pervading thread  

running through all of these 
conversations is one of 

long-building stress.

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/02/21/iowa-bill-would-force-partisan-balance-hiring
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ga=87&ba=SF288
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have prevented hiring if “the person’s politi-
cal party affiliation on the date of hire would 
cause the percentage of the faculty belonging 
to one political party to exceed by 10 percent 
the percentage of the faculty belonging to the 
other political party.”

Other times, campus leaders are more worried 
about unfunded mandates than they are about 
the party of the lawmaker pushing an idea. 
Several presidents say they are concerned 
about lawmakers who want to offer tuition 
breaks to their own favorite constituencies.

“We’re all for it if the state wants to fund it, but 
they don’t,” says one president, adding wryly, 
“We’re constantly fighting them, which makes 
us popular.”

In some cases, college and university lead-
ers might not even be opposed in principle or 
in concept to legislative proposals. Instead, 
they’re worried about ideas being sprung  
upon them on short notice, whether law-
makers will fund changes appropriately and 
whether mechanisms can be set up to turn 
policy into practice.

This could be illustrated by the case of the 
Excelsior Scholarship, New York State’s free 
tuition program for in-state students from 
families earning less than $125,000 who 
attend public two-year and four-year pro-
grams and agree to live in the state for a time  
after graduation. 

Democratic governor Andrew Cuomo 
announced plans for the scholarship in 
January 2017. Lawmakers passed it that 
spring despite some observers wonder-
ing whether the state had set aside enough 
money to fund the program, estimated to cost 
$163 million over three years. As the program 
was being scaled up over several years, some 

financial aid administrators raised concerns 
about implementation difficulties and asked 
for more comprehensive guidance from the 
state. They drew criticism from the gover-
nor’s office and system chancellor’s office for  
creating “unnecessary confusion” by airing 
their concerns in a public forum. But New 
York’s state systems soon outlined new 
resources for the financial aid administrators 
to use. 

Even when college and university leaders 
think they can face a policy challenge with 
evidence on their side, they feel boxed in by 
current political dynamics. Coming from aca-
demic institutions, their instinct is to address 
policy proposals with data. But that can back-
fire by reinforcing the narrative that they are 
“pointy-headed liberals,” as one president  
puts it.

Because they are worried about new legisla-
tion or policies popping up without warning, 
institutional leaders often feel pressure to 
spend more time with an ear to the ground 
in state capitals—and more time lobbying. 
That’s a double-edged sword, though, as they 
also believe they are likely to draw criticism 
for increasing lobbying efforts instead of con-
centrating on their campuses.

Further, regional public college and university 
leaders worry they don’t have access to the 
same lobbying tools as others. Several point 
out that, unlike business executives, public 
university presidents don’t have the freedom 
to contribute to politicians’ campaigns. Nor do 
they tend to have big-name athletic programs 
or as many powerful alumni rising to hold  
government power as do public land-grant 
and research universities.

Once state policies are enacted, they often 
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push regional public colleges in direc-
tions they might not choose on their own. 
Performance-based funding models don’t 
always incentivize risk taking or collabora-
tion, some presidents say. Depending on how 
funding models are structured, they could 
even incentivize behavior that runs counter to 
the regional public mission—behavior like not 
enrolling risky and low-income students who 
may be more likely to struggle to graduate  
on time.

College and university leaders report intense 
pressure to focus on science, technology, 
engineering and math, often at the expense of 
their more traditional roots in the liberal arts. 
This is of particular concern because many 
believe critical thinking, not any particular 
STEM skills, will best suit students over the 
long run of their careers as the economy and 
technology changes.

Students are changing, too. Regional pub-
lic colleges and universities feel the need to 
serve more adult students with flexible sched-
uling and new credentials, leaders say. They’re 
trying to enroll diverse and diversifying stu-
dent populations that need new approaches 
to remediation and course scheduling. 

Nationwide pushes for institutions to move 
more students through the college pipe-
line more quickly cause concern about how 
fast regional public institutions can adapt. 
Some leaders at regional publics feel trapped 
between lawmakers who demand change and 
faculty members who resist it. In a few cases, 
the same lawmakers who demand change 
end up supporting powerful faculty unions 
when push comes to shove, undercutting 
the very campus presidents who have to put 
changes in place, they say.

On the question of tuition rates and financial 
stewardship, it should be noted that many 
regional public institutions don’t have full con-
trol over what they charge. In many cases they 
must secure approval from a state coordinat-
ing board or commission before hiking tuition 
and fees, and policy makers have been known 
to exert pressure to keep tuition in check or 
even to freeze it. When doing so, they don’t 
always provide new offsetting revenue.

Even so, regional public college and university 
leaders often feel they don’t receive credit for 
how efficiently they run their institutions. They 
also point to that oft-referenced long-term 
trend of state disinvestment, saying it con-
strains their ability to provide students with 
a high-quality education in an environment 
where they’re expected to keep tuition from 
rising quickly.

Regional public institutions in different loca-
tions serve very different student populations. 
Most remain aware of large-scale changes in 
the pool of available students, though. Some 
reference the looming demographic cliff 
expected to hit after 2025, when low birth 
rates 18 years earlier are expected to sharply 
curtail the number of high school graduates 
entering college in many parts of the country. 

For others, the demographic cliff arrived years 
ago. And for still others in high-growth states, 
the chief concern is how to fit a rising number 
of “nontraditional” college students needing 
a high level of support into a limited number  
of seats.

Outside sources of data and leaders who 
were willing to speak on the record support 
this picture of stress bearing down from all 
sides. They also show the state of the regional 
public institution being influenced by several 
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key drivers: politics, public perception, state 
funding, enrollment and demographics, and 
economic shifts in the country.

Political and Public 
Perception
When it comes to politics, it is clear that the 
public is increasingly viewing higher educa-
tion through a partisan lens. Public polling 
reflects a widening ideological split between 
Democrats’ and Republicans’ attitudes toward 
higher education, even though both groups 
are growing more unhappy with it over all. 

Gallup polling released in October 2018 found 
that the portion of adults expressing “a great 
deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in higher 
education fell from 57 percent in 2015 to  
48 percent three years later. The change was 

most drastic for Republicans, among whom 
confidence fell by 17 percentage points to  
39 percent. It fell six percentage points, to 62 
percent, among Democrats.

Gallup polling in 2017 found that Republicans 
with low confidence in U.S. colleges “tend to 
see the world of higher education through 
distinctly political eyes.” They say colleges 
are too liberal, too political, don’t allow stu-
dents to think for themselves, push their own 
agenda or don’t teach students well. On the 
other hand, Democrats expressing low confi-
dence in colleges frequently pointed to issues 
like higher education being expensive, being 
poorly run or not enabling graduates to find 
jobs. Gallup termed Democrats’ concerns 
“practical aspects” of higher education.

Another survey from the Pew Research Center 
in 2018 found 61 percent of Americans 
thought higher education was headed in 

2015 2018 Change

% % pct. pts.

U.S. adults 57 48 -9

Republicans 56 39 -17

Independents 48 44 -4

Democrats 68 62 -6

Source: Gallup

Fig. 1 Confidence in Higher Education
Percentage with “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in higher education

https://news.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/242441/confidence-higher-education-down-2015.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/216278/why-republicans-down-higher.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/07/26/most-americans-say-higher-ed-is-heading-in-wrong-direction-but-partisans-disagree-on-why/
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the wrong direction. Republicans and those 
leaning Republican were much more likely 
to feel that way—73 percent said higher ed 
was headed in the wrong direction, while only  
26 percent said it was headed in the right 
direction. But a slight majority of Democrats 
and those leaning Democrat felt higher ed 
was headed in the wrong direction as well, 
52 percent to 46 percent. Younger Democrats 
felt worse about higher education than those 
who were older.

High tuition costs were cited by 84 percent of 
those who said the higher education system 
was going in the wrong direction, and 65 per-
cent said students weren’t getting the skills 
they need for the workplace. Majorities of 
both Democrats and Republicans agreed on 
those points.

Foundations and higher education associa-
tions responded with efforts to try to better 
characterize the value of college. In May 2019, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation backed 
a 30-member panel of experts, higher ed 
officials and business leaders to study the 
value of postsecondary credentials. Gates 
CEO Sue Desmond-Hellmann and American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities 
president Mildred García co-chair the effort.

“First and foremost, more than at any other 
time I can remember, students and families 
across America are asking themselves, ‘Is 
college worth it?’” Desmond-Hellmann says. 
“As the cost of a credential rises and student 
debt goes to record levels, people are actually 
asking a question I never thought I’d hear: ‘Is 
going to college a reliable path to economic 
opportunity?’ This question of value needs to 
be addressed, and we feel that it needs to be 
addressed urgently.”

The commission was tasked with proposing 
a definition of postsecondary value, creat-
ing a framework to measure how programs 
create value, and issuing recommendations 
to “advance understanding” about post- 
secondary education’s value.

“We recognize that going to college and 
getting a certificate or a degree has more 
than just economic returns,” García says. “It 
is also about critical thinking skills, better 
health outcomes, voting and the like. We will 
acknowledge those benefits in our work and 
show the connections between better living 
and a better life.”

State Funding
The political shifts come against the back-
drop of long-term and complex changes in the 
way states pay for public higher education. 
The prevailing narrative of state disinvest-
ment stressing institutional budgets tells of 
states cutting their funding for higher educa-
tion during the Great Recession, just as more 
students flooded campuses because large 
cohorts of high school graduates enrolled 
in college instead of entering a poor job 
market. A decade after the recession, state 
financial support for higher education still  
hasn’t recovered.

While that summary is in many ways correct,  
it misses significant nuance in trends 
unfolding over the last five, 10 and 25 years.  
It also overlooks important variations  
between states.

State and local support for public higher edu-
cation operating expenses fell across the 
country from 2008 to 2018. These so-called 
educational appropriations, which include 
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state tax appropriations, local tax support 
and other funding like lottery revenue, dipped 
from $90.3 billion in 2008 to $85.8 billion in 
2018, according to the State Higher Education 
Finance study from the State Higher Education 
Executive Officers association. 

The data in the SHEF report are adjusted for 
inflation. The study looks at a swath of higher 
education funding that is broader than just 
regional public universities but is nonetheless 
an important window into the overall funding 
environment for public institutions.

A drop from $90.3 billion to $85.8 billion in 
educational appropriations represents a 
decline of 4.9 percent in the 10 years ending in 
2018. But the decline came in the first half of 
the decade, then reversed course. Educational 
appropriations fell to $77.1 billion in 2013 
and have actually increased by 11.4 percent  
since then.

Examine a longer period, and total educa-
tional appropriations have increased more 
drastically. They were $67.2 billion in 1993, 
meaning they’ve jumped by 27.8 percent over 
25 years, even after adjusting for inflation.

Net tuition collected, meanwhile, has been 
on an upward march over all of those time 
frames. Total net tuition across the country 
rose from a shade under $30 billion in 1993 
to almost $50 billion in 2008 to $69.6 billion 
in 2013 and $74.3 billion in 2018. That is a 
147.6 percent increase in a quarter century, 
after adjusting for inflation.

The data above don’t take into account 
the number of students enrolled in public  
colleges, however. That number rose drasti-
cally in the last 25 years before leveling off 
and declining slightly of late. The overall 
result is that full-time-equivalent enrollment 

at public colleges and universities increased 
from 8.2 million in 1993 to 10.9 million  
in 2018.

Therefore, looking at public funding and tui-
tion funding on a per-student basis is the more 
important metric for institutions trying to bal-
ance their budgets—it measures how well 
funding has kept up with enrollment growth. 
Examining total educational appropriations 
per full-time-equivalent student shows that 
state investment per student has declined 
over the last 10 and 25 years but not over a 
more recent time frame.

Appropriations per full-time-equivalent stu-
dent have dropped across the country since 
before the recession, falling from $8,848 
in 2008 to $7,853 in 2018, according to 
inflation-adjusted SHEF data. But average 
appropriations per student have actually 
been rising since 2012, climbing from $6,689 
in 2012 to $7,853 in 2018. The change per 
full-time-equivalent student came as educa-
tional appropriations across the country rose 
and as enrollment declined.

That wasn’t enough to recover to pre-reces-
sion levels or levels seen further back in 
time. After adjusting for inflation, educational 
appropriations per FTE totaled $8,200 in 
1993, itself a recessionary year. They climbed 
to a peak of $9,765 in 2001 before another 
recession knocked them back down. After a 
few years, they started rising again until 2008.

Looking solely at educational appropriations 
per FTE in the last 25 years shows a series of 
peaks and valleys. The peaks have been get-
ting lower over time, and so have the valleys. 
As a result, the trend over the long term has in 
fact been downward.

“It is generally understood that state funding 

https://sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/SHEEO_SHEF_FY18_Report.pdf
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for higher education acts as the ‘balance 
wheel’ during economic downturns with 
funding reductions typically greater than 
reductions in other budget areas,” the  
SHEF report said. “In part, this is because 
higher education funding reductions can be 
offset (in whole or part) with money from  
tuition increases.”

Indeed, net tuition per full-time-equivalent 
student has not been on a downward trend 
over either the short term or the long term. It 
rose from $4,898 in 2008 to $6,788 in 2018.  
Since 2012, it’s risen from $5,876 to $6,788.

In fact, only twice since 1993 has net tuition 
per FTE dropped year to year, according to 
SHEEO data: in 2000 and in 2008. Since 1993, 
net tuition per FTE increased from $3,657  
to $6,788.

Taken together, the changes in public funding 
for higher education and net tuition per stu-
dent mean that institutions went from relying 
on tuition dollars for 31 percent of their educa-
tional revenue per FTE in 1993 to 36 percent 
in 2008. By 2018, they relied on net tuition for 
46.6 percent of revenue, on average.

A contributing factor to growth in tuition 
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reliance is simply that more students are 
enrolled and paying for college today. Also 
contributing are changes to the enrollment 
mix. Nonresident students and graduate stu-
dents, who tend to pay higher tuition rates, 
have become more prevalent.

Still, this means that the total amount of edu-
cational revenue per full-time equivalent is on 
an upward trend over time. It was $11,857 in 
1993, adjusting for inflation. In 2018 it rose all 
the way to $14,566.

“In 2018, total educational revenue per stu-
dent is higher than ever before,” the SHEF 

report said. “This means that, nationally, 
increases in net tuition revenue have more 
than offset reductions in state and local fund-
ing per student.”

The share students pay increases most 
quickly during recessions, according to the 
report. Then after the economy stabilizes, 
costs borne by students stabilize before the 
cycle repeats itself. 

This plays out differently in various states 
across the country—and between different 
institutions.
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“Even in states with record educational rev-
enues, not all institutions have been able 
to increase tuition revenues to make up for 
decreases in educational appropriations,” 
the report said.

Some states have still seen significant 
decreases in total educational revenue since 
the Great Recession. They include Florida, 
Louisiana, Missouri, Nevada and Texas.

Only a few have experienced increased edu- 

cational appropriations for higher education. 
Just nine states provided more in educational 
appropriations per full-time-equivalent stu-
dent in 2018 than in 2008: Alaska, California, 
Hawaii, Illinois, Nebraska, New York, North 
Dakota, Oregon and Wyoming.

A snapshot of the most recent five years 
provides insight into the latest trends in 
individual states. Higher education appro-
priations per FTE fell in 16 states, with 

Fig. 4 Public Higher Education Educational Appropriations Per 
FTE: Percent Change, FY 2013-2018 (5-Year Change %)

Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association

NOTES:	 1.  Educational appropriations are a measure of state and local support available for public higher education operating expenses including ARRA 	
	 funds, and exclude appropriations for independent institutions, financial aid for students attending independent institutions, research, hospitals, 	
	 and medical education.

	 2.  Adjustment factors to arrive at constant dollar figures include Cost of Living Index (COLI), Enrollment Mix Index (EMI), and Higher Education 	
	 Cost Adjustment (HECA). The COLI is not a measure of inflation over time.	
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Oklahoma experiencing the biggest dip, 19.8 
percent. Oregon saw the greatest increase,  
47.1 percent.

Only five states collected less net tuition rev-
enue per full-time-equivalent student between 
2013 and 2018: Florida, Idaho, Missouri, New 
Hampshire and Ohio.

In sum, total education revenue per full-time 
equivalent increased over the last five years 
in all but two states, Missouri and Wisconsin. 

Missouri saw total education revenue per 
full-time-equivalent student decline by  
0.9 percent over the five-year period. 
Wisconsin experienced a dip of 0.8 percent. 
At the other end of the spectrum, Hawaii’s 
total educational revenue increased by  
31.5 percent.

Keep in mind, the rate of change in funding 
doesn’t reflect the states that offer the highest 
or lowest overall levels of funding. Missouri’s 

Fig. 5 Public Higher Education Net Tuition Revenue per FTE: 
Percent Change, 2013-2018 (5-Year Change %)

Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association

NOTES:	 1.  Net tuition revenue is calculated by taking the gross amount of tuition and fees, less state and institutional financial aid, tuition waivers or discounts, 	
	 and medical student tuition and fees. Net tuition revenue used for capital debt service is included in the net tuition revenue figures above.

	 2.  The U.S. calculation does not include the District of Columbia.

	 3.  Adjustment factors to arrive at constant dollar figures include Cost of Living Index (COLI), Enrollment Mix Index (EMI) and Higher Education Cost 		
	 Adjustment (HECA). The COLI is not a measure of inflation over time. The District of Columbia is not adjusted for COLI or EMI.
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overall level of funding per full-time equivalent 
was $13,481, for example. That was below 
the U.S. average of $14,566 but ahead of 10 
other states in 2018.

The 10 states with the lowest total educa-
tional revenue per full-time equivalent in 
2018 were Florida, California, Louisiana, 
West Virginia, Washington, Arizona, Nevada, 
Wisconsin, New Hampshire and Texas. The 
10 highest were Michigan, Illinois, Wyoming, 
Alaska, Delaware, Alabama, Connecticut, 
Maine, Indiana and Hawaii.

Reliance on net tuition also varied greatly 
between states, from a low of 17.5 percent in 
Wyoming to a high of 87 percent in Vermont. 
Net tuition was more than half of total educa-
tional revenue in 27 states.

On the whole, 2018 had the least change in 
total education revenue across the country 
since the SHEF data set began in 1980. This 
isn’t because funding for higher education 
was stable, though. It’s because increases 
in some states came very close to offsetting 
decreases in others.

Fig. 6 Total Educational Revenue per FTE: Percent Change, 
FY 2013-2018 (5-Year Change %)

Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
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Other trends to be aware of include that enroll-
ment declined in 35 states between 2017 and 
2018 and that 43 states plus Washington, D.C.,  
experienced enrollment declines since 2013. 

The SHEF report noted that state funding 
for higher education doesn’t develop in a 
vacuum. Slow and uneven postrecession rev-
enue growth across states is combining with 
an aging population to force states to make 
decisions about competing priorities. Pension 
plans are arguably underfunded. Demand for 
services like Medicaid have only increased.

“This slow revenue growth combined with 
increased demand for public services, such 
as Medicaid expansion, have placed added 
stress on state budgets that in many instances 
were facing structural deficits before 2007,” 
the report said. “State tax structures have 
been slow to evolve with the modern econ-
omy, and the tax bases in many states have 
narrowed in recent decades.”

Yet many states have adopted higher educa-
tion attainment goals, according to the Lumina 
Foundation. The foundation has set its own 
high-level goal that 60 percent of Americans 

Fig. 7 Net Tuition as a Percent of Total Educational Revenue, FY 2018

Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
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hold a credential beyond high school by 2025, 
up from 37.9 percent in 2008 and 47.6 per-
cent in 2017. As of May 2019, it counted a 
total of 42 states setting their own attainment 
goals either in state statutes or in strategic 
plans. Lumina only counted goals it judged 
to be quantifiable, long-term and designed to 
address gaps.

Attainment goals on the books can only be 
met by better serving first-generation, low- 
income and adult students, along with stu-
dents from minority populations, the SHEF 
report argued. Those students need more 
support and services in order to succeed.

“I think this gives credence to the conventional 
wisdom as far as these resource-constrained 
environments at these regional public univer-
sities,” says Rob Anderson, SHEEO president. 
“There are too many state needs and not 
enough dollars to go around.”

An increased reliance on tuition clearly affects 
students if they have to pay more or bor-
row more to attend college. What high-level 
finance data don’t show particularly well is the 
other ways cuts to public funding for higher 
education can affect enrolled students.

A 2018 National Bureau of Economic 
Research paper from Harvard economist 
David J. Deming and University of California, 
Berkeley, economist Christopher R. Walters 
helps to illustrate some of those impacts. It 
examines the effects state budget cuts had 
on U.S. public postsecondary institutions 
between 1990 and 2013. 

The paper didn’t look solely at regional pub-
lic colleges and universities. But it did find 
that four-year, less selective institutions were 
found to be most reliant on state appropri-
ations. Community colleges can count on 

““Thus contrary to the narrative 
of administrative bloat, higher 

education budget cuts are  
‘to the bone.’ ”

David J. Deming 
Christopher R. Walters

 
“The Impact of Price Caps and  

Spending Cuts on U.S.  
Postsecondary Attainment” 

National Bureau of Economic Research

some local funding, while more selective 
institutions tend to have additional sources 
of revenue like endowments and research 
grants. That leaves midtier institutions—like 
regional public colleges and universities—
most exposed.

Institutions can react to state budget cuts 
through price increases and their own spend-
ing cuts. State budget cuts had large impacts 
on enrollment and degree completion, Deming 
and Walters found. Higher prices weren’t the 
driver, though. They identified spending cuts 
as the culprit.

Their results suggested a causal link between 

http://www.nber.org/papers/w23736
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declines in state funding over the last 20 
years and increases in time to degree over 
the same period. They also suggested a link 
between state funding cuts and decreases in  
completion rates.

“We find that budget cuts have large 
impacts on core spending categories 
such as instruction and student support, 
and large downstream impacts on post- 
secondary attainment,” Deming and Walters 
wrote. “Thus contrary to the narrative of 
administrative bloat, higher education budget 
cuts are ‘to the bone.’ An important caveat is 
that our results are identified mostly from vari-
ation within nonselective public institutions, 
where per-student spending is relatively low 
and extravagant consumption amenities are 
rarely found.”

Budget cuts from states have “large impacts 
on attainment at many midtier institutions, 
which … are important mediators of intergen-
erational mobility,” Deming and Walters found.

Enrollment 
Demographers project that the students who 
will be graduating high school in the future 
are shifting in makeup and location. In short, 
graduating high school students are expected 
to become more racially and ethnically 
diverse than they have been in the past. Long-
running growth in the number of graduates 
across the country will slow significantly and 
begin to reverse course in the middle of the  
next decade.  

Graduates located in areas with the high-
est historical college attendance rates, the 
Northeast and Midwest, are expected to 
decline in number. The number of those in 

the West and South is expected to increase, 
at least through 2025, at which point the 
so-called demographic cliff hits and high 
school graduates nationwide are expected to 
fall below levels not seen in decades.

The Western Interstate Commission for Higher 
Education reported 640,631 high school grad-
uates in 2010-11 in the Northeast. That was 
the most recent year for which actual gradua-
tion data were available in 2016 when WICHE 
released the latest edition of a recurring report 
on current and future high school graduates, 
“Knocking at the College Door.” The report 
projected numbers of graduates falling to 
just under 600,000 in the Northeast in 2025-
26 and to about 562,000 in 2031-32.

Demographic breakdowns of students in the 
Northeast are expected to change drastically 
over that time frame. Among students grad-
uating from public high schools—the only 
group for which demographic projections are 
available—white graduates are expected to 
fall from 67.3 percent of the total in 2010-11 
all the way to 53.9 percent of the total in 2031-
32. Black high school graduates are expected 
to stay roughly even at about 13 percent of 
the total, while Asian and Pacific Islander 
graduates are expected to jump from 6 per-
cent to about 11 percent. Hispanic graduates 
are expected to spike from 13 percent to 
22 percent of the total.

It’s much the same story in the Midwest, where 
high school graduates are in line to fall from 
768,000 in 2010-11 to about 719,000 in 2025-
26 and 673,000 in 2031-32. Demographic 
splits among public school graduates are pro-
jected to go from 77 percent white, 13 percent 
black, 3 percent Asian/Pacific Islander and 7 
percent Hispanic in 2010-11 to 71 percent 
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white, 13 percent black, 5 percent Asian/
Pacific Islander and 13 percent Hispanic  
in 2031-32.

In the Western U.S., high school graduates 
are expected to rise from roughly 820,000 in 
2010-11 to 857,000 in 2025-26 before falling 
to 789,000 in 2031-32. Public high school 
graduates are expected to go from 48 percent 
white, 6 percent black, 2 percent American 
Indian/Alaska Native, 11 percent Asian/
Pacific Islander and 34 percent Hispanic in 
2010-11 to 42 percent white, 5 percent black, 
1 percent American Indian/Alaska Native,  
12 percent Asian/Pacific Islander and 38 per-
cent Hispanic in 2031-32.

And in the South, high school graduates are 
projected to rise from 1.2 million to 1.34 million 
in 2025-26, then fall to 1.27 million in 2031-32. 
Public high school graduates are expected to 
change from 53 percent white, 24 percent 
black, 1 percent American Indian/Alaska 
Native, 3 percent Asian/Pacific Islander and 
18 percent Hispanic in 2010-11 to 46 percent 
white, 22 percent black, 1 percent American 
Indian/Alaska Native, 6 percent Asian/Pacific 
Islander and 27 percent Hispanic in 2031-32.

To summarize, the South and West will 
be home to a greater share of total new  
traditional-age college students than the 
Northeast and Midwest in the future. Those 

Fig. 8 Total Public and Private High School Graduates, by 
Region, 2000-01 through 2031-32
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in the South and West could be in line for 
declines in demand for the sector. 

California and San Francisco would see gains 
over all, but Los Angeles is expected to experi-
ence declining demand for regional four-year 
colleges, for example. South Carolina would 
see gains; Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi 
and Tennessee would experience deep 
declines; and Texas, Florida and Georgia 
would hold relatively steady. But various cities 
in Florida would experience decreases, while 
Atlanta would experience increased demand.

Grawe, a professor of economics at Carleton 
College, didn’t split regional publics from  
private four-year colleges in his research. 
But public institutions tend to be larger than  
privates, so it’s likely patterns at regional  
public institutions would match his projec-
tions, he says.

It’s not all bad news for colleges and univer-
sities. Recent changes have taken place that 
could alter the way things unfold from when 
Grawe made his projections.

“Hispanic enrollment rates increased and 
now match that of the national average,” 
Grawe says. “It’s an important achievement. 
It’s still the case that Hispanic students  
disproportionately attend two-year colleges, 
but the increase is well represented in four-
year attendance.”

Grawe has previously mapped out projec-
tions to see what would happen to demand 
for college if income and race had less of 
an effect on attendance than they tradi-
tionally have had. In both cases, demand 
for regional four-year institutions improves 
in some areas of the country, especially 
in parts of the South and Mountain West.  
Many regions in the Northeast and Midwest 

students will be less likely to be white and 
more likely to be Hispanic.

For regional public universities, the outlook 
is more complicated. The WICHE data aren’t 
a projection on whether students are likely 
to enroll in college or where they are likely to 
enroll in the future. Generally speaking, many 
leaders expect more demand in urban areas 
than at rural campuses going forward.

“Increasingly, rural areas may be getting even 
more rural, while urban areas and metrop-
lexes are becoming larger in population and 
more diverse,” says Karen Haynes, president 
of California State University at San Marcos. 
“We sit here, literally, with demand that we 
cannot meet that looks like it will go on for 
quite a while, and a very diverse student popu-
lation. I know that is not true in many parts of 
the nation, where public comprehensives are 
having to try very unique strategies.”

A demand index in  the  2018 book 
Demographics and the Demand for Higher 
Education (Johns Hopkins University Press) 
attempts to make enrollment projections 
that take into account additional factors in 
likely future student populations, like parents’  
educational level, race, family structure and 
other variables.

Over all, Nathan D. Grawe, the book’s 
author, expects prestigious institutions 
to continue to experience stronger enroll-
ment demand than those that are less 
prestigious. He also expects some important  
geographic differences.

Under his projections, demand for regional 
four-year colleges is expected to fall substan-
tially between 2012 and 2029 in the Northeast 
and Midwest—declines of 15 percent or more, 
in most markets. Even many cities and states 



29

would still be expected to struggle, though.

In the coming environment, four-year pub-
lic institutions facing enrollment difficulties 
could mitigate their problems by increasing 
access for Hispanic students, Grawe says. 
They could also do more to help adults retool—
helping those who haven’t earned bachelor’s 
degrees get such degrees, and helping others 
earn graduate degrees.

Grawe points out one more major source of 
concern: college attendance rates for African 
Americans have fallen in the last eight years 
or so. Regional public institutions could be a 
key part of addressing that problem.

It’s not as easy as opening the doors wider 
to bring in different student populations in 
greater numbers, though. 

The president of the University of Alaska 
system, James R. Johnsen, puts it this 
way: if he walks into a room filled with well- 
educated people and talks about the impor-
tance of higher education for American political 
and economic development, his audience  
will yawn.

They’ve heard the pitch before and largely 
accepted the argument. But if Johnsen says 
the same thing to populations in Alaska that 
don’t have a history of college attendance, 
he’ll get a very different reception.

“I will get an argument,” he says. “‘Why would I 
do that? Why would I go into debt? Why would 
I go to a university?’ And when I mean a uni-
versity, I don’t just mean the fancy schools. I 
mean a welding program. I mean a program 
to be a dental hygienist or whatever that  
may be.”

Just getting new student populations in the 
door isn’t sufficient, Grawe cautions.

“It’s not enough to design a program and 
reach out to students to enroll them,” Grawe 
says. “You have to think about all the knock-on 
effects if these students did come to these 
campuses. How would they experience the 
structures that we’ve set up? It’s one thing to 
recruit them and another to serve them well.”

Economic Shifts
The above trends in state appropriations, 
tuition and student demographics might not 
be as concerning to regional public colleges 
and universities if economic prosperity was 
rising in lockstep across the country, making 
it easier for students from different groups 
to attend college and secure a high-quality 
job after graduation no matter where they 
live. They also might not be a challenge if 

““It’s not enough to design a  
program and reach out to  

students to enroll them... It’s one 
thing to recruit them and  

another to serve them well.”

Nathan D. Grawe
Professor of Economics

Carleton College
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families and students were habitually moving  
to different locations to pursue opportunity 
and education.

Unfortunately, none of that appears to be the 
case. In fact, the country’s economic growth 
increasingly seems to be concentrated in a 
handful of states and regions.

Economic disparities have always existed 
between different parts of the country, of 
course. Throughout their histories, regional 
public colleges and universities have acknowl-
edged this and sought to directly address it. 
They’ve argued that they are key pillars of 
opportunity for place-bound students and 
architects of talented local work forces that 
can attract economic investment and major 
employers to a region.

In a perfect world, regional public colleges and 
universities would play a part in large-scale 
economic and geographic mobility. Workers 
who could not find jobs matching their skill 
sets or interests would migrate to locations 
where jobs were available and incomes were 
higher. Capital would in turn be invested back 
into poor areas, taking advantage of local 
employees’ skills and lower prevailing local 
wages—wages that are made possible in part 
by lower costs of living than those found in 
wealthier areas.

That’s the way it worked for much of the last 
century, according to some researchers. For 
decades, many of the country’s poorer areas 
seemed to be catching up to wealthier ones.

More recently, the paradigm seems to be fall-
ing apart as economists document a slew of 
concerning trends.

The convergence in regional incomes has 
been slowing or possibly reversing, and 

unemployment based on place has become 
more persistent, according to a group of econ-
omists who wrote an April 2018 paper for 
the National Bureau of Economic Research, 
“Jobs for the Heartland: Place-Based Policies 
in 21st-Century America.” They called the 
overall effect the “hardening of America’s  
geographic divisions.” 

The paper itself examined whether place-
based policies could address economic 
ailments in today’s America. But the Harvard 
economists who wrote it, Benjamin A. Austin, 
Edward L. Glaeser and Lawrence H. Summers, 
spell out an economic picture that regional 
public college leaders must consider.

Mobility has fallen, and the country seems to 
be evolving into “durable islands of wealth and 
poverty,” they wrote. Between those islands, 
gaps seem to be hardening “into semiperma-
nent examples of economic hysteresis.”

Five factors suggest the closing of a “geo-
graphic escape valve” that previously allowed 
workers from depressed areas to find bet-
ter futures. They are declining geographic 
mobility, housing supplies becoming more 
restricted in high-income areas, falling 
income convergence, increased sorting by 
skill across geography and persistent pockets 
of unemployment.

The paper contains a particularly eye-opening 
statistic. Between 1950 and 1992, intercounty 
mobility—the share of Americans moving 
across counties—never fell below 6 percent. 
Since 2007, it has yet to rise above 3.9 percent.

Even mobility within counties dropped, plung-
ing from over 13 percent in the 1950s to under 
7 percent. Declines in mobility were witnessed 
among both renters and homeowners.

https://www.nber.org/papers/w24548.pdf
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Various researchers have suggested a range 
of factors influencing declining mobility: poor 
Americans held in place by public benefit sys-
tems that don’t cross political boundaries, 
housing restrictions, the rise of occupational 
licensing laws restricting movement of work-
ers across state lines. High costs of living 
in cities may not be offset by higher wages 
for some low-skill jobs, meaning a blue- 
collar worker might not experience an 
increase in disposable income if he or she 
moves to some expensive cities.

Researchers have frequently pointed out 
that many of the country’s rural regions have 
fallen behind economically when compared 
to its most prosperous urban and suburban 
areas. But movement and economic opportu-
nity are also restricted within many cities and 
their surrounding areas, where poor residents 
lack access to transportation or opportunity  
to relocate.

At the same time, money and opportunity 
have flowed increasingly into only a few 
areas. The portion of venture capital pumped 
into three states—California, Massachusetts 
and New York—jumped from 43.2 percent in 
the first quarter of 1995 to 80 percent in the 
first quarter of 2019, according to data from 
the PwC/CB Insights MoneyTree Report. 

The report also breaks out 20 different regions 
where venture capital deals were com-
pleted over the years. The top three regions 
in 1995—the Silicon Valley/South Bay area, 
the Southeast and New England—accounted 
for 38 percent of the dollar value of all deals 
that year. The top three regions in 2018—the 
San Francisco/North Bay area, Silicon Valley/
South Bay area and New York—accounted for 
64 percent.

In 1995, the portion of venture capital dol-
lars going to the San Francisco/North Bay 
area, Silicon Valley/South Bay area and New 
York was 28 percent of the total tracked by  
the report. 

It’s not just venture capital. Facebook 
co-founder Chris Hughes wrote a May 2019 
op-ed in The New York Times arguing for the 
breakup of the social media giant. His argu-
ment was as follows:

In the past 20 years, more than  
75 percent of American industries, from 
airlines to pharmaceuticals, have experi-
enced increased concentration, and the 
average size of public companies has 
tripled. The results are a decline in entre-
preneurship, stalled productivity growth, 
and higher prices and fewer choices for 
consumers.

The same thing is happening in social 
media and digital communications.

Set aside Hughes’s argument about break-
ing up one of the most important companies 
in America. It’s clear from data, researchers 
and at least some corporate leaders that 
the flow of money and ideas has become  
increasingly concentrated in only certain parts 
of the country.

This economic picture translates into a 
herculean challenge for regional public col-
leges and universities, which by their nature 
form the front line for serving all students 
in their home areas—including those who 
have been left behind and those who have 
no ability to relocate. These institutions are 
in many cases trying to enroll and graduate 
the very same students researchers have 
found to be the hardest to consistently reach:  
students of color, first-generation students 

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/technology/moneytree.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/09/opinion/sunday/chris-hughes-facebook-zuckerberg.html?module=inline
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from working-class backgrounds, rural 
students and adults who have few other edu-
cational options or job prospects.

Whether they are located near booming econ-
omies or in slow-to-grow rural areas, these 
institutions have to educate students to lead 
productive lives wherever they can reasonably 
be expected to live.

“For prospective students who live in com-
munities with few educational options, their 
educational destinations are bound by what-
ever institution is nearby,” wrote Nicholas 
Hillman and Taylor Weichman, both of the 
University of Wisconsin at Madison, in a 2016 
American Council on Education report on  
education deserts. “For place-bound students, 
many of whom are ‘post-traditional’ students, 
postsecondary choices are made according 
to proximity to home and work, making it all 
the more important to know how geographic 
opportunity structures vary across the nation.”

Increased online education may be a way to 
transcend the limits of place, offering stu-
dents the ability to study at far-off colleges 
and universities. For the time being, though, 
infrastructure still limits its possibilities. 

“If you’re on campus doing the course online, 
you’re OK,” says Michael Driscoll, president of 
Indiana University of Pennsylvania, in western 
Pennsylvania. “We have great access here. 
But I can take you about five miles from here 
to a farm that doesn’t and may still be using 
dial-up.”

Even if rural students can be educated online, 
the question still looms: For what jobs are we 
educating them?

It’s an important question when the per-
spective of the student is considered. Many 
students are likely to have to finance their 
education through student loans. Those loans 
have to be repaid. When jobs in rural areas 
pay less than those elsewhere, it compounds 

““For place-bound students, many of whom are ‘post-traditional’  
students, postsecondary choices are made according to proximity to 

home and work, making it all the more important to know how  
geographic opportunity structures vary across the nation.”

Nicholas Hillman & Taylor Weichman
Writing in “Education Deserts: The Continued Significance of ‘Place’ in the Twenty-First Century” 

American Council on Education

https://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Education-Deserts-The-Continued-Significance-of-Place-in-the-Twenty-First-Century.pdf
https://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Education-Deserts-The-Continued-Significance-of-Place-in-the-Twenty-First-Century.pdf
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the question of why a student should even  
pursue a college degree if he or she doesn’t 
want to move.

“That’s something I’ve seen in rural schools: 
they get this degree, and many of them 
actually do want to stay because in rural com-
munities there is a tight connection with the 
community and not wanting to leave,” says 
Cecilia Orphan, assistant professor of higher 
education at the University of Denver. “But 
when you have student loans, it’s hard.”

The answer cannot be that everyone moves to 
an urban center, says Kim Hunter Reed, com-
missioner of higher education in Louisiana.

“When the economy changes, we have a 
responsibility to set a strong vision and to 
make the case so more people understand 
why we need more talent development in 
our state,” she says. “We have to think about 
the key anchor points to strengthen rural 
communities.”

Many different leaders speak of education 
and health care as such anchor points. But 
even when needs are clear and interests seem 
to align, key players—states, higher education 
systems, colleges and employers—struggle to 
align themselves.

College leaders point out that economically 
depressed areas suffer from shortages of 
well-educated workers like nurses. Presidents 
in rural and urban areas say nurses are 
expected to be in high demand across the 
country in the future.

“I shudder to think that the day could come 
when hospitals can’t remain open because 
they don’t have enough nurses, but this is a 
problem that we give lip service to occasion-
ally and have not, as a society and a state, 

come to grips with,” says Bernie Patterson, 
the chancellor of the University of Wisconsin 
at Stevens Point, which went through a 
bruising battle with faculty members over pro-
posed changes to majors in 2018 and 2019. 
“If we don’t have a conversation as a state, at 
least, about how we’re going to manage this 
going forward, we’re going to be in desperate 
straits.”

Nurses are only one example. The same argu-
ment can be made about many professions 
and regions: without a multi-stakeholder con-
versation about managing economic changes 
and demands for talent, many regional col-
leges and their homes will be in desperate 
straits.

“We’ve got to figure it out as a state,” says 
Kristina M. Johnson, chancellor of the State 
University of New York system. “How do we 
keep from the collapse of population growth 
into these cities?”

Or if urbanization is inevitable, how can 
regional public colleges and universities 
promote opportunity and quality of life in 
downsizing regions?� ■
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ILLINOIS AFRICAN 
AMERICAN ENROLLMENT

A 793-day state budget impasse helped to 
make regional public universities in Illinois 
a stark example of how significantly state 
funding can affect the enrollment of underrep-
resented student groups while exacerbating 
pre-existing issues on campuses.

The impasse also made Illinois a stunning 
example of how just one university’s struggles 
can have an outsize impact on an entire state’s 
enrollment of African American students.

Between 2013 and 2017, African American 
undergraduate enrollment across all 11 pub-
lic universities in Illinois fell from 20,211 to 
17,331. The plunge came even though sev-
eral universities managed to add hundreds of 
African American undergraduates during that 
time frame.

Gains on some campuses weren’t nearly 
enough to offset significant losses at four 
regional public institutions: Chicago State, 
Northern Illinois, Southern Illinois-Carbondale 
and Eastern Illinois Universities.

None saw enrollment drop off quite as sharply 
as Chicago State, a historically black univer-
sity. Its undergraduate African American 
enrollment count plunged by a massive  
55 percent, or 1,855 students, during the time 
frame. 

At Southern Illinois-Carbondale, undergradu-
ate African American enrollment fell by 900 
students, or 33.6 percent. It fell by 519 stu-
dents, or 19.7 percent, at Northern Illinois and 
by 469 students, or 31.4 percent, at Eastern 
Illinois.

The budget situation combined with other 
headwinds, according to Josh Reinhart, a 
spokesman for Eastern Illinois.

“Enrollment declines were influenced by a 
number of factors, including statewide out-
migration trends, a decreasing pool of high 
school graduates and the state’s historic bud-
get impasse,” he said in an email.

Outmigration data show that the number of 
state high school graduates enrolling in a 
four-year college outside of Illinois has been 
rising for years. The trend seems to have 
accelerated after the budget crisis.

The state budget impasse hurt both Illinois 
public universities’ finances and a grant pro-
gram to help students pay for college. When 
state politicians could not agree on a budget 
for more than two years starting in July 2015, 

Critical Issues: Race, serving local students, state funding

SNAPSHOT

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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funding for higher education only came in fits 
and starts. Some bridge funding for higher 
education was provided, but funding for 
areas including higher education “remained 
insufficiently appropriated,” according to a 
report from the state comptroller on the con-
sequences of the impasse.

A state need-based financial aid program, the 
Monetary Award Program, received money 
only intermittently. Universities fronted MAP 
grant money for students during the standoff, 
but students and families worried they would 
need to repay the grants if the state didn’t 
eventually allocate money.

A 2016 survey from the Illinois Student 
Assistance Commission found that one in 
seven students receiving MAP grants said 
they would drop out of class or have extreme 
difficulty completing course work if the grants 
weren’t fully funded.

Even though the state did eventually provide 
funding for the grants, the damage was done, 
university officials say. State statistics would 
seem to bear out their arguments.

The number of students claiming a MAP 
award fell from 136,563 in the 2014 fiscal 
year to 107,057 two years later, with total 
funding paid out under the program plunging 
from $372.2 million to $319.8 million. Since 
then, though, the number of students claiming 
awards has started climbing. In 2017, awards 
were claimed by 121,579 students. Then in 
2018, a total of 129,517 students claimed 
awards, although officials have noted that an 

earlier filing deadline for the Free Application 
for Federal Student Aid might have boosted 
the number of applicants. 

Total applications fell during the time frame. 
The number of students who were offered an 
award but did not accept rose.

MAP funding aside, a long-term decline in 
state funding for higher education has also 
hurt enrollment of underrepresented students, 
according to a spokeswoman from the Illinois 
Board of Higher Education, Melissa Hahn.

“While funding has been at best flat, and at 
worst dismal for Illinois higher education over 
the last 18 years, the worst point was the bud-
get impasse of 2015, which was immediately 
followed by the second worst point with the 
late budget of 2016,” she wrote in an email. 
“As the state disinvested in higher education, 
tuition increased and services were stagnant 
if not reduced. The affected general enroll-
ment—as noted in the latest outmigration 
data—specifically hurt underrepresented stu-
dents’ ability to access higher education.”

Illinois Board of Higher Education statistics 
show that in 2002, state funding for public 
universities covered 72 percent of their costs. 
By 2018, it covered only 35 percent.

A loss of African American residents in 
Chicago and across the state also likely con-
tributed to enrollment declines, Hahn added.

None of the numbers fully capture the compli-
cated situation unfolding in Illinois. The state 
is lagging in attainment among its African 
American and Latinx residents. Trends point 
to the gaps becoming exacerbated in coming 

ILLINOIS AFRICAN AMERICAN 
ENROLLMENT 
CONTINUED

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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years, according to a state Board of Higher 
Education annual report, “Underrepresented 
Groups in Illinois Higher Education,” which 
detailed the drops in African American 
enrollment.

Statewide, 54.8 percent of 18- to 24-year-
olds are white, 17.4 percent are African 
American and 20.2 percent are Latinx. 
Outside of Chicago and its surrounding coun-
ties, though, the remainder of the state is 
almost three-quarters white. As the report 
noted, “Community colleges and many of the 
regional public universities primarily focus on 
serving their surrounding areas, and those 
surrounding areas may vary substantially in 
terms of racial and ethnic diversity.”

That means institutions serving high numbers 
of African American students—institutions 
like Chicago State—are critical.

The state budget crisis was not the start of 
Chicago State’s troubles. The university strug-
gled long before 2015.

Enrollment had already been dropping. 
Graduation rates were low, and some faculty 
members complained about what they saw as 
a long history of administrative corruption.

Yet when the budget standoff started, Chicago 
State was home to well over one in 10 of all 
African American undergraduates enrolled at 
Illinois public universities. Then as the budget 
crisis ground on, Chicago State ground down. 
Faculty members reported key services being 
stopped or curtailed. The cafeteria closed 
for a time, and the library was open only on 

ILLINOIS AFRICAN AMERICAN 
ENROLLMENT 
CONTINUED

weekdays from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. In 2016, the 
university declared exigency, cutting hundreds 
of employees.

Tightening cash flows put the institution 
at risk for closure. One faculty member lik-
ened the situation to lying on the sidewalk 
after being shot without anyone calling an 
ambulance.

In 2015, Chicago State enrolled 2,602 African 
American students. By 2017, it enrolled 1,515, 
a drop of 41.8 percent in just two years.

 “I think we were particularly hard hit because 
of the scholarship dollars,” says Zaldwaynaka 
(Z) Scott, Chicago State’s president, pointing 
out that a majority of the university’s students 
are eligible for MAP or Pell Grant funding. 
“And also that loss of operational dollars: we 
were threatened with closure.”

Scott took over at Chicago State after the bud-
get impasse ended, becoming the fifth person 
to be the university’s president or interim 
president between December 2015 and June 
2018. She set about trying to rebuild recruit-
ing, enrollment and retention.

Strategies include re-establishing recruit-
ing relationships with public schools within 
a five-mile radius of campus, building a 
dual-enrollment program with nearby schools, 
extending in-state tuition to out-of-state stu-
dents, broadening the university’s traditional 
recruiting territory in the Chicago area and 
throughout Illinois, emphasizing articula-
tion agreements with community colleges, 
and adding in-demand majors like logistics 
and an executive M.B.A. program. Student  

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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success efforts, scholarships and shorten-
ing students’ time to degree were also points  
of emphasis.

Traditional metrics don’t look particularly 
good for Chicago State. Its six-year graduation 
rate for full-time students seeking a bache-
lor’s degree was 12 percent for the group that 
started classes in fall 2011, according to fed-
eral data. Its eight-year rate was 17 percent 
for the group starting in 2009.

One caveat is that the university serves a large 
number of nontraditional students. More than 
a third of both its undergraduate and graduate 
students attended part-time. Almost two-
thirds of undergraduates were over the age  
of 25.

Chicago State also admits a relatively large 
number of students from low-income back-
grounds. More than a quarter of its students 
were from families making less than $20,000 
per year, according to economist Raj Chetty’s 
study of colleges and economic mobility. 
A Chicago State student had a 32 percent 
chance of moving up two or more income 
quintiles—the 33rd-best rating for a selective 
public college and tied for the second-best 
rating for a college in Illinois.

So even if Chicago State has not been the 
ideal university, it has been a pivotal feature 
of higher education in Chicago and in Illinois. 

“This is an equity issue,” says Scott, a former 
Chicago State trustee and former assistant 
U.S. attorney.

ILLINOIS AFRICAN AMERICAN 
ENROLLMENT 
CONTINUED

Scott acknowledges Chicago State continues 
to face challenges. College enrollment from 
many of the high schools located near the uni-
versity has been dropping.

More broadly, she worries that what is hap-
pening in Illinois is also happening across the 
country.

“What we are seeing is what’s probably playing 
out nationally,” she says. “There is a decline 
in African Americans attending college. 
That should be considered a crisis for those 
who are interested in closing the wealth gap 
between African Americans and the majority 
communities.”� ■
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The state of the regional public university 
is complex. It varies from state to state and 
from institution to institution. Still, three broad 
themes have emerged in recent years that will 
shape the future of this important slice of the 
American higher education ecosystem. 

1.	 The current resource-constrained 
environment is unlikely to change. 
Regional public universities must 
rely on their own creativity to survive, 
thrive and meet their missions. Trends 
in state finances and student enroll-
ment make it unlikely that the vast 
majority of regional public institutions 
will feel flush with cash in the fore-
seeable future. Institutions must look 
beyond the traditional paradigm of 
using public funding and tuition to fuel 
budget increases. That might mean 
operating more efficiently, bringing 
in new sources of revenue or finding 
new partnerships. Changes should not 
come at the expense of serving core 
student constituencies who have no 
other educational options.

2.	 Regional public universities often 
find themselves misaligned with stu-
dent needs and demands. Managing 
change to meet students where they 
are will be key to the future. While 
leaders and faculty members work 
tirelessly to serve students, many col-
leges and universities nonetheless find 
themselves out of step with students 
in one or several of the following areas: 
tuition rates, program mix, student sup-
port levels, curricular requirements, 
class times, class delivery methods 
and culture. Fighting reflexive resis-
tance to change while still preserving 
quality is an increasingly important 
balancing act that will require skill and 
coordination, often across higher edu-
cation systems.

3.	 Place matters as much as ever. The 
exact nature of any particular regional 
public institution’s challenges is dic-
tated by its location—whether it is 
struggling to keep up with the num-
ber of students in overcrowded 

Themes That 
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California or hemorrhaging enrollment 
in Vermont, and whether it is fighting 
to train students for changing technol-
ogies in local high-growth industries, 
seeking the best way to educate stu-
dents for a satisfying life in a depressed 
local economy, or spearheading devel-
opment intended to revitalize a region. 
Place dictates the roles a college or 
university will fill in a community and 
the choices it must make.

In light of those trends, an important question 
looms large:

At a time when so much economic growth 
has been focused on only certain geographic 
areas and in specific communities, how can 
regional public colleges and universities best 
serve those students who have been left 
behind? Although the answers may be differ-
ent, the question must be answered by both 
the regional public university in a rural area 
with few current job opportunities and the 
college in a booming city where unemploy-
ment rates are persistently higher for certain 
groups of minority students. 

Many of these issues can only be fully 
addressed if higher education institutions 
coordinate with each other and work with pol-
iticians and business executives at multiple 
levels. But they will also require leadership 
from presidents, chancellors, administra-
tors and board members at regional public  
colleges and universities.� ■
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Tomorrow’s regional public university will 
need to fill many roles to stay relevant in a 
fast-changing world, higher education leaders 
and experts say. 

It will need to continue in its long-standing 
role providing a four-year education for the 
masses. Educating traditional-age students 
from surrounding areas will remain important, 
even as cohorts shrink and grow more diverse 
in many parts of the country.

But tomorrow’s regional public university 
must also change who it serves. Adults will 
return to finish degrees. Others will seek to 
upskill or reskill. Tomorrow’s regional public 
university must adapt to meet the needs of 
those students so that it can provide them 
with true opportunity instead of treating them 
only as a source of fresh revenue.

Connections with outside parties and sur-
rounding communities will become ever more 
critical. Tomorrow’s regional public university 

will need to build connections with school dis-
tricts, community colleges, employers, policy 
makers, governments, associations and other 
outside entities like corporations. Doing so will 
enable it to bolster local communities, better 
integrate knowledge and career pipelines, and 
strengthen its own financial standing in a time 
of constrained state funding.

Success will require an entrepreneurial mind-
set, a willingness to break down old barriers 
and an ability to prioritize what is important.

Tomorrow’s regional public university will 
also need sharp elbows from time to time as 
it competes for resources and opportunities 
against other institutions. And it will need to 
be efficient and effective, as state lawmakers 
and other constituencies demand good out-
comes and accountability in return for their 
support and their money.

The days of blind support for regional pub-
lic universities—and higher education in 

Tomorrow’s 
Regional Public 
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general—seem to be over. New structures 
are necessary to create an institution that 
can adapt to change, spearhead community 
development, move students through the 
education pipeline quickly and support their 
quality of life.

It should be pointed out that this vision is 
not set in stone. Various major events could 
rock the higher ed ecosystem—unforeseen 
economic shifts could pump capital into 
unexpected areas, radical reforms in the next 
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act 
could rewrite college accountability and the 
continued spread of the free college move-
ment could revamp the way America pays 
for college. A large number of private col-
leges could close their doors in the face of 
intense pressures bearing down on that part 
of the higher education sector, sending the 
students who would have otherwise attended 
private institutions to attend regional public 
colleges. A nationwide economic downturn 
that cuts the number of available jobs could 
increase the number of students interested in 
attending college.

Many of those events are difficult to predict. 
So is how, exactly, they would affect regional 
public colleges and universities. An economic 
downturn could help enrollment challenges 
by sending more students to college, but it 
could also hurt public funding levels if higher 
education once again serves as the balance 
wheel for state budgets. And there is no 
guarantee the influx of students will land pri-
marily at regional four-year colleges instead 
of two-year institutions. The closing of private 
nonprofit colleges could likewise alleviate 
enrollment pressures, but given the relatively 
small size of many private institutions, few 
leaders at public institutions are counting on 

this to change the course of the future. 

Even if such changes take place, regional 
public institutions are still likely to emphasize 
certain models and strategies in the future: 
student success initiatives, competitiveness, 
structural innovation and a systems focus. All 
strategies won’t fit every institution, of course. 
But they can be building blocks for a changing 
model.

“The model of the regionals was a very import-
ant model for this country and continues to 
be an important model,” says Fritz Erickson, 
president of Northern Michigan University. 
“But the model has to adapt.”

Student Success
It doesn’t matter whether a college or uni-
versity is in a market expected to have fewer 
traditional-age students or one projected to 
experience increases in the future. Student 
success initiatives and other efforts to meet 
students’ needs are likely to be a growing part 
of tomorrow’s regional public institution. 

“Over the next 10 years, the absolute criti-
cal issue is going to be student success,” 
says George Mehaffy, vice president for 
academic leadership and change at the 
American Association of State Colleges and 
Universities. “It’s tied to funding and tuition. 
It’s tied to state expectations and perfor-
mance funding. It’s tied to data that is now 
available that was never available before.”

A broad range of initiatives can be lumped 
under the umbrellas of student success and 
meeting students’ needs. For traditional and 
well-prepared college students, there is the 
15 to Finish campaign, which encourages 
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traditional college students to enroll in 15 
credits each semester so they stay on track 
to graduate in four years. There is dual  
enrollment with area high schools so that  
students can earn college credit before finish-
ing high school.

For first-generation students, students from 
nontraditional backgrounds and students 
who are deemed to be arriving on campus 
underprepared, emphases center on stu-
dent support services. Evening and weekend 
classes are expected to be critical so colleges 
and universities can serve busy students 
who must work at the same time they pur-
sue a degree. So are online delivery options. 
Meanwhile, the need for remedial courses is 
being questioned—and such courses have 
been thrown out at the largest public univer-
sity system in the country, the California State 
University system.

When students start struggling, newly avail-
able data and a focus on analytics can help 
institutions intervene quickly. Georgia State 
University earned widespread attention for 
frequently reviewing grades and records so 
that advisers can meet with students show-
ing signs of risk in order to get them support 
they need.

Career pathways programs emphasize clear 
program mapping to help students move 
through courses, earn degrees and enter the 
work force. A focus on making sure credits 
transfer across institutions aims to prevent 
transfer students from having to repeat 
classes they’ve taken elsewhere.

The points affecting transfer students are par-
ticularly important because rising numbers 
of adult students and low-income students 
may be transferring in to regional public uni-
versities from other institutions, including 
community colleges.

“Any time one switches an institution, the 
probability of slowing down or something 
happening gets a lot higher,” says Angela 
Boatman, assistant professor of public policy 
and higher education at Vanderbilt University. 
“Are there ways to smooth the transition? I 
think that question is so important right now 
because of the incentives for students to start 
at two-years.”

For adults, online options, night and week-
end classes, and various certificates can be 
designed to help students who must fit higher 
education in around busy lives filled with work, 
children and other demands. Certificates or 
badges might also offer short-term value for 
adults and other students who are unable to 
complete a degree quickly. Such short-term 
options can be affordable for students who 

““Over the next 10 years, the  
absolute critical issue is going to 

be student success.”

George Mehaffy
Vice President,  

Academic Leadership and Change
American Association of State Colleges and Universities
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are cash-strapped or unable to commit large 
sums of money over time to pay for multi-year 
degrees. They can also act as important sig-
nals of skill and employability in a job market 
in which executives have been pushing for 
more credential innovation.  

Generally, the emphasis is trying to make 
the experience easier for students so that 
they can move as quickly, inexpensively and 
seamlessly through college as is reasonably 
possible without diluting educational quality. 
For students, this decreases the likelihood of 
dropping out or having to spend extra money 
on unnecessary credits. For institutions, it 
promotes efficiency and potentially opens 
new markets. And for policy makers, it shows 
effectiveness.

“One thing you have to recognize is that while 
your traditional customer base is getting 
smaller, there’s a large base out there that is 
not served or served well,” says Jeb Spaulding, 
chancellor of the Vermont State Colleges. 
“Colleges need to find ways to provide a mean-
ingful education program for people who have 
not traditionally gone on, or for adults that 
have stopped. We’re doing seven-, eight-week 
semesters online. Certificates. Three-year 
bachelor’s programs. We take advantage of 
the early-college program in Vermont.”

Implementation of these initiatives has been 
uneven across the country and within institu-
tions. It is not difficult today to find a system 
chancellor who wonders whether common 
course numbering will ever arrive across 
different colleges within his system, nor is 
it hard to find an administrator bruised over 
new programs or revised general education 
requirements.

Still, signs exist that change can come faster 

than the casual observer might think. When 
the American Enterprise Institute analyzed 
federal data to examine institutions offering 
online classes and programs, it found that  
95 percent of public four-year institutions 
offered at least one online course in 2016. 
Between 2012 and 2016, the portion of 
degree-granting public institutions offering 
at least one online program jumped from 62 
percent to 76 percent, according to the AEI 
report, “The Promises and Limits of Online 
Higher Education.”

In cases like that of Cal State, which doesn’t 
have the capacity to meet all of its student 
demand, reducing resistance within the higher 
ed pipeline theoretically means more students 
can earn degrees without a massive influx of 
new funding. Students who are not forced 
to repeat classes or take excess credits cut 
demands on limited institutional resources. 
They are more likely to finish their degrees in 
a timely manner and graduate happier after 
paying less in tuition over time.

The 23-campus, 484,000-student Cal State 
system has taken several noteworthy steps 
in recent years to boost graduation rates, 
improve credit transfer and change remedi-
ation practices. In January 2016, the system 
launched what it calls its Graduation Initiative 
2025, aiming to increase freshman and trans-
fer graduation rates while also eliminating 
equity gaps for underrepresented minority stu-
dents and Pell-eligible students. Efforts under 
that initiative include hiring more tenure-track 
faculty members, pushing to redesign courses 
with high failure rates, increasing online 
course offerings and advancing what’s called 
the Associate Degree for Transfer Program so 
that transfer students will have a clear way to 
complete degree requirements.

http://www.aei.org/publication/the-promises-and-limits-of-online-higher-education/
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Cal State also focused on making sure stu-
dents had the chance to complete 30 credits 
before the beginning of their second aca-
demic year. Part of that was a controversial 
reworking of remediation.

In August 2017, the system office issued an 
executive order discontinuing stand-alone 
developmental education courses for no 
college credit beginning in fall 2018. About 
40 percent of Cal State’s first-time students, 
25,000 students, were being told that they 
were admitted but not ready for college-level 
course work in math or English. Those stu-
dents were then sent to developmental 
education courses that didn’t count toward 
their degree requirements.

A student funneled into such developmental 
courses had less of a chance to accumulate 
credits during his or her first year on cam-
pus than one not placed in developmental 
courses. Leaders also saw the classes as 
a major contributor to attrition, because a 
quarter of students assigned to developmen-
tal education didn’t return for a second year 
of classes. Just 10 percent earned a degree 
within four years.

Students from historically underrepresented 
communities were more likely to end up in 
developmental courses, says James T. Minor, 
assistant vice chancellor and senior strategist 
at Cal State. And developmental math wasn’t 
necessarily setting students up for long, suc-
cessful STEM careers. Many weren’t majoring 
in anything math related.

“The students who were most likely to be 
assigned to developmental education were 
black or brown first-generation students,” 
Minor says. “For many students who are 
journalism majors, who are communications 

majors, who are English majors, who are 
political science majors, that math or quanti-
tative reasoning course is their terminal math 
course for their degree program.”

Instead of the existing developmental edu-
cation model, the executive order called 
for students needing additional academic 
support to be placed in credit-bearing col-
lege-level courses that also strengthened 
their skills—with supportive course models 
like co-requisites, coordinated supplemental 
instruction or formats stretching a course 
beyond a single term. Extra support was also 
to be attached to courses. Cal State tried to 
offer more support for faculty members.

In the first fall the change was in place, Cal 
State recorded significant improvements in 
math but not in English.

Before the change, in the fall of 2017, a total of 
17,371 students were deemed in need of addi-
tional academic support in math. Just 1,438 
attempted a lower-division math course, and 
only 950, or 5 percent of the total in need of 
support, completed a course with a grade of 
C-minus or better.

In the fall of 2018, a nearly identical number 
of students were said to be in need of addi-
tional academic support in math, 17,417. The 
number attempting a lower-division course 
went up by more than 10,000, to 11,988. And 
46 percent of the pool, 7,952 students, com-
pleted a course with a C-minus or better.

For English, 11,138 students were in need of 
additional academic support in the fall before 
the executive order went in place. A total of 
7,974 attempted a lower-division written 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 49 
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Hispanic students made up approximately  
18 percent of all public high school graduates 
in Colorado in 2007. In a decade, they would 
be about 30 percent of high school graduates, 
according to demographers’ projections.

That year, what was then called Metropolitan 
State College of Denver started to try to recruit 
and retain more Latinx students, aiming to 
ultimately become a Hispanic-serving institu-
tion. A dozen years later, the institution—since 
renamed Metropolitan State University of 
Denver—received federal HSI recognition.

BECOMING A HISPANIC-
SERVING INSTITUTION

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

That means the university successfully dou-
bled its reported enrollment percentage of 
full-time-equivalent Hispanic students. In 
2007, it reported 12.5 percent full-time-equiv-
alent Hispanic enrollment. Institutions must 
have at least 25 percent Hispanic enrollment 
to be named HSIs.

Undergraduate enrollment over all has actu-
ally been shrinking in recent years. Metro 

Critical Issues: Managing change, diversifying the student 
body, state funding, student support
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State enrolled a total of 21,179 undergrad-
uate students in the fall of 2014. It enrolled 
19,258 in the fall of 2018. During that time, 
the undergraduate student body went from  
21.3 percent Hispanic or Latino to 28.4 per-
cent Hispanic or Latino. The change came 
as the percentage of white students dropped 
from 60.1 percent to 51.4 percent.

The university diversified even as it oper-
ated in an environment of severely restricted 
state funding. It received $51.6 million in 
state appropriations in 2018, an increase of 
roughly $9 million from 2007. Over the same 
time period, expenses grew by more than 
$95 million as operating expenses rose, non- 
operating expenses increased after the  
university took on bond debt and started inter-
est payments, and as the university added 
master’s programs.

Changing the enrollment mix and securing HSI 
designation wasn’t easy, Metro State leaders 
say. It was, however, necessary to serve both 
Hispanic and non-Hispanic students in a time 
of tight budgets.

“I think that is helpful for our Hispanic popu-
lation, our coming-up high school kids, to say 
MSU is a really good place for us,” says the 
university’s president, Janine Davidson. “The 
second thing, substantively, is it unlocks our 
ability to access some federal dollars.”

HSI designation won’t be a panacea for the 
university’s challenges. Available grant dol-
lars aren’t huge, Metro State leaders say. 
They expect the grants to be worth a few 

million dollars here and there. It’s unlikely to 
be enough to offset any future losses in state 
funding, but it could help pay for critical stu-
dent support services, plus other priorities like 
faculty development, creating transfer pipe-
lines, and distance learning.

The strategies Metro State used to pursue 
HSI designation over a dozen years are worth 
studying for other institutions seeking to 
adapt to tight budgets and changing student 
demographics. No single move made HSI 
designation possible, leaders say—although 
they proudly point to one political fight they 
picked along the way.

University efforts included strategies grouped 
around outreach to pre-K-12 schools, transfer 
and enrollment initiatives, financial aid, and 
advocacy and policy development, according 
to one university HSI task force report from 
January 2016. They also included addressing 
parts of the institutional infrastructure, like 
guidance and support to help Hispanic stu-
dents from the time they enroll to the day they 
complete their degrees. 

Stephen Jordan was Metro State’s president 
when the HSI initiative launched. One pro-
gram that he singles out was built around a 
hotel that is part of the university’s hospital-
ity program. The university took $200,000 in 
profit from the hotel and went out to local 
school districts with large Hispanic popula-
tions, he says. Then it offered to match local 
scholarship dollars, guaranteeing five-year 
scholarships for students.

It took about two weeks to match $200,000 
worth of scholarships, Jordan says. The 
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university went back for another $300,000 to 
fuel what became a very powerful tool.

“It was very thoughtful, because it was a 
five-year commitment, and it had a scholar-
ship component for tuition, fees and books, 
and a support component,” Jordan says.  
“It’s that kind of intentionality that was part 
of this effort throughout: people really pay-
ing attention and coming up with good ideas 
about things where there was sufficient data 
out there.”

Other steps to help students enroll included 
sending admissions counselors who speak 
Spanish to high schools with a large number 
of Hispanic or Latinx students. Metro State 
also focused on trying to improve retention 
rates for these students, boost graduation 
rates for them and add tenure-track faculty 
members. Leaders committed to hiring fac-
ulty members of color so that students would 
see faculty members who looked like them.

Even tenure processes changed. If a fac-
ulty member of color drew a mixed review 
resulting in a recommendation to terminate, 
administrators compared dossiers on that 
faculty member and a similarly situated white 
faculty member from the same department 
who had received tenure. Jordan would then 
make a final decision based on staff recom-
mendations. He ended up overriding some 
tenure decisions.

It was controversial, but Jordan hopes faculty 
members appreciated the fact he wasn’t just 
functioning as a rubber stamp.

47

Changing the institution took time, Jordan 
says. It was also important that all parts of 
the university felt involved, and that non-Latinx 
students understood that the entire institution 
would benefit from the HSI designation and 
newfound diversity. 

“One of the things the faculty themselves had 
to discover: they could all be winners in this 
process,” Jordan says. “They’ve got to see how 
it does benefit them.”

Another controversial move came in 2012, 
shortly before President Obama announced 
the federal Deferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals policy. Metro State decided to offer 
reduced tuition rates for undocumented 
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““One of the things the faculty 
themselves had to discover: they 

could all be winners in this  
process.”

Stephen Jordan
President Emeritus

Metropolitan State University of Denver
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students who graduated from Colorado high 
schools after attending for at least three 
years. The move dropped the price of tuition 
for undocumented students from roughly 
$16,000 to about $7,000 per year.

The new tuition level, which was still higher 
than base in-state rates for Colorado resi-
dents, drew plenty of attention. Metro State 
acted without state legislators’ authorization. 
Lawmakers had tried and failed six times over 
a decade to create a discounted tuition rate 
for undocumented students.

Some state officials were not happy. University 
officials argued they had set tuition to match 
the amount it cost to educate students and 
that public money wasn’t being used to edu-
cate undocumented students. Colorado’s 
attorney general remained unmoved, saying 
Metro State’s discounted tuition was a “pub-
lic benefit” that could only be “provided to 
individuals who prove their lawful presence” 
in the country.

“The budget committee threatened to take 
some funding away,” says Michelle Lucero, 
a former chair of the board at Metro State 
who was vice chair when the tuition policy 
for undocumented students passed in 2012. 
“We took some big hits. We got threats. But 
does anyone on our board second-guess that 
decision? No. We tend to do big, bold, brave 
things.”

Less than a year after the university made its 
decision, the state Legislature passed a bill 
making undocumented students who meet 

certain requirements eligible for in-state tui-
tion in Colorado. The state’s governor signed 
it into law at Metro State.

Although the policy change didn’t drive a large 
number of undocumented students to imme-
diately enroll—311 students had enrolled 
under the new legislation at Metro State as of 
fall 2015—university leaders say forcing the 
issue in 2012 helped to create a campus envi-
ronment Hispanic students see as welcoming.

One more change has helped Latinx and 
Hispanic students succeed, says Jordan, 
the university’s president emeritus. The 
institution added graduate programs and 
junior- and senior-level courses that could be 
counted toward master’s degrees. It showed 
undergraduates who are in classrooms with 
graduate students that they’re capable of 
completing the course work, Jordan says.

It could be seen as mission creep. Offering 
master’s degrees forced Jordan to grapple 
with the fact that he believed Metro State 
should be a baccalaureate institution.

He approached the change by considering 
how the institution was already preparing 
young people for careers in almost everything 
it did.

“If that is our core mission, why isn’t that 
equally applicable at the master’s level?” he 
asks. “This is not about research. This is really 
about professions, and when we started, 
we started with only three areas. They were 
areas where we felt we had high competency: 
teacher education and business and social 
work, where there was a huge demand.”

BECOMING A HISPANIC- 
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communication course. About 85 per-
cent, or 6,795 students, completed the 
course with a grade of C-minus or better.

In the fall of 2018, after the policy 
change, 7,535 students were in need of 
additional English academic support, 
and 6,121 attempted a lower-division 
written communication course. But the 
passing rate fell to 82 percent, with 5,015 
students completing the course with a 
C-minus or better.

Cal State leaders say the major-
ity of campuses had already been 
providing important support to students  
for English before the policy change  
and that math is where major redesigns 
took place.

A cynic could argue Cal State lowered 
the bar for students of low ability, elim-
inating remediation and watering down 
hard lower-division courses. In this 
cynic’s world, that would unfairly juice 
graduation rates over time. 

Cal State leaders rejected that idea.

“I think we’ve taken out some of the 
roadblocks that were keeping people 
from moving forward,” says Leroy M. 
Morishita, president of Cal State East 
Bay. “What it says is we were miscatego-
rizing or testing people incorrectly. They 
are able to succeed.”

The driving factor in the changes wasn’t 
graduation rates, says Alison Wrynn, 
interim assistant vice chancellor for 
academic programs and faculty develop-
ment and interim state university dean 
for academic programs.

The university’s office of graduate stud-
ies now covers nine programs, including 
certificates in human nutrition and 
autism and significant support needs.

Efforts to achieve HSI designation 
weren’t all major operational changes. 
Some were clerical. An identity cam-
paign encouraged students who hadn’t 
been identifying their race to do so when 
the university collected data, enabling its 
statistics to better reflect the students 
who were already enrolled.

Demographic projections, meanwhile, 
have panned out. Hispanics were 29.9 
percent of all public high school gradu-
ates in Colorado in 2017-18, according 
to state Department of Education data. 
They accounted for more than 55 per-
cent of graduates in Denver schools.

Some leaders say Metro State, founded 
in 1965, has been able to adapt in part 
because of its youth. But its willingness 
to change and take risks while finding 
ways for its mission to meet today’s con-
ditions shouldn’t be overlooked.

“We were created specifically to edu-
cate the students of Colorado—that’s our 
mission,” says Angela Marquez, special 
assistant to the president for HSI at the 
university. “I think it’s very important that 
we took the steps we did, because that’s 
our future student.”� ■
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“Developmental education, we didn’t remove 
that because we thought it would help stu-
dents graduate,” Wrynn says. “We removed it 
because pedagogically it’s not good practice.”

Institutions like Cal State are coming to grips 
with who college students are today, finding 
the best ways to educate them instead of 
excluding them, Minor says.

“Many generations ago, the people who 
landed on college campuses were the elite 
among us and among our society,” he says. 
“Now, I think society has arrived, and so you 
have a range of individuals from diverse 
communities across the country arriving at 
college campuses from diverse experiences 
and backgrounds and diverse preparation. I 
think we have to separate that from ability.”

Competing for 
Resources
Unfortunately, limited resources often prevent 
regional public colleges and universities from 
fully pursuing student success initiatives and 
other efforts.

“Public comprehensive universities are being 
asked by legislators, by the public and some-
times by themselves to look at what barriers 
we have that prolong time to graduation,” says 
Karen Haynes, president of California State 
University at San Marcos. “Some of them 
are barriers that come from reduced state 
funding. If you can’t get course sections out 
to students, they can’t graduate on time. You 
can’t get course sections out if you don’t have 
instructional dollars.”

Regional public universities and the sys-
tems of which they are a part will have to 

compete for public funding in good economic 
times and in bad. How states going through 
good economic times divvy up funding 
between flagship institutions, regional pub-
lic universities and community colleges will  
be important.

Sometimes, the overall funding level is the 
question that matters most, and public higher 
education is pitted against other state priori-
ties. After Alaska’s governor proposed closing 
a state budget gap in 2019 by cutting public 
funding for the University of Alaska system 
by a whopping 41 percent, the system’s presi-
dent, James R. Johnsen, noted the state faced 
a question of priorities.

The state pays Alaskans a dividend from a 
permanent fund supported by oil revenue. 
State funding cuts for higher education the-
oretically wouldn’t be necessary if money 
from the fund were instead used to pay for 
government services. In 2018, Alaska passed 
controversial legislation allowing the fund to 
be used like an endowment to support govern-
ment use, which then-gubernatorial candidate 
Mike Dunleavy attacked at the time. Dunleavy 
went on to win the governorship. 

“The politics of it are interesting,” Johnsen 
says. “The governor’s single biggest priority 
is paying that dividend, and that just forces a 
big cut of government services.”

Other times, the question is more about the 
breakdown of which institutions get funding. 
Even though regional public colleges and 
universities are heavily reliant on state fund-
ing, many of their presidents feel outgunned 
when it comes to lobbying. The research uni-
versities with big-name athletic programs 
appearing on television draw the most atten-
tion, and the campuses with law schools 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-alaska-fund/alaska-taps-cherished-oil-fund-to-pay-state-expenses-idUSKBN1JA0CJ
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tend to produce alumni who go on to serve in  
state legislatures.

An important development on the funding 
front has been the growing popularity of per-
formance-based funding, which arguably 
leaves institutions competing against them-
selves for state money.

Performance-based funding is nothing new—
it can be traced back to a model Tennessee 
adopted in the 1970s. It allocates some public 
money to institutions based on certain met-
rics, like graduation rates. 

Dozens of states have implemented perfor-
mance-based funding mechanisms in a wide 
variety of forms. Goals and metrics vary, as 
do how they are weighted. The amount of 
funding up for grabs can be small or a large 
percentage of available state operating funds.

Research on the effectiveness of perfor-
mance-based funding has yielded mixed 
results. Experts generally say that the 
design matters tremendously in whether a  
mechanism will be effective for institutions 
and students.

They also caution that performance-based 
funding can have many unintended conse-
quences on institutions’ behavior. Effects on 
underrepresented students and institutions 
that enroll a large number of underrepre-
sented students need to be considered.

The State University System of Florida’s per-
formance-based funding model has drawn 
close scrutiny because it denies extra fund-
ing to the universities with the three lowest 
scores in any year. The model, first approved in 
2014, has also consistently provided the most 
money to the state’s research universities.

Florida A&M University, a historically black 

institution, received no state performance- 
based funding in three of the most recent four 
years. In 2018, Florida A&M, New College of 
Florida and the University of North Florida 
received no state performance-based funding 
money, while the University of Florida received 
$57.6 million and Florida State University 
received $51.6 million. 

Mark B. Rosenberg is president of Florida 
International University in Miami and was 
chancellor of the State University System of 
Florida from 2005 to 2009. He didn’t support 
the performance model cutting funding from 
the bottom-three-scoring institutions, he says. 
He’s also unhappy about unintended conse-
quences like institutions being less willing to 
take chances on admitting at-risk students.

But any public policy choice will have unin-
tended consequences.

“The Board of Governors has given me the 
opportunity to voice those concerns, as has 
the state Legislature, and I’m satisfied that 
they understand,” Rosenberg says. “Choices 
are getting made. I think the overall effect is 
very positive in that students are graduating in 
a timely manner, we are doing a much better 
job of understanding that students under-
stand where the opportunities are once they 
graduate, and we’ve kept costs down.”

Performance-based funding has focused 
Florida’s universities on student success like 
never before, Rosenberg says. In his view, it’s 
forced them to address bottlenecks in the 
curriculum, inadequate advising and a “lais-
sez-faire approach to higher education” that 
students sometimes have.

“Nothing focuses the mind like a hanging in 
the morning,” Rosenberg says.
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State funding discussions can also pit large 
institutions against small ones, flagships 
against regional publics and regional publics 
against community colleges. In cases where 
states are discussing or implementing free 
four-year tuition for some of their residents, 
like New York, the question is always whether 
the state will provide enough money into 
the future to cover the fact that institutions 
are suddenly more reliant on state sources  
of funding.

It all boils down to a climate in which regional 
public colleges and universities are going to 
have to keep making their case for public sup-
port in statehouses. The current focus is on 
the value of college and outcomes. The future 
may bring other priorities.

Statehouses are far from the only locations 
where regional publics are going to have to 
compete, though. The competition for stu-
dents is likely to remain high, and those 
students are very likely to be cross-shopping 

different higher education providers.

“You have a primary service area,” says James 
C. Schmidt, chancellor of the University of 
Wisconsin at Eau Claire. “Everyone is trying to 
broaden the pie and therefore recruit a little 
farther away.”

Several regional public universities in Michigan 
have succeeded in increasing enrollment 
from much farther away—they’ve succeeded 
in boosting international enrollment, says Dan 
Hurley, CEO of the Michigan Association of 
State Universities. 

“A lot of that is outreach on their own,” he 
says. “Sometimes it’s one or two faculty, and 
increasingly third-party vendors that make 
connections.”

International students would seem to 
be a great source of opportunity for stu-
dent-starved institutions. They often pay 
much higher prices than in-state students. 
But recent uncertainty at the federal level and 
declines in the number of international stu-
dents across the U.S. are cause for concern. 

College leaders say Australia, Canada and 
the European Union are making strong plays 
for international students as well. Many 
worry about making big investments in the 
international space, only for students to fail  
to materialize. 

Fighting for graduate students could continue 
to become more important if institutions can 
find programs that have value in the market. 

“We have to align our graduate programming 
not only as a sequential step in a long series of 
acquisitions of educational experiences, but 

““Everyone is trying to broaden 
the pie and therefore recruit a 

little farther away.”

James C. Schmidt
Chancellor

University of Wisconsin at Eau Claire
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COMPETING FOR ADULT 
LEARNERS ONLINE
Critical Issues: Disruption, competing for new student 
populations, system and state coordination

University of Massachusetts president Marty 
Meehan laid out a bold plan for a new online 
college in March 2019.

UMass would focus the new college on adult 
learners, positioning it as a central provider 
of work-force development that would appeal 
to both employers and residents seeking 
economic mobility. It would also generate rev-
enue that would be pumped back into UMass 
campuses to support education for traditional 
undergraduate and graduate students.

While the plan may have been bold, it was not 
unique. It followed a model of drawing prof-
its from large-scale online operations and 
investing those profits back into traditional 
operations. That model was previously devel-
oped and executed by other universities like 
the private nonprofit Southern New Hampshire 
University. Numerous other players were 
jumping into the same game, including a 
new online community college California was 
establishing.

Still, Meehan’s announcement stood out 
because he explained his system’s motivation 
in stark terms. In a state where demographic 
shifts are expected to deeply cut the num-
ber of traditional-age students enrolling on 
college campuses in coming years, and 

where Southern New Hampshire was win-
ning student after student, the University of 
Massachusetts had to create the new venture, 
Meehan said.

“Over the last 18 months of research and 
study on this subject, it has become clear that 
our single greatest opportunity to preserve a 
thriving, healthy and prosperous UMass while 
meeting our work-force development mission 
is to take bold and intentional steps to make 
a UMass education more accessible to stu-
dents we are not currently serving at scale,” 
Meehan said in a March news release.

The decision to start a new online college also 
raises questions about how online educa-
tion and the growth of major online nonprofit 
providers is likely to affect regional public 
universities. 

Many of those in charge of state-backed online 
providers claim there will be little crossover 
between their largely adult, career-focused 
target demographic and the students who 
enroll at regional public institutions, who 
are more likely to be right out of high school 

SNAPSHOT
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and interested in a traditional undergraduate 
experience. The rare regional public college 
leader willing to go on the record on the topic 
voiced much the same sentiment while also 
expressing confidence that regional pub-
lic universities’ existing online offerings are 
attractive to students on their own merits.

Not everyone is convinced, though. And even 
if there were no crossover in students at the 
moment, many regional public universities are 
struggling to increase enrollment. They hope 
to add students by attracting more adults. 
Does it truly make sense for states to stand 
up new online colleges that could threaten 
existing regional colleges’ and universities’ 
growth prospects at a time when many of 
those existing colleges have empty seats?

Cannibalization of place-bound students who 
might have otherwise chosen classroom 
learning is a real threat, says Dennis Gephardt, 
vice president and senior credit officer at 
Moody’s Investors Service. It’s expensive to 
live at a college or attend full-time instead of 
working, he says. Picking up a few courses 
online over time helps make higher educa-
tion more affordable for a student on the  
financial margin.

Students could decide to take online courses 
and try to transfer them in order to finish 
their degrees at a traditional college. They 
could also decide a major online provider 
has a more widely known brand and presents 
fewer drawbacks than attending a regional  
public college.

“There will be some switching for those that 
might have gone to a kind of full-time expe-
rience at a regional public,” Gephardt says. 
“They could maybe be associated with a 
stronger brand at a lower cost of attendance 
and not have to deal with a roommate or new 
setting or all those things that they might be 
anxious about.”

Potential also exists for major in-state and 
out-of-state online providers to eat into the 
share of students who will consider regional 
public colleges’ online programs. Consider 
a student weighing online classes at the 
local public four-year institution versus an 
online giant that spends hundreds of millions 
of dollars per year in marketing, says Dale 
Leatherwood, the co-founder of ClearDegree, 
a higher education concierge service that 
helps working professionals and companies 
with online degrees.

“What truly is the differentiation, unless I want 
a degree from that school?” Leatherwood 
asks. “If I can go to [University of Maryland 
University College] or UM Global and choose 
from 75 degree programs at a price point 
that’s at or less than Akron with a slicker, more 
effective marketing and admissions process, 
where is the relative value?”

Other initiatives could threaten graduate 
enrollments, which regional public universities 
have used to boost enrollment and generate 
tuition dollars. Public flagship universities 
have made efforts in this space by partner-
ing with online program managers—Georgia 
Tech in 2018 rolled out an online cyberse-
curity master’s degree for under $10,000 
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with edX, for instance, and the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign offers several 
programs including an “iMBA” with Coursera 
at sharply lower prices than typically found at  
flagship universities. 

The leader tasked with setting up the new 
UMass venture maintains that unmet demand 
exists for robust, fully online programs that 
will upskill U.S. workers.

“We are going to be helping the population 
that is not currently being directly served by 
the online programs at state institutions,” 
says Don Kilburn, a former Pearson Education 
executive who is CEO of UMass Online. “They 
are mostly served by fully online programs 
right now.” 

Left unsaid is that UMass leaders found 
it unacceptable to be missing out on so 
many students that were enrolling at provid-
ers based out of state. They’ve estimated 
Southern New Hampshire University enrolls 
15,000 Massachusetts residents.

Frame it that way, and it sounds like online 
college versus regional public university is a 
false choice. Instead, a substantial student 
population will enroll in a massively scaled 
online institution one way or the other. The 
only question is whether it will be one from 
Massachusetts or one based elsewhere.

Another UMass official, spokesman Jeff 
Cournoyer, further stressed that no pub-
lic higher education provider in the state 
was serving the working adult population 
at scale. UMass estimates more than one 

million working people over the age of 25 in 
Massachusetts were not enrolled in postsec-
ondary education but would be interested in 
an online offering.

“That is the population we are seeking to 
serve, not those already enrolled or who 
would be likely to enroll in an existing pro-
gram,” Cournoyer said in an email. “And there 
are many thousands more who are currently 
enrolled in online degree programs offered 
by out-of-state institutions. Our research 
suggests that more than 50 percent of them 
would prefer to be in a comparable program 
at UMass, if it were offered.”

Unlike out-of-state competitors, UMass has 
an interest in making sure the different higher 
education sectors in Massachusetts aren’t 
negatively impacted by online competition, 
Cournoyer added. UMass aimed to create a 
platform to “enhance partnerships with the 
state universities and community colleges.”

That view may or may not be universally 
embraced throughout the UMass system. 
It has several universities with meaningful 
online programs already served by UMass 
Online. They delivered a reported 75,00 course 
enrollments in the 2017 fiscal year. Then there 
are other state institutions in Massachusetts 
that are not part of UMass.

A spokesman at Fitchburg State University, 
a regional public institution about 50 miles 
to the northwest of Boston, pointed to the 
institution’s online and hybrid programs. Nine 
graduate programs are 100 percent online, as 
are six undergraduate programs and two cer-
tificate programs.
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“Our accelerated online programs have been 
successful and will remain competitive 
because of their quality, accessibility and 
price,” said the spokesman, Matthew Bruun, 
in an email. “We are confident our institutions 
are filling an important niche in the market-
place and that we can continue to do so by 
remaining responsive to the changing needs 
of our region and the evolving demands of the 
working adults we serve.”

Fitchburg State enrolls more than 4,000 
undergraduates and more than 3,000 gradu-
ate students. More than 3,500 students were 
enrolled in a hybrid or online course in spring 
2019, taking a total of 5,803 courses. Online 
and hybrid enrollment skewed toward gradu-
ate students. 

Leaders in Massachusetts weren’t the only 
ones who pushed back on the idea that a 
massive online college would cut into enroll-
ments at regional public universities. Erika 
Orris, the chief enrollment and marketing offi-
cer at the University of Maryland University 
College—which was in the process of rebrand-
ing itself as the University of Maryland Global 
Campus—said much the same thing. Officials 
made the case UMUC and regional pub-
lic students don’t cross over. “Our students 
are going to be working adults interested in 
attending online,” Orris said, “and our primary 
competitors already advertise nationally, 
such as SNHU, Arizona State, WGU, and the 
for-profits like Strayer and Capella.”

A UMUC spokesman looked at the potential 

for cannibalization in another way. UMUC 
began in 1947 as an institution serving adult 
students, said the spokesman, Robert Ludwig, 
in an email. It began offering fully online pro-
grams in the late 1990s, meaning it has long 
been filling the niche in the state.

“The issue facing many regional universities 
is the predicted demographic collapse in the 
Northeast and Midwest,” Ludwig wrote. “The 
population of students who aspire to the 
traditional face-to-face experience is shrink-
ing, and thus many regional universities are 
looking to diversify into the working adult 
market—which leads them to develop online 
strategies, thus competing with UMUC.”

Setting aside the question of which type of 
institution might be moving into the other’s 
territory, some regional public universities 
could remain strong by carving out specific 
niches. If almost every teacher in a school dis-
trict earned his or her master’s degree at the 
same local public university, for instance, that 
same institution is likely in a strong position 
to remain the preferred provider. Partnerships 
between regional public universities and local 
employers could likewise be fruitful if the 
parties involved develop close continuing 
relationships.

Even then, certain working student popula-
tions are likely to demand online options. A 
regional institution serving such students 
may need to partner with an online program 
manager, a company that typically makes an 
up-front financial investment to help build the 
program and then takes a cut of the revenue. 
That in turn would put pressure on program 
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pricing, which could theoretically allow a 
large state-backed competitor to leverage its 
greater scale to undercut the regional public 
offering or snuff out many of the financial 
benefits it provides.

Other factors exist in favor of larger, cen-
tralized online colleges targeting adults. 
Decentralizing online programs by allowing 
them to grow at regional public universities 
makes it difficult to collect data that can 
be processed at scale. Setting up new pro-
grams with enough capacity to serve a  
large number of students on short notice is a 
bureaucratic challenge.

Research published by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research has found evidence that 
introducing new online providers pressures 
colleges and universities in less competitive 
markets. David J. Deming, Michael Lovenheim 
and Richard Patterson examined develop-
ments after a 2006 regulatory change made it 
easier for new entrants into the online market. 
In a 2016 working paper, “The Competitive 
Effects of Online Education,” they found 
enrollment effects concentrated at nonse-
lective private institutions, which were at the 
time considered to be online programs’ clos-
est competitors. 

They a lso found increases in  per- 
student instructional spending at public 
institutions. Together, the results suggested 
that online education increased com-
petitive pressure on local institutions,  
potentially driving innovation.

“As a result of the uneven geographic dis-
persion of postsecondary schools and the 
high probability that students enrolling in 
nonselective schools attend close to home, 
nonselective public institutions in less dense 

areas either are local monopoly providers of 
education or have considerable market power,” 
they wrote. “Online education has the potential 
to disrupt these local monopolies by introduc-
ing competition from alternative providers 
that do not require students to leave home 
to attend. The impact of competition from 
online providers will depend on the degree of 
monopoly power held by incumbents, as well 
as on the extent to which students are willing 
to substitute between online and in-person 
programs.”

So systems, states and universities will have 
plenty to negotiate if they hope to prevent 
regional publics, state flagships and massive 
online colleges from trying to stake out parts 
of the same territory in an online gold rush.

“People are not going to do less online 
learning over the next 15 or 20 years,” says 
Leatherwood. “When a UMUC becomes a UM 
Global and expands, it’s going to impact first 
the Maryland system, because they’re going to 
be the ones with the online expertise. They’re 
going to be the first kind of mover from a bud-
get perspective, and they’re going to start 
encroaching into the regional areas.”� ■
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also to the current work experiences of stu-
dents who may come back and take graduate 
education in order to accelerate their career 
opportunities and broaden their career oppor-
tunities,” says Devinder Malhotra, Minnesota 
State Colleges and Universities chancellor.

Still, by their nature, regional public colleges 
and universities are going to be competing 
first and foremost for local students.

“Most of your nonflagship state colleges and 
universities have most of their students come 
from within a couple hundred miles of home,” 
says Spaulding, chancellor of the Vermont 
State Colleges. “Yes, we have international 
students. Yes, we’re recruiting out-of-state 
students. But in our region, everyone is fac-
ing the same issues, and they’re trying to keep 
their students from home.”

That doesn’t mean institutions can expect 
to count on being the major player in any  
territory, though.

“In Michigan, because of our autonomy 
and independence, we have the most mar-
ket-based collection of public universities in 
the country,” Hurley says. “We compete with 
each other, with 40 independent colleges and 
with community colleges.”

The point about competing with community 
colleges is likely to be particularly salient 
for leaders of four-year institutions in states 
with Promise programs offering free tuition 
for students attending two-year colleges.  
Many leaders worry those programs will draw 
students away from four-year campuses.

An analysis by an assistant professor of edu-
cation policy at the University of Missouri, 

Oded Gurantz, found that the Oregon Promise 
boosted enrollment in community colleges 
in its first year at the expense of four-year 
colleges. In its second year, though, the 
Promise program increased overall post- 
secondary enrollment.

Meanwhile, new players threaten to upend 
established markets.

Companies like Walmart and Starbucks are 
offering higher education benefits for employ-
ees, which could disrupt traditional higher ed 
markets. In Walmart’s case, it’s partnering 
with the education platform Guild Education 
to offer associate and bachelor’s degrees for 
U.S. employees who contribute the equivalent 
of $1 per day. The degrees are being offered 
through several universities.

Or consider Alaska, where state institutions 
have little competition on the ground.

“We don’t have private institutions competing 
with us here,” says Johnsen, the University of 
Alaska system president. “We do have insti-
tutions competing with us online. Arizona 
State is up here big-time. [Western Governors 
University] is up here. American Military 
University is here, because we have a super-
high military population.”

Competing for public resources isn’t nec-
essarily new for regional public institutions. 
They will need to continue to improve their 
skills, however. Often, they risk a mentality of 
begging for scraps, experts say.

That’s despite the fact that many regional pub-
lic institutions are proud of the fact that they 
have a unique mission and dedication to their 
communities, says Orphan, of the University 
of Denver.

“The trick is conveying that,” she says.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 52
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New Structures for 
New Challenges
Student success is about how tomorrow’s 
regional public university will serve a diverse 
student body. Competing for resources and 
students is about the attitude it will need to 
survive in difficult markets. But what struc-
tures can leaders put in place to support those 
priorities as the world changes around them?

Break down barriers between campus and 
community, experts recommend. Leverage 
whatever resources are available. Be as inno-
vative as possible in harnessing institutional 
or local strengths in order to grow and bring in 
new investment—when prudent. 

Also be prepared to rightsize or restructure 
an institution—or a system—to better fit a  
shrinking market. It’s possible a college 
or university will find itself too large in 
scale for a shrinking population it serves.  
Likewise, it’s possible a state has too many 
stand-alone institutions for a dwindling  
number of residents.

When it comes to innovating and growing 
with new ventures, partnerships and bridges 
to off-campus constituencies will likely be 
critically important. Those partnerships will 
often be educational and fit into an educa-
tion-to-career pipeline. Partnering with other 
entities can help public colleges and universi-
ties set up structures like community college 
transfer pathways, dual-enrollment programs 
with high schools, articulation agreements 
with other colleges and close relationships 
with employers, experts say.

“Where the sector is going to end up is, 
it’s going to have to get integrated,” says 
Anthony Carnevale, research professor 

and director of the Georgetown University 
Center on Education and the Workforce. “The 
high schools and bottom tiers of the pub-
lics, those institutions are going to have to 
meld. It’s the only way given what’s coming  
demographically. It will require a restructur-
ing of the relationships between high schools 
and four-years. It will be easier in two-year  
colleges. But the four-years are going to go 
under if they don’t do this, because they don’t 
have enough selectivity to draw students, and 
they don’t have enough labor market value to 
draw students.”

Reed, commissioner of higher education in 
Louisiana, focuses on the fact that regional 
public institutions can position themselves 
at the crossroads of different education and 
career options. They are already plugged 
in to different educational and work-force 
providers, so they can play a key role in coordi-
nating education players and employers more 
closely, she says.

“They have such strong relationships with 
their local school districts and local com-
munity colleges,” she says. “I don’t think that 
we will remain a siloed system. I don’t know 
how fast or slow it will occur, but I think this 
idea that there is a K-12 system and a post-
secondary system and a job at the end of the 
rainbow—those things aren’t going to remain 
in those buckets.” 

Louisiana is an example of the way blurring 
boundaries are playing out in credentials. 
Broadly speaking, interest is rising in new 
badges and certificates that can provide stu-
dents with something to show for their studies 
over shorter time periods than are necessary 
to earn traditional bachelor’s degrees. Such 
credentials can also be valuable to employ-
ers by signaling a prospective student has 
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developed a specific skill set or knowledge 
base. As educational providers adapt to this 
rising interest, the lines are blurring between 
providers of certificates, two-year degrees, 
four-year degrees, graduate degrees and  
other credentials.

The state’s Board of Regents approved an 
undergraduate certificate in February 2019 
so that Louisiana institutions can start offer-
ing post- and sub-baccalaureate certificates 
addressing industry demands for specific 
competencies. At the time, the regents said 
similar certificate programs could be found 

in multiple other states including Arkansas, 
Kentucky, Missouri and Texas.

Partnerships with chambers of commerce, 
major local employers and other anchor 
institutions, like hospitals, can help col-
leges and universities with a strong sense 
of place develop in-demand programs  
and defray costs. A hospital, for example, 
can provide space and expertise for a new  
nursing program.

“We did a lot of degrees with industry part-
ners,” says Haynes, of Cal State San Marcos. 
“We created industry advisory councils to say, 
‘What is our role in San Diego in biotechnol-
ogy?’ Several other universities already had 
biotechnology. Where was our niche?”

One challenge inherent in such partnerships 
is that it adds more cooks to the kitchen. The 
faculty guards its control over the academic 
enterprise, so leaders need to consider how 
they will align interests among professors, 
employers and other educational entities to 
make such partnerships successful.

A partnership doesn’t have to directly affect 
a regional public university’s academic core 
to fit into its overall mission, however. While 
regional public universities serve as key 
pieces of educational infrastructure in their 
communities, some have found ways to build 
out other forms of infrastructure.

For instance, Northern Michigan University is 
spearheading an effort to provide broadband 
access across the state’s Upper Peninsula. 
The idea is that residents will be able to take 
classes online or explore new ideas.

“When you have trees and not people, it’s 
hard to get companies to come in to put in 
high-speed internet,” says Erickson, president 
of the university. “So we set out a process of 

““I don’t think that we will  
remain a siloed system. I don’t 
know how fast or slow it will 

occur, but I think this idea that 
there is a K-12 system and a 

postsecondary system and a job 
at the end of the rainbow— 
those things aren’t going to  
remain in those buckets.”

Kim Hunter Reed
Commissioner of Higher Education 

Louisiana
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bringing high-speed internet to the whole UP. 
That’s 21,000 square miles. We’re well on our 
way to accomplishing that. We have the NMU 
Educational Access Network tied to schools 
all over the UP.”

Back on campuses, infrastructure is no less 
important. With state funding constrained, 
institutions will likely continue to have to find 
new ways to pay for capital expenses. 

Even today, the numbers can be staggering. 
Cal State, for example, has estimated that its 
deferred maintenance backlog is $3.7 billion. 
More than 56 percent of its academic square 
footage is at least 40 years old.

To address the need for construction capi-
tal, many Cal State institutions—and many 
other colleges and universities—have turned 
to a mechanism called public-private partner-
ships, or P3s. Details of each P3 can vary, but 
the most commonly talked-about model has 
a private developer building a facility that a 
college or university then leases to use over 
multiple years. The private developer receives 
a steady source of income in the future, and 
the college or university gets use of a new 
facility without taking on traditional debt.

“Over the last three to five years, interest in 
the pursuit of P3s as a component of higher 
ed has really picked up,” says Charles Renner, 
a partner at the law firm Husch Blackwell 
and editor of a report the firm published on 
public-private partnerships. “The ability to 
have state-level assistance for investment in 
facilities continues to be tested. The longer a 
university goes without tackling those build-
for-the-future facilities questions, the more 
at risk they are in the competition they’re in. 
I won’t say university leadership has run out 
of patience. I just think that P3 continues to 

show itself to be a viable delivery alternative.”

P3 projects are traditionally student housing, 
because housing brings in a steady source 
of tenant rent revenue and developers grew 
comfortable managing the risks in that sec-
tor. But other types of facilities have been 
built using the mechanism as well, from uni-
versity-owned hotels to academic space.

Renner cautions that institutions should fol-
low best practices for procurement, including 
holding a true merit-based competition to find 
a partner. They should also find good finan-
cial, legal and other advisers before pursuing 
a deal. P3s are typically long-term partner-
ships, he adds. That means priorities and 
dynamics can change over time.

There is no guarantee a P3 project will meet its 
goals or that it will be structured to shield col-
leges and universities from all risk. Moody’s 
Investors Service reported in May that pri-
vatized student housing projects were split 
between a “growing number of impaired proj-
ects and a majority of healthy projects,” with 
the projects exhibiting impaired credit qual-
ity being hit by weak demand or oversupply.  
Such situations typically take several years to 
turn around.

The caution that care is needed should be 
heeded in all types of partnerships.

“Partnerships are hard,” says Schmidt, chan-
cellor of Wisconsin Eau Claire. “It’s easy if 
you own everything. Then you don’t have to 
work at it. Behind the scenes, it’s not pretty. 
There are a lot of conversations, but we come 
together and figure it out.”

New forms of partnerships aren’t the only 
way to address space needs. Colleges and 
universities have long turned to rental space 
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to meet demands if they’re unable to build 
out a traditional campus. This will continue 
for institutions that are in a position to grow 
their footprints quickly or that are in need  
of flexibility.

“We rent space,” says Martha Saunders, pres-
ident of the University of West Florida, in 
Pensacola. “We are all over town now.” 

Shrinking Operations
The structural innovations discussed above 
are focused on expansion or revitalization. 
But in some cases, colleges and universi-
ties will have to rework structures in order to 
shrink operations.

Many administrators and board members 
may already feel experienced in this area. 
As financial pressures have mounted, public 
universities have deployed strategies such 
as faculty buyouts, early retirements, not fill-
ing open positions, layoffs and even financial 
exigency.

The tools can help institutions that need to 
find ways to shed costs. Ideally, they enable 
institutions to cut from areas that a university 
has outgrown and reinvest savings in opera-
tions that are more important to students and 
the community. 

But many of the existing tools come with 
drawbacks. Depending on how they are struc-
tured, buyouts and early retirements can take 
time to yield savings—and they don’t always 
result in cuts exactly where they would be 
most helpful to the overall institution. Not fill-
ing open positions can lead to inefficiencies 
elsewhere if existing employees are pulled 
in to fill jobs that don’t necessarily align with 
their abilities. And financial exigency is a 

measure of last resort that corrodes faith in  
an institution.

You could say leaders have a hatchet, a hack-
saw and a chain saw at their disposal when, 
ideally, they would have a scalpel. 

With proper planning and enough pain, 
shrinking and realigning public institutions 
is possible in many cases. But the current  
process is far from ideal.

Efforts sometimes go south quickly. For 
example, the University of Wisconsin Stevens 
Point in March 2018 announced plans to cut 
13 majors, including English, history and for-
eign languages. Professors’ jobs were said to 
be in jeopardy. Faculty pushback came swift 
and fierce, with professors seeking to force 
out Chancellor Bernie Patterson and Provost 
Greg Summers. The situation became a 
national symbol of the fight over the future of 
the liberal arts at public universities.

By April 2019, the administration had changed 
plans so that majors would not be cut. Other 
budget reductions, resignations and retire-
ments meant no one would need to be laid 
off, either. Talks over the futures of several 
departments were slated to continue.

“Business leaders tell me on a regular basis 
that what we’re dealing with here is common-
place in the business world,” Patterson says. 
“Businesses expand and contract and change 
their product lines and innovate. They’ve 
expressed, at times, some dismay that higher 
education has struggled with those concepts 
and those needs to change.”

Challenging days are still ahead, Summers 
says.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 67 
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TAKING CONTROL OF A 
LOCAL SCHOOL DISTRICT
Critical Issues: Community engagement, state politics, partner-
ships, changing university roles

SNAPSHOT

Ball State University found itself in an awk-
ward position in 2018.

Indiana lawmakers wanted to give the univer-
sity control of the school district in its home 
city, Muncie. Muncie Community Schools, 
already operating under an emergency man-
ager after a history of financial turmoil, 
struggled amid falling enrollment in a state 
where K-12 students can choose to attend 
other public school systems, charter schools 
or to receive vouchers for private schools—
taking per-capita state operating funding  
with them.

The plan contained a major upside for Ball 
State, which began as a normal school—it 
would allow teaching faculty members to 
tighten relationships with local schools. 
Strengthening ties with those schools could 
be considered an important way to engage 
further with the surrounding community, and 
it could lead to new strategies for improving 
public education elsewhere. And bolstering 
local schools could make the university a 
more attractive place to work.

Still, the plan proved controversial in part 
because of worries that it meant the end of 
local control over a school district, an entity 
with the power to levy taxes. Also, it allowed 

a university-appointed school board to avoid 
collective bargaining with teachers—an 
unusual and controversial carve-out raising 
concern about union rights.

Ball State leaders decided to support the mea-
sure. With lawmakers unlikely to hand control 
back to a locally elected board, leaders at the 
university saw the choice as being between 
placing schools under university control or 
keeping them under an emergency manager. 
At the very least, Ball State was local, while 
an emergency manager might have no ties to 
the Muncie area, argued the university’s pres-
ident, Geoffrey S. Mearns.

The issue split politicians along party lines 
in the state capital of Indianapolis, with 
Republicans generally in favor and Democrats 
opposed. But after some twists and turns, the 
state Legislature approved the plan during a 
special session that May.

Ball State went on to appoint a new seven- 
member board to govern the school system 
starting July 1, 2018, as called for under the 
new state law. Mearns recommended five 

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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board members who were in turn approved 
by Ball State trustees. Mearns also approved 
a member recommended by Muncie’s mayor 
and one recommended by the Muncie  
City Council.

Although the change in control was often 
referred to as a takeover, Ball State leaders 
pushed back against the term. The university 
is trying to serve as the “lead agent for a com-
munitywide partnership,” Mearns says.

To that end, the university sought to involve as 
many constituents as possible from its own 
campus, from the school system and from  
the community. 

Leaders formed an Academic Innovation 
Council with representatives from both the 
school district and Ball State. The council 
was tasked with creating by June 2020 a long-
term plan to address academic innovation 
and financial viability. 

The university also created a Community 
Engagement Council to raise money and 
advocate for the school system, ultimately 
raising $3.1 million for local schools from 
community institutions.

“When other organizations stepped up, it was 
a signal that a communitywide effort was 
under way,” Mearns says.

Many Ball State faculty members hoped the 
new arrangement would give them a chance to 
become more involved in the school system. 

Professional development was an early 
emphasis, with each school in the district 

receiving a liaison to act as a conduit to Ball 
State. Memorandums of understanding were 
put in place at every school outlining profes-
sional development goals.

Even before the change in school board con-
trol, Ball State had a long history of working 
with Muncie schools. Some schools had liai-
sons in the past, but the program became 
much more comprehensive after the new 
governance structure was put in place, says 
Eva Zygmunt, a professor of elementary edu-
cation at Ball State who serves as a liaison. 
Liaisons are working to address each school’s 
specific needs, whether they are grant writing 
or connecting with experts on social or emo-
tional needs.

“For instance, in my school last fall, the teach-
ers had identified a need to shore up their 
classroom libraries,” Zygmunt says. “My 
colleagues and I were able to bring an immer-
sive learning grant from the university into 
the building to redesign and audit classroom 
libraries and bring a tremendous amount of 
rich resources into classrooms. You can use 
the internal resources available in the univer-
sity that way.”

Choosing the right people to serve as inter-
mediaries between two large organizations is 
key, she adds.

“The sort of negotiation and living in the in- 
between spaces is not something that every-
one can do or should do,” Zygmunt says.

Small issues are bound to come up, says Roy 
Weaver, interim dean at Ball State’s teach-
ers’ college. When the university and school 
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system first started working together decades 
ago, small organizational issues would crop 
up, he says. For example, finding a meeting 
time that worked for everyone was surpris-
ingly challenging. Public school teachers 
wanted to go home at the end of the day, get 
something to eat and then return for meet-
ings. University faculty members wanted to 
meet right after work, then go home.

“That’s a simple matter,” Weaver says.  
“But it points out one of several issues that 
need to be resolved when you reach into work-
ing with an organization. We’ve had to build 
that kind of understanding in a bigger and 
broader way.”

Under normal circumstances, Weaver would 
suggest having more time to think about 
approaching a new organizational relationship 
like the one between Ball State and Muncie 
Community Schools. Ball State leaders spent 
some time thinking about approaches and 
implementation, but a greater focus on com-
munication and informing all stakeholders 
could help, he says.

The university’s president, Mearns, says 
he would communicate with more con-
stituencies if he had to do it all over again.  
Specifically, he would engage the minority 
party at the state capitol—in this case, 
Democrats. Engaging more in the beginning 
might not have changed any votes, Mearns 
says. Discussions about the proposal may 
have been less partisan, though.

Since the schools legislation passed, Ball 

State and its leaders have been able to take 
part more fully in conversations with all  
those involved.

“With the passage of time and with those con-
versations, I would say there is less political 
division and controversy over it and more of 
a common commitment to seeing that this 
will work,” Mearns says. “If it will work, what 
are the elements that are successful so these 
successes can be translated to changes in 
public policy in the state of Indiana that would 
benefit other school districts?”

Some of those who were opposed to the 
change have come to support the partnership 
now that it is in place. Jason Donati was a 
member of the school board that was replaced 
and a parent of children in Muncie Community 
Schools. As the takeover legislation was mak-
ing its way through the statehouse, he was 
opposed to the idea of an unelected board 
leading the district. He also worried about 
a lack of collective bargaining rights driving 
away teachers over time, and about Ball State 
taking control of the district before the univer-
sity had any plans in place for running it.

But as of spring 2019, things seemed to 
be going smoothly on the ground, Donati 
says. The new board had been accessible,  
in his estimation.

Some issues still lingered. A decision 
loomed about the future of Muncie school 
facilities, which were widely considered to 
be overbuilt. The district had two middle 
schools and not enough students to fill both,  
according to Donati.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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An advisory board made up of former school 
board members effectively only existed on 
paper, Donati says. Wanting to remain involved, 
he asked around in order to be placed on the 
Community Engagement Council intended to 
advocate for the schools.

And union supporters’ fears came true. At 
the end of August, the new school board’s 
president said it would not be engaging in col-
lective bargaining with teachers. 

Meanwhile, Muncie Community Schools’ 
enrollment results were mixed in the first 
year of Ball State control. A long-term trend 
of declining enrollment stopped—in 2019, the 
district enrolled a total of 5,264 students, up 
slightly from 5,215 in 2018, state data show. 
But levels were still short of the 5,690 stu-
dents enrolled in the district in 2017 or levels 
from five years earlier, when enrollment was 
over 6,500.

The district actually lost more students to 
transfers than it had in previous years. Muncie 
Community Schools saw a net decline of 
2,075 students in the fall of 2018 because the 
number of students transferring out of the 
district to other public school systems far out-
paced students transferring into it. That was 
a larger net loss than the fall of 2017, when 
losses from public transfers totaled 1,938.

Factoring in students who attended a nonpub-
lic school under the state’s Choice Scholarship 
program, Muncie Community Schools lost a 
net 2,266 students to transfers in 2018-19, up 
from 2,113 the year before.

TAKING CONTROL OF A 
LOCAL SCHOOL DISTRICT 
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It was still early days, though. For his part, 
Donati decided that continuing to fight the 
change after it was passed into law made no 
sense. It was time to move forward.

“It ultimately is about what’s best for kids 
and families,” he says. “For kids to see adults 
come together is important.”

Mearns has one takeaway for universities con-
sidering unorthodox partnerships, no matter 
whose idea they are. The right arrangement 
can be worth pursuing.

“What I would say to my colleagues is, 
don’t fear this is going to be diverting your 
time and attention in ways that will dilute  
your core mission,” he says. “Everything I’ve 
seen is it is amplifying interest and pride in 
the institution.”� ■
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“I worry that despite all the attention that has 
been brought to us as an institution, we hav-
en’t really managed to talk about, as a society 
or as a UW system or even as an institution, 
some of the driving factors that put us into 
these difficult straits,” Summers says. “There’s 
a lot of denial about what’s happening to 
higher ed and why. We’re not really going after 
the root causes and managing them. We’re 
kind of treating symptoms.”

The challenge is finding a way to realign a large 
institution with multiple constituencies when 
old power structures don’t want to change. 
Effective strategic planning may serve as a 
way to listen to multiple groups within institu-
tions and win their support. Vision, effective 
leadership and trust between different con-
stituencies will be more important than ever.

A structure that’s increasingly popular as 
a way for higher education institutions to 
shrink or save costs is merger. Mergers have 
already taken place or been pursued in states 
as far-flung as Connecticut, Georgia, Vermont  
and Wisconsin. 

Georgia pulled off a series of mergers begin-
ning in 2011. The president of the Connecticut 
State Colleges and Universities has been fight-
ing to consolidate the state’s 12 community 
colleges into a statewide institution. Vermont 
merged two different institutions, Johnson 
State College and Lyndon State College, into 
Northern Vermont University in 2018. That 
same year, Wisconsin merged its 13 two-year 
campuses with seven four-year colleges.

Many of the mergers unfolding have been 
between regional public colleges and two-
year colleges. So the change might not just 

fit under the classification of a structure for 
shrinking—it might also sometimes count as 
a blurring of the lines between educational 
providers.

All of these structures require a focus on the 
people involved.

The first semester after merging was the 
worst, says Bonita Jacobs, president of the 
University of North Georgia, which was cre-
ated when North Georgia College and State 
University merged with Gainesville State 
College in 2013.

“We merged a residential four-year institu-
tion with a commuting two-year institution,” 

““There’s a lot of denial about 
what’s happening to higher ed 
and why. We’re not really going 

after the root causes and  
managing them. We’re kind of 

treating symptoms.”

Greg Summers
Provost

University of Wisconsin at Stevens Point
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Jacobs says. “There was a lot of difference  
in the cultures.”

Keep moving and get it done, she recom-
mends. She offers additional advice to leaders 
in a merger situation: have a concise vision 
for the merged institution. Communicate it 
often. In mergers between two- and four-
year institutions, don’t focus too much on the 
top students, and don’t ignore the two-year 
enterprise. Acknowledge that students have 
different needs.

Some caution against cutting or merging 
too quickly. The changes will affect students 
and regions over the long term. Anything that 
limits students’ access to educational offer-
ings—including the liberal arts—can threaten 
equity, opportunity and students’ quality  
of life.

“Is the merger conversation about what are we 
going to do with UNC Chapel Hill?” says Kevin 
McClure, of UNC Wilmington, using the flag-
ship as an example to compare against less 
prestigious institutions.

“It’s more about what we are going to do with 
Elizabeth City State,” he says. “But when we’re 
talking about reducing the number of institu-
tions or merging some or fiddling with some 
or breaking them down in different ways, it 
almost totally seems to involve the regionals. 
The question is, what does that mean for the 
regions they’re serving?”

Internal constituencies won’t be the only ones 
resistant to shrinking. For every institution, 
there are members of state legislatures who 
will “lay down their bodies” to prevent closures 
or massive cuts, Carnevale says. Nonetheless, 
closure and consolidation are taking place.

“The government, including the education 

system, is not organized to do this,” Carnevale 
says. “But it’s happening anyway, which tells 
you a lot.”

For administrators, board members and law-
makers interested in the greater good, the 
challenge will be finding structures to allow 
consolidation and realignment to take place 
in the most efficient and effective manner 
possible without harming students. 

Systems
This collective vision for tomorrow’s regional 
public university could very easily go wrong.

Working, transferring and adult students can’t 
be served well if their credits and credentials 
aren’t portable. Limited state support can’t 
be divided efficiently if colleges fight one 
another for scraps. External partnerships will 
fail if partners are faced with a confusing 
mishmash of higher education providers, and 
internal efforts to rightsize and realign will be 
uneven and difficult if they aren’t coordinated 
across campuses.

In other words, tomorrow’s regional public 
could be one of failed partnerships, wasted 
investment, duplicated resources and 
unhealthy competition.

Avoiding this fate requires coordination. 
That naturally raises the question of the role  
of systems.

“I think the salvation is at the system level,” 
says Dennis Jones, president emeritus of 
the National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. “Most of these insti-
tutions are in systems. And how systems use 
their collective resources to serve local issues 
is, I think, one of the big emerging topics.”
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The benefits and drawbacks of systems have 
long been contested. At the most basic level, 
the fight is about institutional individuality ver-
sus collective benefits. One extreme argues 
strong system coordination snuffs out individ-
ual institutions’ creativity and devalues their 
degrees by commoditizing education. The 
other extreme says failing to coordinate and 
restrain individual campuses’ worst impulses 
leads to unhealthy competition, elitism and 
catering to the privileged at the expense of 
everyone else.

Can systems and the individual campuses 
they oversee avoid the extremes? A well-run 
system of state universities will require both 
standardization and entrepreneurship in new 
places. It will have to focus on priorities more 
and turf wars less.

“Is my agency and advocacy for colleges 
and universities, or is it for the students?” 
asks Malhotra, Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities chancellor. “The two may have 
substantial overlap, but they’re not exactly  
the same.”

State higher education systems across the 
country have grown up with remarkably dif-
ferent structures. Some states like California 
have strong system offices and chancellors. 
Others have coordinating boards, and still oth-
ers, like Michigan, have little in the way of any 
system coordination.

“Michigan has more autonomy for public 
universities than anybody in the country, 
and it’s a tremendous advantage,” says Dave 
Eisler, president of Ferris State University, in 
Big Rapids. “You don’t have a lot of bureau-
cracy. You don’t have a lot of systems to work 
through. You don’t have a lot of clutter. So if 
you want to be entrepreneurial in this system, 

you can be.”

Eisler acknowledges that there are drawbacks 
to autonomy, though.

“The bad news is there’s nobody to catch you 
if you fall,” he says.

Which institutions are part of systems 
remains an active discussion across the 
country. Tennessee, for example, broke its 
universities out of its Board of Regents with 
legislation passed in 2016, giving them their 
own individual governance structures. The 
act kept technical and community colleges 
under the board’s oversight. North Dakota has 
considered changing a board that governs its 
11 public colleges and universities, but that 
board has proved difficult to overhaul, as it is 
protected by the state’s constitution. 

Other states have firmly established system 
structures. California, with its strong Master 
Plan for Higher Education, has separate 
systems for its public research universities, 
its regional institutions and its community 
colleges.

The Cal State system office is valuable, says 
Tim White, California State University chancel-
lor. It shifts discussion toward the common 
good across the state.

“It’s the mind-set of serving California and 
Californians that has been a pretty powerful 
tool for us, it seems to me,” he says.

White was chancellor at the University of 
California, Riverside, before he took the posi-
tion leading the Cal State system. Previously, 
he was president of the University of Idaho 
and interim president at Oregon State 
University. Consequently, he has insight into 
the dynamics of local control versus system 
coordination.
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“Having been a campus leader in three states 
with a board or central office of some level of 
influence, the tongue-in-cheek was when you 
are on a campus, you always go on a little bit 
about the central board not knowing how to 
run a campus,” says White. “It made me think 
about how to position this system recognizing 
that we do not have a mascot, a brand, a his-
tory class or a graduate seminar in biophysics 
that occurs in the system office.”

White says he’s tried to change the narrative 
of command and control often attached to 
central offices. In part, that’s meant bring-
ing in leaders both in the system office and 
at the campus president levels who facil-
itate cooperation and interaction. It also 
means considering each campus’s individual 
circumstances.

Sometimes, though, the system office has to 
push campuses toward standardization. That 
was the case when White issued an execu-
tive order eliminating developmental math 
and English classes starting in fall 2018. It 
was also the case when he issued an exec-
utive order to streamline general education 
requirements beginning in fall 2018, which 
was intended to improve reciprocity across 
campuses and help transfer students.

Those executive orders weren’t universally 
popular across Cal State’s 23 campuses—
some faculty members feared changes to 
the general education requirements would 
cut demand for certain courses, for example. 
Cal State leaders say they try to listen to fac-
ulty input and balance local concerns against 
needs to serve the greater good. 

“We look at each campus’s history and build 
a plan for that campus respecting its auton-
omy, its culture, its programs, the needs of the 
region, and then we glued them all together in 

a system approach,” White says. “I do believe 
respecting and understanding the autonomy 
of individual campuses is important, but there 
is a role for the system to set expectations of 
performance tailored to the unique character-
istics and there is a role for the system, when 
it is optimal, to do it as a system versus letting 
each campus decide on its own.”

On the question of distributing resources 
between institutions, the Cal State system 
could easily pump more and more money into 
its universities in the thriving L.A. basin, White 
says. In the long run, that would undermine all 
of Cal State, he argues.

“From just the steely-eyed business point 
of view, you could take a campus serving a 
lower population number and say, ‘Let’s move 
those resources elsewhere,’ ” White says. 
“But that to me would undercut the enormous 
strength and beauty of the CSUs that we 
are regional campuses serving the regions. 
Some are much bigger and vibrant and have 
robust economies. Others are less but equally 
important, even if their numbers are smaller.”

Another state might not be able to replicate 
California’s system because of its own spe-
cific history or local factors. But every state 
is going to grapple with the question of effec-
tively splitting resources while coordinating 
different institutions at scale.

Florida is sometimes criticized as a state for 
not preventing mission creep between its 
different institutions. The state was early to 
allow its community colleges to offer four-
year degrees, and many of its universities 
have sought research dollars and prestige.

When it comes to coordinating the nuts and 
bolts that many students care about, leaders 
in the state argue the system functions well.
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“There is no norm as it relates to univer-
sity systems,” says Rosenberg, president of 
Florida International University and former 
State University System of Florida chancellor. 
“We are helped because we have a very robust 
state college or community college system. 
And we have a really good transfer system and 
articulation. Seamless articulation. Common 
course numbering. In many ways we have a 
very modern system.”

Even systems with very different structures 
are grappling with many of the same chal-
lenges. Minnesota merged its regional public 
universities, community colleges and tech-
nical colleges into one system in the 1990s. 
Some rival presidents and chancellors criticize 
it today for not differentiating its institutions 
from one another.

Its chancellor, Malhotra, says the Minnesota 
system is working to adapt to local market 
demands even as it integrates learning expe-
riences across institutions so students can 
move from campus to campus.

“We have to exploit more and more comple-
mentarities,” Malhotra says. “With dwindling 
resources, every time there is a need in a 
community, we can’t mount another program 
to meet that need. But if there is an existing 
program anywhere else in the system, then 
we can create partnerships between the  
two faculties.”

Technology may be making this type of part-
nership and coordination easier, even as 
economics makes it more necessary. As cost 
pressures mount, individual institutions seem 
less and less able to support the faculty on 
every campus that is required to offer a full 
slate of liberal arts programming. Some hope 
online classes will allow different individual 

institutions to share classes and programs 
across campuses.

“I think in the end, the four-year systems are 
going to have to find a way to make anthro-
pology available, but it’s just not going to be 
available everywhere,” Carnevale says. “To 
some extent, it’s already true. But once you 
get 30 programs and 15 of them look really 
bad, that’s much easier to do.”

It’s possible that shrinking institutions, 
increased coordination between campuses 
and campuses increasingly specializing can 
actually lead to more choice for students 
across the board.

“Rationalization results in specialization but 
systemwide choices,” Carnevale says. “That’s 
where we’re headed. If you want an English 
major and you’re in a state system, you may 
have to go to that city where the cracker-
jack English department is, and that English 
department has an outpost for two or three 
other institutions with one professor or some-
thing. And then they’ll have more online.”

So the question of individual campus free-
doms versus strong centralization can be a 
false choice—or at least last century’s battle.

“To the extent the systems are stuck and 
focused on managing individual institutions 
or are doing one size fits all, they aren’t in the 
position of doing things as well as they need 
to,” Jones, of the National Center for Higher 
Education Management Systems, says. 
“There just has to be an evolution in system 
management that we haven’t seen yet.”� ■
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COMPETING WITH 
FLAGSHIPS FOR FUNDING
Critical Issues: State and system coordination, funding, 
flagship universities’ power, lobbying

SNAPSHOT

While it is no secret that different types 
of public institutions compete with each 
other for limited state resources, two recent 
cases show how contentious jockeying can 
become between regional public universities  
and flagships.

They also provide some insight into the strat-
egies elite public institutions use when the 
gloves come off.

In the first case, a group of students, faculty 
and staff members at different University of 
Michigan campuses publicly fought for what 
they believed should be more state funding 
parity between the flagship in Ann Arbor and 
two regional campuses in Dearborn and Flint. 
In the second case, West Virginia University 
fought to derail plans for a new state funding 
formula that would have redistributed some 
of the money it received from the state to 
regional institutions.

In Michigan, a group called the One University 
Campaign sought to boost funding for 
the University of Michigan at Flint and the 
University of Michigan at Dearborn, two 
regional campuses that use the flagship’s 
famous block M logo and have chancellors 
that report to the president, who is located in 

Ann Arbor, in the University of Michigan’s gov-
ernance structure. 

Specifically, the campaign asked for law-
makers to allocate equal amounts to each 
campus on a per-student basis, extend to 
Flint and Dearborn an Ann Arbor program 
guaranteeing free tuition for in-state students 
from families making $65,000 or less, and 
expand diversity, equity and inclusion funds 
made available at Ann Arbor to Dearborn  
and Flint. 

It also sought pay parity for graduate stu-
dents and lecturers on the three campuses, 
more scholarship money for low-income and 
working students at the regional campuses, 
on-campus medical and legal services for 
the regional campuses, and coordinated 
admissions and transfers between the three 
campuses.

“I hope we can find something more sustain-
able over the long term where we can adjust 
the ways in which we share resources so 
that everyone has what they need to do our 
jobs well,” says Daniel Birchok, an assistant 
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professor of anthropology at Flint and a leader 
in the One University Campaign. “Ultimately, 
what we’re shooting for is a situation where 
we’re not being competitive, but we’re working 
together to meet all of the different goals of 
the institution.”

The group circulated statistics showing that 
Ann Arbor’s student body was just 15 per-
cent Pell eligible in 2016, compared to 42 
percent at Dearborn and 39 percent at Flint. 
The median family income in fall 2018 at Ann 
Arbor was $154,000, compared to $84,200 at 
Dearborn and $77,200 at Flint, according to 
the group, which also said the two regional 
campuses enrolled almost entirely in-state 
students, while Ann Arbor’s student body was 
only a little more than half Michiganders.

But on a per-student basis, the group found 
Ann Arbor received much more state funding. 
It received about $7,000 per student in 2018, 
versus $3,776 at Dearborn and $3,662 at Flint.

The campaign also circulated numbers it cal-
culated on campus instructional spending per 
full-time-equivalent student. It showed spend-
ing on instruction to be much more than twice 
as high on a per-student basis at Ann Arbor 
than at either Dearborn or Flint. Ann Arbor 
also had higher spending on student services 
and scholarships.

“Part of the University of Michigan’s claim to 
excellence is being on the right side of his-
tory,” Birchok says. “This is clearly a diversity, 
equity and inclusion issue when you consider 
the demographics of the Flint and Dearborn 
campuses.”

The University of Michigan’s president, Mark 
Schlissel, and a university spokesman have 
characterized the campuses differently. They 
have likened the three campuses to a confed-
eration, not a system.

“The University of Michigan Ann Arbor is a 
world-class research university that draws 
students from all over the country and all 
over the world,” says Rick Fitzgerald, assis-
tant vice president for public affairs at the 
university. “It’s a major research institution. U 
of M Flint and U of M Dearborn are regional 
campuses that serve a largely in-state popula-
tion. So U of M Flint and U of M Dearborn are 
much more like the other regional universities  
in Michigan.”

Campuses set their own tuition rates and have 
their own admissions processes, Fitzgerald 
says. The three campuses collaborate behind 
the scenes on many issues.

“We advocate strongly for strong state sup-
port for all of our institutions, and the Dearborn 
and Flint chancellors go to Lansing every year 
and appear before the state Legislature just 
like President Schlissel does to advocate for 
funding,” Fitzgerald says. “But they are smaller 
campuses with different missions.”

Fitzgerald also raised issues with some sta-
tistics circulated by the coalition, saying many 
of its numbers have been wrong in the past. 
In some cases, it’s not clear what data the 
coalition has used to calculate its numbers, 
he says, adding that the coalition is “largely 
driven by our lecturers’ union on campus.”

He pointed out the Ann Arbor campus has 
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medical, dental, law and pharmacy schools, 
while Flint and Dearborn do not. Ann Arbor’s 
graduate programs are also far more exten-
sive than those at Flint and Dearborn.

Public relations positioning aside, the situ-
ation touches on a fundamental question 
about what types of institutions should be 
prioritized in state funding decisions. Should 
more money go to regional public universities, 
which tend to have a higher percentage of 
local students, are smaller in scale and have 
fewer alternate sources of revenue? 

How much should go to research-intensive 
flagships, which tend to have diversified 
revenue streams like grants, international 
enrollment, fund-raising and larger endow-
ments—but also run more capital-intensive 
operations, attract more attention and often 
claim higher returns on state investment? 

The battle can also play out in jockeying over 
funding formulas and state higher education 
coordinating policy. That happened in 2018 
in West Virginia, when the state’s Higher 
Education Policy Commission was preparing 
a new state funding formula that would have 
given more money to the state’s struggling 
regional public universities.

State lawmakers had directed the Higher 
Education Policy Commission in 2017 to 
look into a funding model for higher edu-
cation. It came up with a model that would 
have provided more money for regional pub-
lic universities at the expense of West Virginia 
University, argued Mary J. C. Hendrix, the 
president of Shepherd University, in a letter 

circulated in July 2018. Shepherd, a regional 
public university, was set to receive an addi-
tional $3.4 million. West Virginia University 
would lose $9.2 million, and West Virginia 
Tech would lose $3.2 million.

Instead, the Higher Education Policy 
Commission unexpectedly named a longtime 
West Virginia University administrator, Carolyn 
Long, as its new interim chancellor, and the 
state’s governor created a blue-ribbon com-
mission to examine higher education. The 
commission was co-chaired by West Virginia 
University president E. Gordon Gee.

“We are witnessing—much to our disbelief—an 
unprecedented hostile takeover of the higher 
education governing body in West Virginia,” 
Hendrix wrote in her letter. “Essentially, 
WVU didn’t like the recommendations of 
the Higher Education Policy Commission 
(HEPC) regarding a new funding model for 
state appropriations, so they influenced 
the removal of the HEPC chancellor yester-
day and replaced him with a less qualified  
WVU administrator.”

Long dismissed the concerns as “silly.” 
West Virginia University issued a state-
ment denying an attempt to wrest away any 
power, pointing out that any changes to the 
state’s higher education system would need  
legislative approval.

But it did acknowledge the obvious in a 
statement: the flagship did not support the 
proposed funding formula.

“We support additional appropriations for 
other institutions,” the university said in its 
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July statement. “However, we do not believe 
that it should come from a decrease in the 
appropriations to WVU—the flagship, land-
grant, R-1 institution in the state with the 
highest graduation rates and a presence in 
every county.”

A glimpse into internal communications 
between leaders at West Virginia University 
shows that they coordinated to fight the fund-
ing formula months before the situation came 
to a head that summer. Erin Newmeyer, the 
university’s director of communications and 
marketing for strategic initiatives, wrote an 
April 26, 2018, email to parties including Long 
and student, alumni and faculty leaders. It 
outlined instructions for submitting letters to 
the Higher Education Policy Commission. 

A letter from Gee would be sent the next 
day. Once its submission was confirmed, 
Newmeyer would give other parties the 
go-ahead to share their own letters to the 
commission.

“Please remember to share your final and 
approved letters with Rob, Sharon and me 
before sending,” Newmeyer wrote, apparently 
referencing Rob Alsop, vice president for 
strategic initiatives, and Sharon Martin, vice 
president for university relations and enroll-
ment management.

Gee’s letter ran 15 pages, outlining 11 points 
against the proposed funding formula. It crit-
icized the formula for reallocating funding 
away from the flagship university and for 
transferring decision-making power away 

from institutions. Later, it sought to cast all 
institutions in the state as underfunded.

“We suspect many of our colleagues will sup-
port this model because their appropriations 
would increase, at least initially,” the letter 
read. “In fact, we are aware of at least one 
institution that has publicly solicited support 
from alumni, students and employees for the 
proposed model to the commission. Please 
note that we have not taken that approach. 
Although we could have engaged in a massive 
letter-writing campaign, we believe the more 
appropriate approach is to focus on the chal-
lenges of the proposed model.”

Newmeyer gave the go-ahead on April 27. 
The next month, she sent Alsop an email with 
all HEPC letters “in one place”—letters from 
Gee, Long and the president of West Virginia 
University Potomac State College, as well as 
the university’s Faculty Senate chair, Staff 
Council representatives, Alumni Association 
CEO and student body leaders. Alsop 
requested copies, “each individually stapled 
and then collated and clipped together to 
make 75 sets, so we can hand them out to 
legislators as a set.”

Meanwhile, regional university presidents 
were lobbying lawmakers to support the fund-
ing formula.

“The formula depoliticizes the funding of 
higher education, it allows us to focus our 
attention on those measures of educational 
achievement for which we are all striving,” 
read a May 20 letter signed by regional uni-
versity presidents that was sent from the 
president’s office at Concord University to 
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state lawmakers. “There has been an imbal-
ance in funding of the higher education 
system that was developed over a period of 
many years and this funding model makes 
good progress in depoliticizing funding. It is 
well thought out, equitable and addresses fair-
ness issues in funding.”

Presidents on different sides were lobbying 
each other as well. Gee emailed Hendrix, the 
Shepherd University president who would later 
accuse West Virginia University of an “unprec-
edented hostile takeover.” As their exchange 
unfolded over a week, it became clear the 
sides were staked out.

Gee began the exchange on May 23:

My Dear, Dear Mary,

First, let me underscore that no one adores 
you more than me. I think you are just such 
a fresh, enlightened leader of Shepherd 
and would be of any institution. And I am 
so pleased that I can have candid off-the-
record discussions with you and know that 
we can agree and disagree, but always as 
friends.

Saying that, I want to underscore again that 
I believe that the Higher Education Policy 
Commission proposed funding model will 
be deleterious not only to the university, 
but to all of higher education ultimately. It 
gives them more power and it gives us less 
control. And, it also puts them in a posi-
tion to be able to distribute extra dollars 
beyond their mandate. At the very least, 
we ought to have a policy commission that 

acts like a policy commission rather than a 
bureaucratic administrative overlord. I will 
be happy to talk to you about how we can 
really create an environment in which we 
can all win for higher education.

In the meantime, please know of my affec-
tion, admiration and very best wishes.

Gordon

Hendrix replied May 24:

Dear Gordon,

Between friends, and with all due respect, 
you are not doing West Virginia any favors 
by objecting so vehemently to a legisla-
tively mandated initiative for creating a 
funding formula that would guide state 
appropriations. This state has been in a 
race to the bottom for years—because pol-
itics have prevailed over common sense. 
Throughout our illustrious academic 
careers, we have both worked and served 
as leaders of Carnegie One Research insti-
tutions. We know that all boats can rise 
when state funding is fairly distributed. My 
advice is to allow the legislators to advance 
the new funding formula that they tasked 
the HEPC with developing (and which, I 
understand, is based on a previous model 
used by the Ohio State University)—and 
once implemented, we can help shape the 
parameters and benchmarks. Let’s start 
the experiment and lower the objection-
able rhetoric. Parents and students are 
watching—and they are all voters. One way 
or another, fair and equitable funding for 
all WV state institutions will happen—so 
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that our citizens will be better served.

With warmest regards,

Mary

Gee responded six days later:

My dear Mary,

Thanks for your thoughtful note. I think 
you fully misunderstood what I am saying. 
I believe that higher education is dramat-
ically underfunded in this state but we 
don’t play the game of Robin Hood, but 
rather, we play the game of advocacy, 
which is one whereby we make certain 
that we garner more dollars for higher edu-
cation so that those who are dramatically 
underfunded, such as Shepherd, will be 
rightsized in terms of funding.

I think it is amusing that someone told you 
that this was the Ohio State model. It is 
exactly the opposite from the Ohio State 
model. The reason I know this is that I 
developed the model for Ohio, and the 
Ohio model was based upon two prem-
ises: first, you differentiate among the 
institutions so that you do not compare all 
of them in a single way. Second, you do 
not have a redistribution formula; you have 
a performance formula. Those that per-
form well receive dollars; those that do not 
perform well are penalized. I think you and 
I both agree that performance, including 
graduation rates and academic perfor-
mance, as well as financial performance, 
is what we want to be judged on. No one 
should have a free pass. In fact, one of 

the reasons we have problems in this 
state is the fact that our smaller regional 
institutions have been protected and,  
therefore, have lost their muscle memory 
in terms of competition, performance and  
academic rigor.

In any event, I will give you a call.

Love you, no matter what you say. You can 
send me all the dyspeptic notes you want 
to; I will still adore you. But at the same 
time, I will tell you when you are wrong and 
on this issue, you are wrong.

Looking forward to chatting. In the mean-
time, continued best wishes.

Gordon

Another interim chancellor was named to 
replace Long at HEPC in April 2019. At that 
point, the blue-ribbon commission hadn’t met 
since the beginning of the year, and it wasn’t 
clear when it would be meeting again. It was 
originally supposed to complete its work in 
December 2018.

It had not issued a final report, although 
lawmakers had enacted one of its recommen-
dations—spend $10 million more on “smaller 
four-year institutions.” Lawmakers ultimately 
allocated slightly more than that in new fund-
ing for the institutions that was not redirected 
from West Virginia University. 

West Virginia University leaders expected the 
commission to return to work once the state’s 
governor gave it direction. Other college lead-
ers expected lawmakers to study the state’s 
higher education governance in the future. 

But lawmakers had not acted on a new  
funding formula.� ■

COMPETING WITH FLAGSHIPS 
FOR FUNDING 
CONTINUED
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Leaders who hope to transform today’s 
regional public colleges and universities into 
institutions that can survive and thrive in 
tomorrow’s climate will be forced to navigate 
a minefield of risks.

Specific financial, enrollment, economic and 
political risks are perhaps too numerous to list 
individually—and they are detailed elsewhere 
in this report, as they also line up with the 
pressures building on public higher education 
generally. What follows is an overview of four 
areas of risk that experts describe as perco-
lating within many colleges and universities: 
a scarcity mind-set, a propensity for mission 
drift, weak and unprepared leadership, and 
a lack of flexibility among public colleges’ 
most important employees and institutional 
structures.

Any one of these risks can prevent a college 
or university from successfully navigating 
external pressures and serving students well. 
Although no single way to overcome these 
risks exists, regional public college and uni-
versity leaders may want to keep them in 
mind in order to minimize the chances they 
derail plans for the future.

A Scarcity Mind-Set
A scarcity mind-set can affect both regional 
public universities in growing states and those 
in states where the population is shrinking.

In growing states, the fear of scarce resources 
seems to be most driven by public funding—
are larger student cohorts going to stress 
state budgets too much? In states with 
declining student populations, the number of 
students is the primary source of concern.

In both cases, a scarcity mind-set can hurt 
long-term thinking.

“When you’re really scared and you exist in 
an environment where you only see scarcity, 
it can really harm your ability to think criti-
cally and creatively and be innovative,” says 
Orphan, of the University of Denver. “You’re 
solely focused on survival. Once you get into 
that mentality, your mission and your unique 
role in the region—for example, your unique 
access mission—can take a back seat.”

Institutions worried about scarcity fall prey 
to short-term thinking as they scramble to 
address whatever the crisis of the day is or as 
they batten down the hatches for sustained 

Risks
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troubles. This can lead to institutions trying to 
poach one another’s most attractive students, 
cutting programs or curtailing spending with 
little consideration of long-term goals. It 
can also prompt investing in flashy new pro-
grams that may not pay off or building new  
infrastructure that will have to be paid for in 
the future.

“Are we going to grow fast enough to meet 
demand, and are we going to have a combina-
tion of programs that students want in every 
region of the state?” asks Raymund Paredes, 
Texas higher education commissioner. “We’re 
trying to do more with sums of money that 
match the intended growth, and I’m worried 
what we’re going to do is keep carving up the 
pie into smaller and smaller slices and end up 
with rampant mediocrity.”

California State University’s chancellor, 
White, can point to four or five cities that 
have said they want to host a newly built 
campus. It would seem like a no-brainer in 
a system where demand outstrips capacity.  
But can new infrastructure be supported in 
the long run?

“The cost to start a new campus both on 
the capital side as well as the recurring side 
is a pretty big number,” White says. “What  
I don’t want to do is start and starve—start a 
place and not have the resources to grow it 
out. That creates a false expectation or unfair 
expectation for communities.”

Even in California, fears of future student scar-
city linger. Some point out that the number of 
high school graduates is expected to decline 
by the early 2030s. White pushes back by say-
ing that the percentage qualified to attend a 
Cal State institution is continuing to increase.

Demand remains high across the University of 

California, Cal State and California Community 
College systems. That prompts more coop-
eration between institutions and systems 
instead of a scarcity mind-set, White says.

“Human nature is, if you’ve got more than you 
can handle, it’s a different level of conversa-
tion,” he says. 

A key question for institutions that are dealing 
with scarcity is whether they can find foot-
ing and try to chart a long-term future filled 
with innovative strategies. Take the state 
funding situation in Louisiana, for example, 
which leaders say has hurt training for future 
workers.

“Our fiscal policy is working against our 
talent-development goals,” says Reed, com-
missioner of higher education in Louisiana. “I 
will say, the last few years of stable funding 
has helped us to take a deep breath and figure 
out how to improve.”

Reed remembers a state lawmaker question-
ing why Louisiana’s regional public institutions 
aren’t educating more nurses at a time when 
nurses are in demand.

“We don’t have the faculty ratio,” she says. 
“What do you do about that? We talked about 
some hospital CEOs that are providing dollars 
to some of the regional institutions to help 
them hire more faculty members.”

Those that are unable to take a proverbial 
deep breath and assess the future are likely to 
continue to struggle as they strip themselves 
down to the most basic definition of a college 
or university.

“There are going to be institutions that can’t 
get out of the scarcity thinking, and they’re 
going to become these kind of strange, iden-
tity-less places,” Orphan says.
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Prestige Seeking and 
Mission Drift
Judging by their behavior, many institutions 
don’t want to continue to be regional public 
colleges or don’t think they can continue to 
survive or thrive with that identity.

“Far too many campuses are unhappy being 
in the middle and want to be research uni-
versities,” says Mehaffy, of AASCU. “They are 
spending all their time and energy both as 
institutions and as individuals within those 
institutions trying to prove they are better than 
they think they are.”

Seeking more prestige is attractive to many 
constituencies and on many fronts, according 
to those who know higher education. Climbing 
rankings is inherently attractive to presidents 
and board members who want to prove they’re 
successfully managing their institutions.

From a financial and enrollment-management 
standpoint, growing into a research-heavy 
institution with a big brand name sounds 
attractive. Research dollars mean less reli-
ance on any other single form of revenue. 
A prestigious name often translates into a 
greater ability to draw students and a chance 
to attract students from farther away. That 
in turn can ease enrollment challenges and 
boost tuition revenue.

Since no institution is able to prioritize every-
thing, a dedication to prestige and climbing 
the rankings means de-emphasizing other 
needs. Soon institutions can find themselves 
mired in mission drift or largely ignoring their 
home regions.

In the process, they threaten to compete with 
each other for precious state resources.

“We have a significant number of regional uni-
versities in Texas, and we have many different 
levels of research capability,” Paredes says. 
“The thing that troubles me the most is that 
virtually every one of these regional univer-
sities has ambitions of becoming, down the 
road, a significant research university.”

Institutions typically aren’t satisfied with 
being primarily baccalaureate-degree- 
granting institutions or offering only profes-
sional master’s degrees, Paredes says. They 
want doctoral degrees, creating the potential 
for significant mission creep, divided state 
funding and widespread mediocrity. 

““Far too many campuses are  
unhappy being in the middle 

and want to be research  
universities. They are spending 
all their time and energy both as 
institutions and as individuals 
within those institutions trying 

to prove they are better than 
they think they are.”

George Mehaffy
Vice President, Academic Leadership and Change

American Association of State Colleges and Universities
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The state is trying to do more to carefully 
examine proposals for new programs, Paredes 
says. Some doctoral-level programs may still 
be appropriate for regional institutions—doc-
torates in education may need to be available 
throughout the state, for example.

Still, state lawmakers have provided signifi-
cant reason for universities to seek status as 
a top-tier research university. A decade ago, 
they passed legislation creating a National 
Research University Fund, which provides 
money for institutions to become major 
research universities, and a research incen-
tive program that provides a state match for 
private gifts for university research. The result 
is a performance-based incentive pushing 
universities to try to climb the research ladder.

Texas is far from the only state facing  
the issue.

“It’s happening in states that are growing very 
quickly,” Paredes says. “Florida is a case in 
point. Georgia is another case in point, and 
I think it’s happening in states that are look-
ing for opportunities to become another  
Silicon Valley.”

Some of those who have pursued higher sta-
tus as research universities are unapologetic. 
Florida International University has been 
imbued with the ethos of a research university 
almost from its beginning, says its president, 
Mark B. Rosenberg.

Although the typical FIU student was 25 and 
attending part-time when it opened in 1972, 
the university’s second president started 
emphasizing international programs when he 
arrived in 1976. The institution tells a story of 
growth since then.

FIU is an urban public and doesn’t resemble  

a traditional land-grant university, says 
Rosenberg, who is also former chancellor of 
the State University System of Florida. Many 
of its students work, and they are slightly 
older than what is considered traditional. The 
university is heavily connected to its home  
of Miami.

In the Carnegie Classification of Institutions 
of Higher Education, FIU is classified as a doc-
toral university with very high research activity 
and a high undergraduate enrollment profile. 
It hasn’t emphasized the things a regional 
public university would likely emphasize.

“I can tell you my own personal experience is 
that in our move to become a research univer-
sity, we did not spend a lot of time worrying 
about graduation rates,” Rosenberg says. “We 
did not spend a lot of time worrying about 
out-of-pocket costs. That wasn’t the currency 
of our realm. The currency of the realm was 
being able to move up in the rankings, largely 
measured by research productivity.”

Prestige seeking is nothing new.

“It’s not just administrators seeking rankings,” 
says Summers, provost and vice chancel-
lor for academic affairs at the University of 
Wisconsin at Stevens Point. “This was tak-
ing place in the evolution of higher ed well 
before there were rankings. If you were a nor-
mal school, you desperately wanted to offer  
more degrees.”

Nor is it solely a function of ambitious lead-
ers. The issue extends to constituencies like 
lawmakers and prospective students who 
don’t necessarily appreciate the unique role 
of regional public institutions.

“I have argued in my work that there is not, 
frankly, broad understanding about the 
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purpose of these institutions,” Orphan says. 
“There’s lack of broad societal understand-
ing—and even among policy makers, there 
is no recognition of you doing your unique  
mission, because you’re just seen as lesser.”

Faculty members play a major role as well.

“You have faculty that have landed in regional 
comprehensive institutions not really by 
design or strategy but more because of 
how the academic labor market functions,” 
says Leslie Gonzales, associate professor in 
the College of Education at Michigan State 
University, who has studied faculty careers 
and how faculty members respond to chang-
ing organizational missions.

Faculty members are often hired at institu-
tions ranked lower than the ones where they 
earned their Ph.D.s. Those who were trained 
at research universities who end up being 
hired at regional public institutions bring the 
practices they know with them, Gonzales 
says. Those practices include emphasizing 
research and seeking grants.

“I see this tension that manifests itself 
between faculty who have really sought a 
career in a regional-centered type of place 
and faculty who are ready to operationalize 
this more research-driven mission,” Gonzales 
says. “The folks who were really intentional 
about trying to find the place where they 
could nurture a teaching-research type of pro-
file, they are at odds with the institution and 
maybe some of their colleagues coming in.”

The tension can play out in who gets tenure 
and who doesn’t. It can shift faculty mem-
bers’ attention to their intellectual work and 
away from service, community engagement  
and teaching. 

In addition, it can influence faculty members’ 
research agendas. Regional public institutions 
perform research that tends to be of interest 
locally. That can change at prestige-seeking, 
or striving, institutions, Gonzales says.

She remembers interviewing a faculty mem-
ber at one such institution whose research 
agenda was concerned with embedding 
literacy in people’s lives. When the faculty 
member did her work, her primary audience 
was the students in her classroom. But she 
told Gonzales that a shifting institutional 
mission required her to frame her work for 
a journal or to be of interest to a broad field  
of study.

“We see this pressure put on the tenure-track 
faculty to produce more and to establish 
national, international, very discipline-centric 
reputations,” Gonzales says. 

Then, adjuncts and non-tenure-track profes-
sors tend to start shouldering more of the 
teaching load. That can skew the way an 
institution operates, because adjuncts and 
non-tenure-track professors don’t have the 
same influence in governance processes as 
tenured faculty members.

Striving behaviors can also shift the way insti-
tutions dedicate other resources. Grasping for 
higher rankings requires more grant dollars 
and philanthropic gifts, as well as more selec-
tive admissions metrics. Changing those data 
points requires investments in infrastructure 
like grant writers, fund-raisers and recruiters. 
Supporting in-demand programs can require 
spending on cutting-edge facilities.

Presidents sometimes try to strike a balance 

CONTINUED ON PAGE  87
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State lines are getting softer and softer, 
according to Bonita Jacobs, president of the 
University of North Georgia.

“I think erasing borders is probably in our 
future,” she says.

Borders are already becoming more per-
meable in Jacobs’s experience and in the 
experience of many states and regional public 
universities, as institutions cross state lines 
to enroll students. At first glance, that’s not 
necessarily a new development. Public uni-
versities have a long-established practice of 
attempting to lure top prospects from other 
states in order to secure the enrollment mix 
they want—or to collect additional revenue 
thanks to tuition rates that are higher for out-
of-state students than for those from within 
a state.

In recent years, though, more and more 
regional public universities are discounting 
tuition sticker prices for out-of-state students. 
Even that isn’t necessarily new on its own, as 
evidenced by the multistate tuition reciproc-
ity program under the Midwestern Higher 
Education Compact. Under the program, pub-
lic institutions in 10 states charge out-of-state 
students no more than 150 percent of their 
in-state resident tuition rate.

But a number of regional public universities 
have lowered tuition rates for out-of-state stu-
dents on their own in recent years.

The University of North Georgia is one, albeit 
on a limited basis. In 2019, it received permis-
sion from the University System of Georgia to 
give tuition waivers to students in nine North 
Carolina and Tennessee counties. The move 
gave students in those counties the ability 
to attend the University of North Georgia at 
in-state tuition rates, effective in the summer 
2019 semester.

Leaders framed the move as a way to 
increase educational opportunities in the 
broader region that the university serves. The 
University of North Georgia is the primary 
campus for dozens of counties in northeast 
Georgia, including some in the Appalachian 
region that crosses state lines and has low 
college completion rates, Jacobs says.

“They’re graduating college-ready students” 
from high schools, Jacobs says. Attending 
college after high school is “just not part of 
the culture.” 

TUITION BORDERS BLUR
Critical Issues: Recruiting, finance, diversity on campus, 
political boundaries

SNAPSHOT

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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Serving the region isn’t all about tuition. In 
2015 North Georgia opened a small Blue 
Ridge campus in the area that has been grow-
ing rapidly, Jacobs says.

The University of North Georgia was the 11th 
institution in the Georgia system to secure 
tuition waivers for students from counties bor-
dering the state. In many cases, institutions 
received those waivers as their enrollment 
declined, Jacobs says. That isn’t the case at 
North Georgia. 

In addition to serving the overall region better, 
the move is geared toward specific groups. 
For example, the University of North Georgia 
is a senior military college, and it already pro-
vided out-of-state tuition waivers to students 
in its Corps of Cadets.

“Our cadets get in-state tuition, but some-
times they won’t come because the girlfriend 
or boyfriend has to pay out-of-state tuition,” 
Jacobs says.

Meanwhile, in Tennessee, Austin Peay State 
University announced in April 2019 that it was 
slashing undergraduate out-of-state tuition 
from about $11,000 per semester to about 
$6,200 per semester for 12 credit hours. 
Although that’s a significant decrease, it’s still 
higher than undergraduate in-state tuition—
about $3,400 for 12 credit hours.

The tuition rate was pegged to a level that 
would not require state subsidies for out-of-
state students. That was important because 
it means the university, which draws roughly  
30 percent of its funding from the state, wasn’t 
asking Tennessee taxpayers to subsidize 

out-of-state students, says Rex Gandy, Austin 
Peay’s provost.

Leaders at Austin Peay sought to build on past 
efforts to attract more out-of-state students. 
About three years earlier, the Tennessee 
Board of Regents approved a program known 
as 250R that allowed Austin Peay to cut tui-
tion for students who are from outside of 
Tennessee but from within a 250-mile radius 
of the university’s campus. Tuition for such 
students went from being roughly three times 
as expensive as in-state tuition rates to about 
one and a half times as expensive, Austin 
Peay leaders say.

Other universities in Tennessee have taken 
part in the 250R program.

“We were one of the first schools to opt in to 
that, and now several of the Tennessee pub-
lics have opted in,” Gandy says. “Maybe the 
first year, we didn’t see a big change. But 
more recently in the last couple of years we’ve 
seen a more significant uptick in out-of-state 
enrollment.”

In fall 2018, about 88 percent of Austin Peay’s 
enrollments were in-state students. Out-of-
state enrollment had been rising in recent 
years, however.

After the 250R program was put in place, 
Tennessee revamped its Board of Regents, 
moving six universities that had been man-
aged by regents under their own local, 
independent governing boards. With more 
governance flexibility, Austin Peay started 
running scenarios to see what would happen 

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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if it expanded an approach like 250R to more 
students and parts of the country. 

“We had seen the 250R help us,” Gandy says. 
“We thought, ‘Well, maybe the full 250R will be 
even better.’ ”

Austin Peay has been attempting to increase 
out-of-state enrollment in order to give 
enrolled students more diverse experiences, 
its leaders say. The university’s strategic plan 
also calls for boosting the number of out-of-
state, international and graduate students.

As of fall 2018, almost half of Austin Peay’s 
students, 45 percent, came from Montgomery 
County, the institution’s surrounding county. 
Almost nine in 10 were from Tennessee, 
meaning the institution didn’t enroll many  
students from out of state. 

Bringing students from more places onto 
campus is important because many Austin 
Peay students don't have the financial means 
to travel to other states or countries, univer-
sity leaders say. They also don't always have 
the physical flexibility, as the university enrolls 
more than 2,500 students affiliated with the 
military thanks in large part to nearby Fort 
Campbell over the Kentucky border.

Adding more out-of-state students has had 
other effects. Austin Peay’s out-of-state  
students have, on average, posted higher 
class rankings and ACT scores than its 
in-state population, Gandy says. Over the long 
term, graduation rates could tick up.

Gandy says efforts to increase out-of-state 
enrollment can also help draw from in-state 

areas, particularly those on the border. One 
high-growth area in recent years is Shelby 
County, Tenn.—the Memphis area—about 200 
miles away from Austin Peay’s campus.

“We’ve never had Shelby County,” Gandy says. 
“It kind of spills over demographically into 
north Mississippi, and we’ve never had very 
many Mississippi students, so that would be 
an area we think we could touch.”

Cutting tuition for any student group comes 
with financial ramifications. But cutting tuition 
rates can be offset if more students enroll. 

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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“You are starting to see 
more and more advocacy for 
lessening these tuition rates 

to attract students. I think the 
concern is finding the sweet 

spot there. Public institutions 
in states were traditionally built 
to educate the members of that 

state, so what is this going to 
look like moving forward?”

Rob Anderson
President

State Higher Education Executive Officers Association
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Austin Peay’s enrollment has grown by about 
8 percent over the last four years, which is 
higher than expected growth in the number 
of high school graduates. It enrolled almost 
11,000 students in fall 2018, up 4.7 percent 
year over year.

“If you look back at the data on Tennessee 
from roughly 2000 to 2010, the number of 
high school graduates coming out went from 
about 45,000 a year to 67,000,” Gandy says. 
“So all the Tennessee publics, I think, bene-
fited in that decade. However, starting in the 
2010, 2011 time frame, the number of high 
school graduates more or less flattened.”

Austin Peay leaders hope that out-of-state 
students stay in Tennessee after graduation. 
They hope to increase the reach of the univer-
sity through those who return home.

It should also be noted that regional public 
universities in other states have cut or elim-
inated out-of-state tuition for U.S. students 
in recent years. Institutions in Illinois, which 
as a state has struggled to attract and retain 
students, and where it has often been easy 
for out-of-state students to qualify for lower 
in-state rates after a short time on campus, 
are among them. Various regional public 
institutions in Michigan have also tried the 
strategy in recent years.

Whatever reasons universities have for 
increasing out-of-state enrollment—and 
whatever methods they use—experts say 
it’s important to find balance. Regional 
public universities are closely tied to state 
identities, even as population and economic 

TUITION BORDERS BLUR 
CONTINUED

changes push them to look at students from  
different areas.

“As [full-time-equivalents] become a bigger 
concern in a lot of areas, you are starting to 
see more and more advocacy for lessening 
these tuition rates to attract students,” says 
Rob Anderson, president of the State Higher 
Education Executive Officers association.  
“I think the concern is finding the sweet 
spot there. Public institutions in states were  
traditionally built to educate the members of 
that state, so what is this going to look like  
moving forward?”� ■
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between becoming a research university and 
remaining an institution dedicated to a partic-
ular area. Even if they lay out a clear set of 
goals to that end, faculty members might be 
reading between the lines.

“Faculty will hear the mission or charge, and 
no matter how administrators will work to 
localize it, faculty will fall back on whatever 
established rankings we have,” Gonzales 
says. “They’re thinking about what it takes to 
be at the top of that hierarchy according to 
U.S. News or whatever metric is dominant in 
their mind—that probably the administration 
is also using in their work.”

Asking what will be lost when an institution 
redefines its agenda is particularly import-
ant if it has been serving a poor area or 
historically underrepresented communities,  
Gonzales says.

Administrators, board members and faculty 
members can think about the tensions play-
ing out between rankings and local mission. 
They can ask whether structures can be put 
in place to hire or promote professors based 
on teaching rather than research.

“There is something to be said about striking 
a balance between folks who are local, insti-
tutionally informed, and who know the region 
well and those who are cosmopolitan and 
looking at the disciplines,” Gonzales says.

Leadership and 
Governance
Worries run high that the current genera-
tion of leaders is underprepared to face 

the set of challenges mounting against  
higher education.

Many of today’s college presidents rose 
through the ranks during decades of expan-
sion in the higher education sector, says 
Jones, president emeritus of the National 
Center for Higher Education Management 
Systems. The same can be said about board 
members and legislators.

“Everything about how they learned man-
agement skills, everything about the policy 
environment in which they live was learned in 
a growth environment,” Jones says. “And now, 
higher education is a mature industry, and 
neither public policy nor institutional practice 
have adjusted to that reality.”

Public policy still tries to reward growth, Jones 
adds. So places that can grow will, while insti-
tutions unable to grow could be left starving.

The very nature of a public institution makes 
it difficult for leaders to prepare for consoli-
dation or shrinking. Budgets grind their way 
through state legislatures. When cuts are 
proposed, presidents have to decide whether 
to lobby for more money or to publicize job 
losses and other cuts that hang in the balance.

Contingency planning in settings with strong 
open-records laws is also a challenge. 
Presidents don’t want to make clear whose 
jobs are on the line, because that can create 
a cycle of negativity. But they also want to be 
prepared if a steep budget cut is passed.

“I can’t not serve the regents,” says Johnsen, 
president of the University of Alaska system. “I 
can’t serve them well if I’m not exploring with 
them options that are severe and without say-
ing, ‘This means 250 positions cut, this means 
300 positions, this means campuses go away, 
this means financial exigency gets declared.’ 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 82
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People listen to those conversations. It adds 
to this communication dilemma of the impact 
on morale that obviously and understandably 
has on students, on their parents, on our fac-
ulty and on our staff.”

Regional public college presidents lack con-
trol over some of the factors influencing their 
institutions or systems. They’re often inherit-
ing problems that go back long before their 
tenures as leaders.

The University of Akron has had three presi-
dents since 2014, including an interim named 
in 2018. Scott L. Scarborough stepped down 
in June 2016 following a tumultuous term in 
which he attempted to remake the university 
as a polytechnic institution and put layoffs in 
place—and after the university drew criticism 
for spending on renovations to its presidential 
home. His replacement, Matthew J. Wilson, 
stepped down in 2018 after drawing contro-
versy by interviewing for the presidency at 
the University of Central Florida in his former 
home state.

Faculty members say problems date back far 
earlier, however. 

“This is a mess that’s 15 years in the mak-
ing,” says Linda Marie Saliga, professor of  
mathematics and chair of the Faculty Senate 
at Akron.

She points to capital spending on dorms, 
parking and other amenities from previous 
administrations. The university’s Board of 
Trustees also became oppositional after the 
faculty unionized in 2003, she says.

“We had a Faculty Senate established shortly 
before that, which had some nice shared 
governance committees that were pretty 
inclusive,” Saliga says. “But as soon as the 

faculty unionized, the board pulled back.”

The university’s past spending decisions 
seemed made on the premise that it was 
going to continue enrolling more students 
into the future and that it was going to grow 
in name recognition or prestige, Saliga adds.

“It seems that we were spending capital 
funds on the dorms, the parking and all that, 
and assuming we were going to stay at that 
30,000-student mark or maybe even increase,” 
Saliga says. “We didn’t.”

Total enrollment peaked in fall 2011 at a com-
bined 29,592 at Akron’s main campus and 
Wayne College campus, according to federal 
data. Combined enrollment has since fallen to 
21,965 in fall 2017, the most recent year for 
which data is available.

The university’s main campus enrolled 
18,730 full-time and part-time graduate 
and undergraduate students as of October 
2018, according to its Common Data Set for  
the year.

Now, Ohio is pushing regional compacts 
between institutions, Saliga says. The idea is 
to avoid duplication of programs. But faculty 
members grumble that other institutions are 
being more competitive than cooperative.

The university made news in March 2019 
when it offered buyouts to 47 percent of its 
full-time faculty members, or about 340 peo-
ple. Although the university didn’t expect them 
all to take the offers, it was a step on the way 
to trying to cut $15 million from its budget 
amid declining enrollment.

But faculty members wondered whether 
such drastic plans were appropriate at a time 

CONTINUED ON PAGE  92
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CONFLICT OVER MISSION 
IN NORTH CAROLINA
Critical Issues: Identity, governance, system stress, politics

SNAPSHOT

East Carolina University found itself at the 
confluence of several crosscurrents rocking 
regional public universities in March 2019, 
when a chancellor who’d been pushing for 
ECU to raise its national profile resigned in 
the wake of run-ins with a powerful alumnus 
and leader of the University of North Carolina 
system Board of Governors.

Cecil Staton had been chancellor at East 
Carolina University since 2016, when he was 
the first campus leader hired under UNC sys-
tem president Margaret Spellings. Staton 
pushed to position East Carolina as a national 
model, pointing out that it looked in many 
ways like the comprehensive institutions that 
attract the most attention nationally. The uni-
versity had a medical school and a dental 
school. It enrolled 23,000 undergraduates and 
more than 5,800 graduate students. The only 
things the university did not have, Staton used 
to say, were pharmacy and law programs.

Talk of being a national university didn’t sit 
well with some residents of a region that 
contains many of the most economically dis-
tressed counties in the state. Some faculty 
members weren’t happy, either.

“ECU was founded specifically to edu-
cate people in the eastern region of North 

Carolina,” says Crystal Chambers, an associ-
ate professor of educational leadership and 
higher education and vice chair of the Faculty 
Senate at East Carolina. “I think some of the 
pull within the community had to do with the 
attempt to rebrand the institution as a national 
university. My own take on it is if you want to 
have that national recognition, it’s by being a 
top regional university.”

Staton also arrived on campus at a time of 
low faculty morale, when many professors 
felt they had been saddled with austerity 
budgets and state leaders who were hostile 
to higher education. And he was viewed with 
some skepticism because he was a nontra-
ditional leader who had spent a decade as a 
Republican state senator in Georgia, although 
he had also worked at state colleges before 
coming to East Carolina.

At first, Staton seemed to think optimism 
around his vision would generate buy-in, 
according to faculty leaders. Then he seemed 
to correct course, rebuilding his vision around 
the idea that East Carolina would serve its 
original mission even as it aspired to have a 
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national name. At least some faculty mem-
bers seemed to be listening.

The aspiration was to become a national 
model for how a university operates in East 
Carolina’s unique setting, Staton says. 

“It wasn’t mission creep here,” he says. “We 
already had the mission. It’s just taking the 
unique assets we have and committing 
ourselves to becoming a national model 
in how to use those assets to move the 
needle in a very difficult area of the state 
where there are health care, educational and  
economic disparities.”

In 2018, East Carolina and the software com-
pany SAS launched an effort called the Rural 
Prosperity Initiative, which aimed to address 
economic, educational and health disparities 
in rural areas. Promotional materials for the 
program pointed out that East Carolina served 
twice as many undergraduates from rural 
communities as any other institution in the 
17-campus UNC system.

However, the tensions over East Carolina’s 
identity weren’t the flashpoint that led to 
Staton’s departure, which was announced 
suddenly in March 2019. Staton said that 
month that he would leave the university in 
the summer in a decision he “did not initiate.”

A member of the UNC system’s Board of 
Governors laid responsibility for the lead-
ership change at the feet of the board’s 
chairman, Harry Smith.

“Harry Smith has been seeking the chancellor’s 

removal ever since Chancellor Staton and his 
trustees rejected in 2016 Mr. Smith’s proposal 
to buy an apartment complex near ECU if the 
university would change its housing policy,” 
said the board member, Steven Long, in a 
lengthy statement. “Since that time, he has 
become obsessed with removing the chan-
cellor. President Margaret Spellings told me 
months ago that in virtually every conver-
sation she had with Harry Smith, he turned 
the conversation eventually to ECU and his 
criticism of the school’s leaders. I and other 
members of the Board of Governors have had 
a similar experience.”

Long’s letter also charged that Smith had 
threatened to deny funding for East Carolina 
trustees if they continued supporting Staton 
and accused him of other meddling in day-
to-day ECU affairs that many would consider 
off-limits for a system board chair. Smith 
responded by telling a North Carolina tele-
vision station that the statements were 
incorrect.

Staton, it should be noted, was not the first 
executive within the North Carolina system 
to depart in a swirl of controversy in early 
2019. Spellings had already stepped down 
as system president in January after clashes 
with the system Board of Governors. Also in 
January, the chancellor of the flagship Chapel 
Hill campus, Carol Folt, resigned after she 
decided to remove the remnants of a toppled 
Confederate statue from the campus. The 
statue’s future was a hotly contested issue 
in a state where a law made the monument’s 
removal difficult—and in a system where 
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conservative board members seemed to want 
it to stay.

With those precedents set, Staton was argu-
ably next in line to be ousted. Not only had his 
plans to elevate ECU to a national name been 
controversial locally, some observers say he’d 
underestimated how important athletics was 
to the university’s base as fans criticized him 
for the university’s struggles in football and 
an unpopular athletics director had his con-
tract extended in 2017, only to be bought out 
the very next year at a cost of as much as 
$1.26 million. And Staton clearly did not get 
along with Smith, a native of ECU’s home city 
of Greenville, who rose to become Board of 
Governors chair in 2018.

In the aftermath, chancellors at some of 
the system’s other campuses pointed to the 
unique circumstances leading up to the oust-
ers of Spellings, Folt and Staton. Publicly, 
they said they weren’t worried such infighting 
would derail their own tenures.

But privately, one confided that they were 
“whistling past the graveyard.” No one knew 
what would set off any of several “mercurial 
members” of the board.

The larger point is that the Board of Governors 
was seen as getting involved in the daily busi-
ness of its constituent institutions—in this 
case the business of a regional university that 
had grappled with its aspirations and identity 
but seemed to have settled on a path forward. 
Now, ECU stands as a reminder of the ten-
sions that can boil over between state higher 

education systems and regional campuses, 
and how that agitation can leave a campus 
grasping for direction.

Faculty members were concerned about what 
might come next. Leaders hoped to keep their 
relationship with the system board and the 
local Board of Trustees from deteriorating  
into acrimony.

“From my perspective, I certainly don’t want to 
have a public fight with anybody on the Board 
of Governors,” says Jeff Popke, a professor in 
the department of geography, planning and 
environments and chair of the faculty at East 
Carolina. “I think articulating, in a positive way 
rather than a defensive way, the principles 
of shared governance that long have been 
established is a good way to get the Board of 
Trustees and Board of Governors to cooper-
ate with faculty as allies and collaborators.”

Staton, for his part, maintains he had simply 
wanted to build up what he already saw as a 
major public university.

“Some people probably did see that as ECU 
getting out of its lane,” he says. “We have 
increased our research enterprise here. But 
it’s not because we are moving away from our 
teaching mission. It’s because our students 
today need to be engaged in research with 
professors, with their fellow students. It’s part 
of becoming critical thinkers and problem 
solvers and developing skills to work collab-
oratively that the workplace demands.”� ■
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when the university was operating under  
interim leadership.

“They bargain with us whenever they get this 
idea about voluntary separations,” says Pam 
Schulze, professor of family and consumer 
sciences at Akron and the president of the 
AAUP chapter there. “I think they could go to 
athletics and cut some coaches. But that’s 
just crazy talk. Their idea is the place to 
cut is faculty, and they feel they are already 
really lean with administrators, which is, in 
some sense, true, since we have so many  
interim people.”

The university isn’t going to wait for a per-
manent president to make necessary moves, 
says its CFO, Nathan J. Mortimer.

“Whether we have an interim or noninterim 
leader at any level, we’re not going to sit in a 
holding pattern,” Mortimer says. “We’re going 
to try to move the university forward.”

Still, faculty members feel as if they’re running 
from cut to cut with no sense of direction. The 
university seems to have abandoned the idea 
of strategic planning, Schulze adds. 

When she came to Akron in 2000, the uni-
versity had many nontraditional students, 
Schulze says. The community turned to the 
university to meet its needs for a trained work 
force, educated citizenry and major employer 
in the area. Local high school students con-
sidered enrolling at the university, and industry 
turned to it for retraining.

“I think we didn’t appreciate those strengths 
at the time,” Schulze says.

Now, the university is reeling under enroll-
ment declines and debt from prior building. It 

comes as society has changed its view about 
what a college education should be.

Faculty members are willing to adapt to 
changes, Schulze says. They want to make 
programs and the university stronger. But 
they also have to hear from leaders who can 
explain why they should support plans.

From the faculty perspective, explanations 
seem to have shifted with each new leader.

“Every time there is a new president, when we 
are in meetings, if we refer to any decision 
that happened with the prior president, we’re 
told that was another guy,” Schulze says. “You 
can’t run a university that way. It’s like we have 
to pretend the past never happened or that 
guy doesn’t count or initiatives that started 
then are not being effective now.”

Faculty and 
Institutional 
Structures
Changing any institution is difficult, even in a 
time of intense outside pressure. Changing 
an institution with a large number of highly 
educated, independent-thinking employees is 
even harder.

And changing a regional public college or uni-
versity, where faculty members expect to have 
a say in governance of the academic enter-
prise, can seem to be a herculean task.

Take the case of the University of Wisconsin 
at Stevens Point. After it announced plans to 
cut 13 majors in March 2018, faculty mem-
bers sought to force out the university’s 
provost, Summers, and chancellor, Patterson.
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The administrators cast the events as a 
yearlong discussion on how to restructure 
programs and cut spending. They’d put out a 
proposal intended as a first draft in order to 
engage faculty members, they say. But faculty 
members felt they’d been subject to top-down 
governance and poor communication.

“We had really reached an impasse with our 
departments or faculty governance groups,” 
Summers says. “Faculty very much insist 
that they be a part of their curricular con-
versations, which is absolutely appropriate. 
Administration has purview over the budget. 
As long as those two things don’t meet, it’s a 
perfectly harmonious relationship.”

The two things met.

After the administration settled on plans in 
2019 that wouldn’t require majors to be cut, 
bruised feelings remained. Faculty leaders 
felt successful because majors had been pre-
served and no one with tenure was being laid 
off. But they still believed they’d lost talented 
colleagues to retirements and resignations 
prompted by the administration’s plans.

The way administrators approached faculty 
members didn’t sit well, says Mary Bowman, 
professor of English and chair of the UW 
Stevens Point Common Council, the body 
representing academic, faculty and university 
staff in shared governance. She described 
administrative engagement as “ad hoc,” with 
deans talking to department chairs instead of 
communicating with committees under the 
existing shared governance system.

“We got something in many ways that was 
a surprise to people, and it was presented 
as, ‘Here is the plan,’ ” Bowman says. “That 
is automatically going to create resentment  
and paranoia.”

Stevens Point’s administrators characterize 
the situation differently. It took a while for all 
constituencies to become versed in the issues 
confronting the university, they say. They 
found ways to achieve budget reductions, but 
even then, work remained to be done to set 
the institution up for the future.

“The faculty have a heavy lift in terms of how 
to engineer these degree programs and make 
them more relevant to the 21st century, more 
appealing to the students and more infused 
with the liberal arts,” Patterson says.

Discussions about cuts aren’t easy, Bowman 
acknowledges. She still hopes for more  
deference to shared governance and estab-
lished procedures.

“It would always be a contentious conver-
sation, and I don’t know if we’d ever get 
consensus,” she says. “But I think it’s possible 
to have a healthy debate about that kind of 
question and at least have all the voices heard 
and inform whatever decision gets made.”

The relationship between administrators and 
faculty members can be particularly com-
plex when unions are involved—and Stevens 
Point’s faculty and academic staff are repre-
sented by a union. Unions have an interest 
in making sure their members enjoy good 
employment terms and that their other rights 
are respected. Faculty councils or faculty sen-
ates have an interest in protecting the integrity 
of their academic programs. And adminis-
trators are tasked with keeping institutions 
solvent and relevant.

Those interests can all line up. But often,  
they don’t.

“I actually think that a faculty union, if it works 
well, is the best situation you can have,” says 
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Erickson, president of Northern Michigan 
University. “In some ways, it’s easier to get 
faculty buy-in. Now, a dysfunctional faculty 
union is probably the worst of all.”

A dysfunctional union or poisoned relationship 
between union members and administrators 
can throw a wrench in institutional actions 
that require faculty support, like starting new 
programs, Erickson says.

Experts fear something will have to give 
across the country as student demands 
change and college finances shift. Unions 
understandably want to preserve their mem-
bership and benefits. Professors want to 
protect tenure to guard their academic free-
dom. But large-scale trends point to working 
conditions having to change in many institu-
tions, some say.

The point doesn’t only apply to unionized 
campuses, although the dynamics are most 
complex there. Many of the tensions blamed 
on unions exist with faculty members at non-
unionized institutions. The ideal of shared 
governance remains whether a campus is 
unionized or not.

Privately, many leaders grouse about the 
faculty at both unionized and non-unionized 
colleges refusing to change. Some suggest 
that tenure impedes their ability to innovate 
on their campuses. Few will speak so boldly 
publicly, however, often because they don’t 
want to sour relations with their own faculty 
members. The larger issues of faculty flexibil-
ity remain a third rail few are willing to touch.

“The problem is, in any university, curricular 
decisions have to be made because of bud-
gets,” Summers says. “You enter this gray, 
nebulous realm where the faculty want a seat 
at the table, but they don’t want to make any 

decisions that will cut their programs or cut 
their colleagues.”

Of course, from the perspective of faculty 
members, administrative issues need to be 
addressed as well. Campus and system lead-
ers need to be able to communicate a clear 
vision for the future while respecting faculty 
members’ desire to be included in the deci-
sion-making process.

Going forward, administrators will be chal-
lenged frequently to find a way to engage 
faculty members productively. And faculty 
members will be challenged to change in sig-
nificant ways.

“Flexible systems survive and rigid systems 
break when faced with stress,” says Jones, 
of the National Center for Higher Education 
Management Systems. “To the extent that 
relationships are so rigid that they can’t 
change, then they will break. There will be 
conflict. There will be things unraveling. I don’t 
know what form.”� ■
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PENNSYLVANIA’S STATE 
SYSTEM TRIES TO PIVOT
Critical Issues: System governance, state coordination, closing and 
merging institutions, leadership, unionization, rural and urban divides

SNAPSHOT

A new policy giving individual universities flex-
ibility in setting their own tuition rates could be 
a sign of deeper developments finally unfold-
ing at one of the most change-resistant higher 
education systems in the country.

The Pennsylvania State System of Higher 
Education approved the new policy in April 
2019. It allows universities to create their 
own tuition plans that account for regional 
economic differences, program costs and stu-
dent needs. The system’s Board of Governors 
will still need to approve each plan, and plans 
are to be set two years in advance. They could 
be in place by 2020.

Previously, the system board set one rate 
for all universities, although it had allowed 
some universities to pilot per-credit pricing. 
Institutions had more control over many of 
their fees, including room and board.

On its own, the tuition change might not seem 
like a tectonic shift—the system board will still 
set a base rate for universities that don’t cre-
ate their own tuition plans. But it could prove 
to be a key tangible development in a sys-
tem redesign process that dates to 2017 and 
spans multiple chancellors.

It could also be a signal that a system long 
criticized for centralized control over uni-
versity revenues and expenses—and for its 
inability to evolve—is finally moving to meet 
intense enrollment and financial pressures.

“Institutions are funny,” says Daniel Greenstein, 
chancellor of the Pennsylvania State System 
of Higher Education, or PASSHE. “Higher ed, 
among them, would rather die than change. 
We’ll see.”

Greenstein has made the case that PASSHE 
has at most a decade before demographic 
changes and financial problems catch up to 
the system of 14 state-owned universities 
in Pennsylvania. He’s not the first. Several 
PASSHE chancellors have attempted to put in 
motion significant overhauls in the past, only 
to be stymied or step down before the pro-
cess could play out completely.

The most recent push can be traced back 
to the tenure of Frank Brogan, who left 
in September 2017. Just months before 
he departed, a system-contracted review 
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Fig. 10 Forecast Change in Youth Population by County, Pennsylvania, 2015-2030

Fig. 11 Location of State System and State-Related Universities in Pennsylvania

SOURCE: Rand Corp. “Promoting the Long-Term Sustainability and Viability of Universities in the Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education.”
Data from the National Center for Education Statistics
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conducted by the National Center for Higher 
Education Management Systems highlighted 
a host of issues at PASSHE.

They included unsustainable spending, a 
climate of distrust between different stake-
holders, state regulatory burdens, unhealthy 
competition instead of collaboration between 
institutions, weak leadership capacity and 
a mind-set of viewing the system’s uni-
versities as employers first, instead of  
educational institutions. 

Problems can be tied to the system’s found-
ing legislation from the 1980s, which set up 
a politicized governing board and confused 
lines of authority, the report said. The state’s 
governor and secretary of education have 
seats on the Board of Governors, four legis-
lators are selected by majority and minority 
party leaders in the state Legislature to serve 
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Source: The National Center for Higher Education Management Systems.
"Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education Strategic System Review Findings and Recommendations"
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on the board, and the governor appoints 11 
more board members to four-year terms.

The NCHEMS report called for major changes 
to PASSHE governance and higher education 
coordination in Pennsylvania. But it dismissed 
the idea of eliminating the PASSHE central 
office, closing or fully merging any of its 14 
institutions, splitting institutions off from the 
system or undermining collective bargaining.

Less than a year later, in April 2018, the RAND 
Corp. released another study on the system’s 
future—this one commissioned by state 
lawmakers. It laid out a series of options, 
choosing as favorites those that would have 
PASSHE merged into or run by Pennsylvania’s 
state-related universities like Pennsylvania 
State University. Failing those options, it 
favored mergers between different PASSHE 
institutions plus other structural changes.

The second study was immediately criticized 
by the system and its faculty union. At the 
time, it was unclear whether PASSHE would 
actually change. Conditions in Pennsylvania 
seemed almost engineered to keep the status 
quo in place.

Indeed, the Pennsylvania State System of 
Higher Education represents a microcosm 
of almost all of the reasons it can be diffi-
cult for regional public universities to adapt 
to meet evolving markets, even if challenges 
have clearly been developing slowly over long  
periods of time.

Most of the state’s 14 universities started 
out as normal schools before being joined 

together by state legislation in the early 1980s. 
Many are located in counties or regions where 
the traditional college-age population has 
been expected to decline through 2030, and 
many are in rural areas that have lacked con-
sistent long-term economic growth.

At the same time, the state system has a 
unionized work force whose contracts are 
negotiated centrally. That means jobs at the 
universities are often considered among the 
best available. About 85 percent of all system 
employees are organized under seven sepa-
rate labor unions.  

The futures of several PASSHE institu-
tions have long been political footballs. For 
instance, Mansfield University, in the sparsely 
populated northern part of the state, saw its 
enrollment shrink roughly in half between 
2011 and 2018. But state lawmakers balk at 
the idea of closing it. The university lies in the 
district of a legislator who is the president pro 
tempore of the State Senate, and he has advo-
cated strongly for its future.

Elsewhere, Cheyney University is a histor-
ically black institution located to the west 
of Philadelphia that has struggled for years 
with enrollment and financial challenges. The 
system has extended and forgiven tens of 
millions of dollars in loans to the university in 
recent years.

Cheyney was placed on probation by its 
regional accreditor in 2015, threatening its 
ability to receive all-important federal student 
financial aid funds. Then in 2017, Cheyney’s 
accreditor placed it on show cause, asking it 
to explain why its accreditation should not be 
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revoked. The university’s accreditation would 
remain up in the air, with deadlines eventually 
extended until fall 2019. As of fall 2018, the 
university’s head count totaled just 469.

Decisions about Cheyney’s future are bound 
to be historically significant and politically 
fraught. It is the oldest historically black 
university in the country and has powerful 
backers in the state Legislature.

Meanwhile, Pennsylvania’s higher education 
landscape is largely uncoordinated. In addition 
to the state-owned PASSHE system, sepa-
rate state-related universities operate across 
the state with significantly more autonomy. 
Perhaps the best known of those state-re-
lated universities, Penn State, has a network 
of branch campuses that many believe 
duplicate PASSHE programs and compete 
with them for students and public support. 
Pennsylvania also has a large number of pri-
vate colleges and universities that compete 
for students—the Association of Independent 
Colleges & Universities of Pennsylvania has 
nearly 90 members.

PASSHE leaders have complained about 
state disinvestment and state funding that is 
spread too thinly across Pennsylvania’s differ-
ent higher education institutions. The funding 
situation has contributed, many say, to a 
rising reliance on tuition for revenue, under-
cutting the system’s goal to provide students 
access to affordable education. In 2015, 
state appropriations per student for the state 
system were just 76.5 percent of their 2008 

levels, after adjusting for inflation, according 
to NCHEMS calculations. Tuition revenue had 
risen by 26 percent. 

“If we want to get to the root cause of why 
our universities are struggling and struggling 
more than they ought to be, it’s all rooted in 
funding issues,” says Ken Mash, president of 
the faculty union for the state system. “The 
result has been to raise tuition and fees, and 
we can see the declines are taking place with 
families that are making less than $110,000 
per year.”

System head-count enrollment peaked 
in 2010 at nearly 120,000 students, then 
declined annually to about 98,000 in fall 2018. 
Only two universities increased enrollment on 
a year-over-year basis that fall.

Regardless of the state funding situation, 
Pennsylvania is facing demographic chal-
lenges. The number of traditional college-age 
students dropped precipitously in the last 
decade and is not expected to recover signifi-
cantly in the near future.

Although some PASSHE institutions increased 
their graduate student enrollments in recent 
years, the system as a whole remains heav-
ily reliant on undergraduates. More than eight 
out of 10 students are undergraduates. 

So the Pennsylvania State System of Higher 
Education doesn’t just represent a microcosm 
of the reasons it can be difficult for regional 
public universities to change. It is a micro-
cosm of the challenges they face, too.

The system redesign framework lays out 
three priorities: ensuring student success, 
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leveraging university strengths and transform-
ing the governance and leadership structures. 
Greenstein, who previously led the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation’s postsecondary 
education work, puts it slightly differently: 
restructure the office of the chancellor, add 
accountability to strategy and budgeting, 
leverage the system’s scale, and rebuild the 
system’s culture.

The last point is critical in a system where 
some presidents bemoan heated rhetoric 
escalating over time between union and 
administration. That rhetoric may have cooled 
with Greenstein’s appointment—he’s appeared 
publicly with the union president, Mash, and 
calls him a “smart guy” who is a “systems 
thinker” and a strategist. 

Greenstein has sought union input on issues 
and worked to place faculty members on 
important task forces, Mash says. Faculty 
members seem to appreciate that.

But the hard part has yet to truly start. The 
union contract was expiring in the summer of 
2019, and the system redesign had yet to gen-
erate many specifics as of that spring. When 
asked whether the union would be open to 
restraining staffing costs by creating different 
pay scales at universities in parts of the state 
with different costs of living, Mash does not 
endorse the idea.

“They don’t have the authority to do that,”  
he says. “We’ll listen to anything, but I don’t 
think our members would be too interested 
over all.”

The powerful state faculty union isn’t the only 
potential source of tension, though. Splits 
could develop between a number of different 
constituencies, including the system board 
and local councils of trustees, Greenstein 
says.

“In any system, you’ve got a number of lines 
of division between the system office and the 
universities, between the faculty and staff 
and—our system is complicated—between the 
Council of Trustees and the board,” Greenstein 
says. “You’re talking about a massive shift, 
culturally, in terms of staff capability and in 
terms of the reward structure.”

Time will tell whether Greenstein’s early rela-
tionship building pays off. When it comes to 
specific structural ideas to help the system, he 
talks of building an infrastructure that multiple 
universities can leverage, saving money while 
keeping their identities distinct. Individual 
universities don’t have to manage their own 
student information management systems or 
career services offices, for instance.

Just a few years ago, universities and sys-
tems had no choice but to build their own 
solutions for such sharing. But the public- 
private partnership and licensing opportuni-
ties are improving, opening up options that 
didn’t exist before, Greenstein says.

On the academic side, the university seems 
headed for an attempt to redesign its entire 
stack of policy and operations. How can uni-
versities better align credit transfer, course 
catalogs and transcripts between institu-
tions? How can programs be coordinated so 
that universities can share faculty expertise 
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between neighboring institutions, either on 
the ground or online?

On the financial side, system leaders have 
been negotiating a phased retirement plan for 
faculty members. Instructors would see their 
salaries drop with work performed while still 
receiving full benefits. But savings would not 
be particularly large immediately.

The next three or four years, at least, will be 
difficult as leaders seek to stop the bleeding 
and find ways to innovate.

They face an early test with Cheyney. Critics 
have long feared a reckoning at the histori-
cally black university. Other presidents in the 
system worried about their budget surpluses 
going to Cheyney’s campus, while Cheyney 
backers worried about loss of opportunity for 
its students.

Cheyney’s current accreditation situation may 
force the issue. Greenstein has said clos-
ing the university is off the table but that it 
would be wise to think about a world where 
Cheyney’s accreditation is revoked. That could 
mean having Cheyney a focus on technical or 
career education.

Aaron Walton, Cheyney’s president, wants to 
monetize some of the university’s 275-acre 
campus in a way that could open up oppor-
tunities for its students. The university uses 
only a small part of its campus, and 100 acres 
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“
“I want to be certain we  

understand the consequences 
of our inaction. Let’s give it 
a name. It’s called terminal 
financial decline. Let’s give 
it a duration. It’s got about 

seven to 10 years. Every 
choice we make has a 

consequence.”

Daniel Greenstein
Chancellor 

Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education 
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could host other partner institutions without 
issue, he says.

Walton has outlined plans to bring partners 
onto campus including a local company, 
Thomas Jefferson University and a hotel and 
conference center. He has also discussed a 
partnership with the Starbucks Foundation.

The idea is for students to have access 
to internships, and for corporate partner-
ships to inform the university’s curriculum. 
Announcements about the plans have caused 
student interest to spike, Walton says.

“I’m a nontraditional president,” says Walton, 
a former health care executive, member of 
the PASSHE Board of Governors and mem-
ber of the Council of Trustees for California 
University of Pennsylvania. “I came out of 
business and industry after 40 years. Part of 
my role in industry was doing turnarounds. 
The philosophy I’m using here at Cheyney is 
a business model. There is no question this 
is an academic institution, but the issues it 
faces are business issues, primarily.”

Walton doesn’t believe the changes he is pur-
suing at Cheyney could have happened five 
years ago. The university’s culture and leader-
ship were not in the right position then.

“Philosophically, I think every university has 
an asset or two that’s probably underutilized,” 
he says. “It’s just a matter of finding out what 
your niche or asset is that you can use.”

Others who have long been affiliated with 
the system wonder if the current approach 

and current conditions are enough to make 
this redesign effort substantially different 
from past ones. The system is using presi-
dents as resources who can solve problems 
and address local conditions, says Greg 
Weisenstein, a former president of West 
Chester University. 

Weisenstein knows about the challenges of 
the system and institutions’ desire for auton-
omy. When he was president of West Chester, 
the university was heavily involved in an 
effort to pass legislation to allow wealthier 
institutions to buy their way out of the state 
system and into state-related status. West 
Chester is one of the strongest of the PASSHE 
institutions.

Another significant change is additional 
transparency brought by the new system 
leadership, Weisenstein says. Yet to be seen 
is whether centralization of appropriate func-
tions, like credit transfer and contracting, can 
be realized.

Weisenstein also points out that leaders have 
heard pushes for overhauls before.

“It reminds me very much of the old saying 
‘the more things change, the more they stay 
the same,’” he says.

Other signs indicate at least some leaders of 
individual universities are buying into the sys-
tem redesign and leadership. The chancellor 
has been using trustees to generate ideas and 
has been giving them a voice, says Jeff Smith, 
a trustee at Slippery Rock University, who is 
president of the Pennsylvania Association of 
Councils of Trustees.
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That’s exciting, Smith says. For a long time, 
trustees complained they didn’t have as much 
responsibility as they would like.

He also says he’s adopted a more systemic 
view than he used to have as a local trustee, 
perhaps providing proof that asking individual 
trustees to do more than solely focus on their 
own institutions can be successful.

“If you look at the system, a lot of the schools 
are in fairly small towns,” Smith says. “If 
you pull Shippensburg out of Shippensburg, 
Clarion out of Clarion, Indiana out of Indiana, 
it’s going to be devastating to the local econ-
omy. You start seeing how intertwined all 
these schools are, and you start thinking 
about the whole point of the state system 
is to have affordable education for every-
body in the state. So you need a school up in 
Mansfield, because where else are those kids 
going to go?”

It is important to be optimistic about new 
ideas. But it is also important to guard against 
an overly rosy outlook, according to Michael 
A. Driscoll, president of Indiana University 
of Pennsylvania and chair of the PASSHE 
Comission of Presidents.

“Everybody has to understand there is no sil-
ver bullet to any of this,” Driscoll says. “People 
talk about, ‘we will just add online education 
and that will be fine,’ or ‘we will serve adult 
learners in other ways and that will be fine.’ 
There’s not a cash cow there.”

Yes, he continues, adult learners need to be 
educated, and PASSHE institutions can do 
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some great things for them. Yet adults are 
expensive to serve, and finding a critical mass 
for any one program is difficult. So is serving 
adults when and where they can attend class 
while juggling everything else that comes with 
their lives. 

Many of today’s leaders have never had to live 
through a time of true retrenchment.

“Almost all of us in higher ed now grew up in 
a time when we were growing and know how 
to deal with that,” Driscoll says. “Even though 
state support was declining, enrollments were 
growing. I don’t think there’s been this kind of 
traumatic experience since maybe the ’70s. 
So we’re all having to figure out how to deal 
with this. Systems, whether locally at universi-
ties or state systems, have been able to grow, 
do new things, add things and not worry quite 
as much about what to get rid of.”

That’s no longer the case in Pennsylvania, 
and some would argue it hasn’t been the case 
for years. Yet to be seen is whether the sys-
tem’s current leaders will be able to navigate 
the complex academic, political, economic 
and union environments to truly revamp 
operations.

Those forces have derailed overhauls before. 
Is the threat on the horizon bigger this time?

“I want to be certain we understand the con-
sequences of our inaction,” Greenstein says. 
“Let’s give it a name. It’s called terminal finan-
cial decline. Let’s give it a duration. It’s got 
about seven to 10 years. Every choice we 
make has a consequence.”� ■
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One specific national blueprint won’t help 
leaders trying to turn their regional public 
colleges and universities into resilient institu-
tions meeting community needs for years to 
come. The levers that will have to be pulled 
are too dependent on specific contexts, local 
histories and state demands.

But guiding principles and practices can help. 
The following best practices, which various 
leaders and experts mention frequently, can 
aid leaders trying to prepare an institution for 
the future.

Think Local
It may be obvious at this point, but it’s worth 
emphasizing. Regional public colleges and 
universities are distinct first and foremost 
because of place. They must continue to pri-
oritize their local areas.

“You be you,” says Margaret Spellings, former 
U.S. secretary of education, former president 
of the University of North Carolina system 

and now a senior consultant with Texas 2036, 
a group focused on public policy. “Really 
embrace your regional comprehensive role 
as the major engine of preparing the work 
force of tomorrow in your community, in your 
region, and stop worrying about National 
Science Foundation grants.”

Regional public colleges and universities must 
perform a self-analysis that starts with asking 
how closely they are aligned to meeting edu-
cational, work force, economic and cultural 
needs of their home areas, experts say. It’s not 
just waiting for local employers or community 
foundations to knock on the president’s door 
with a great idea. It’s spearheading a deep 
analysis of regional opportunities, breaking 
down occupational growth forecasts and ask-
ing what similar regions are doing.

Be the center of the action. Convene different 
groups, says Reed, commissioner of higher 
education in Louisiana.

“Are you improving the lives of people in your 
community and improving your community 

Best Practices
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because you are a thought leader, not because 
you are responding to a request?” she asks. 
“If we’re not talking about strategic invest-
ment and how when we get better, the 
region gets better, the state gets better  
and families get better, then we’re missing  
our responsibility.”

Local roots are a strength, says Kathy Hebda, 
the chancellor of the Florida College System, 
the state’s community college system, 
which has added a significant number of  
bachelor’s degrees.

“There are a couple of foundational things in 
Florida that really have helped us, especially 
in the college system, over the years be 
prepared to respond quickly to needs,” she 
says. “The first thing is the regional nature 
of our college system and the designated 
counties they serve and that their boards of 
trustees are all from their local region. It is 
part of their mission to serve the work-force 
needs of the region they are in.”

Take it from faculty. Fully committing to 
local connections can create a fulfilling eco-
system, faculty leaders say. It allows them 
to work with people and think through prob-
lems on the ground.

Research on teaching is a good example, 
according to Orphan, assistant professor of 
higher education at the University of Denver.

“Because of the stigma around teacher edu-
cation and being a normal school, there has 
been an effort to show that we’re more than 
just that,” she says. “These schools that 
have huge teacher prep programs, much of 
the research is directly targeted to questions 
that the school district has. And then you’ll 
see, it’s a pretty beautiful thing, because the 
teachers will form relationships with the 

““If we’re not talking about 
strategic investment and 

how when we get better, the 
region gets better, the state 
gets better and families get 
better, then we’re missing  

our responsibility.”

Kim Hunter Reed
Commissioner of Higher Education 

Louisiana
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former professors and they’ll do these proj-
ects together. There’s no ivory tower here. 
The campus boundaries are very permeable 
or even nonexistent.”

Engage the Faculty
Faculty members remain the heart and soul of 
institutions. They are the leaders of the class-
room, the researchers in the field and often 
visible members in the community. They are 
also the guardians of academic programs.

Put differently, the faculty represents many 
of the touchpoints with which other constit-
uencies interact. And leaders will have to 
fight them or persuade them before putting 
core changes in place at any regional public  
college or university.

“Provosts and deans have to work very hard 
with their faculty senates and faculty gover-
nance bodies,” says Gonzales, of Michigan 
State University, who has studied faculty 
careers. “They have to think across the 
broader life cycle that’s represented in their 
faculty on campus.”

Relationships between faculty members 
and administrators often turn acrimonious. 
But when they are on the same page, faculty 
members can be a powerful force helping 
administrators achieve goals, experienced 
presidents say.

“If you can get some cadre of faculty who get 
excited about creating new programs and 
see industry partners as having all or some of 
those goals, then they can be the best cham-
pions,” says Haynes, president of Cal State 
University San Marcos. “Quite frankly, admin-
istrators can champion, but when faculty can 

speak to their colleagues, that is probably the 
most persuasive.”

Focus on Flexibility
Public institutions with as many differ-
ent constituencies as a regional public 
college or university struggle to be nimble. 
Many are bound by law or mission to serve  
specific roles.

Nonetheless, the same constituencies that 
can make nimbleness difficult—students, 
parents, businesses, community leaders and 
lawmakers—are demanding institutions adapt 
to changing conditions.

In some cases, this might mean questioning 
fundamental beliefs and structures in modern 
higher education. Who should go to a four-
year college? What degrees should be offered 
where? Who should teach classes, who should 
perform research and where should they all 
be physically located?

“I’ve seen some statistics that lead me to 
believe it’s possible in Vermont and around 
the country that we’ve been encouraging 
more students to go to a four-year bachelor’s 
program than really is in the best interest of 
our students,” says Spaulding, chancellor of 
the Vermont State Colleges. “I think we are 
going to see more associate certificates being 
developed if we’re going to serve that 40 per-
cent or 60 percent that’s not going to college.”

Leaders don’t necessarily have to aban-
don the structures that have worked in 
the past. But they will be stronger if they  
reconsider them.

“I think the advantage is going to go to those 
who have a sense of urgency about their 
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relevance and who don’t want to live on past 
glory,” says Rosenberg, president of Florida 
International University. “Some of the old 
categories are just not going to work in a 
21st-century context.”

Those who know the higher ed landscape 
best recommend college and university lead-
ers consider ways to improve institutional 
flexibility and institutional structures that will 
allow colleges to react to market changes 
more quickly.

“The pace of innovation does need to increase,” 
says Hurley, CEO of the Michigan Association 
of State Universities. “One aspect of that is 
the need to be more nimble and quick with 
regard to the creation and implementation of 
new academic programs—market-responsive 
academic programs.”

Lobby Smarter
Higher education leaders shouldn’t stop 
advocating for more state-funded operating 
support, student aid or capital investments, 
leaders say. They must realize, however, that 
they’re making a tough sell in a world where 
state lawmakers face aging populations, high 
pension liabilities, rising public health-care 
costs and skepticism of tax rates.

That means regional public college and uni-
versity leaders must think about how they 
can better make their points to lawmakers 
and members of the public who may be more 
inclined to prioritize big-name flagship univer-
sities. They may also want to consider making 
their case to donors, foundations and those 
who control other sources of funding.

“I think more and more, if they’re good at tell-
ing their stories, they are going to be able to 

show these are places of transformation,” 
Orphan says. “If you’re going to give your 
money and make a big difference, give us your 
donation and see what we can do.”

Some college executives make a point of 
building personal relationships with lawmak-
ers. They track data that allows them to tell 
legislators exactly how many alumni live in 
their districts and how many students from 
the district are enrolled in a regional public 
college or university. All politics, they say,  
is local.

College leaders tend to believe that reason 
drives decisions, says Rosenberg. But he 
doesn’t believe that’s the case.

“People like me should do a better job of under-
standing that emotion drives reason, and it’s 
not reason that drives emotion,” Rosenberg 
says. “The quicker we come to grips with that, 
the easier it is for us to be able to communi-
cate what it is we’re doing, why we’re doing it 
and why we can make a difference for legis-
lators who have too many demands and not 
enough ability to meet those demands.”

Data still matter, leaders say. Data just matter 
more when you have an existing relationship 
with someone and understand what’s import-
ant to him or her.

“Relationships matter in public higher edu-
cation between the leader of a system and 
the campuses with leaders in, in our case, 
Sacramento,” says White, California State 
University chancellor. “When you execute and 
can show the folks in Sacramento that we 
said we would do this if they gave us money 
and now we’re doing it, it really helps the next 
annual decisions about budgets.”
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Evolve the Presidency
If the regional public university of tomorrow 
looks different from the regional public uni-
versity of today, the nature of the presidency 
must be different as well. And so must the 
person filling the role of president.

Presidents already say their roles have 
evolved over time. For example, fund-raising 
has become increasingly important for Cal 
State presidents, says Haynes, president at 
CSU San Marcos. Presidents at all regional 
institutions have to do more to spearhead 
partnerships in the community.

“What presidents now have as primary 
parts of their portfolios was not true even 
30, 40 years ago,” Haynes says. “Presidents 
at public comprehensives could be more 
the scholar-research person who engaged 
with students and not with alumni, donors, 
legislators. Not as much with the community- 
engaged institutions.”

Boards and search committees tasked with 
hiring presidents will likely want to consider 
the fact that campus leaders have many inter-
twined issues on their plate, from recruiting 
faculty to lobbying lawmakers and working in 
the community. Adam Day, chairman of the 
California State University Board of Trustees, 
jokes that the board looks for a superman or 
superwoman to lead a campus.

“We want so many great traits,” he says. 
“Someone who is a good manager but also 
can delegate and build strong ties underneath 
the president. Then every campus has unique 
needs, whether it is a specific academic issue 
or historical issue, or perhaps someone who 
is going to be more culturally sensitive to a 
specific demographic or population that cam-
pus is going to be serving.”

That last point is critical. Boards will want to 
consider hiring presidents that look more like 
the diverse students of tomorrow so that their 
interests are better understood and repre-
sented—and so those students feel welcome 
on campus.

Remember People
It’s easy to lose sight of the fact that college is 
a people business. Students, faculty members 
and other employees all have their careers, 
hopes and dreams invested in institutions.

And they often approach regional public insti-
tutions with a certain expectation of stability. 
So leadership requires a soft touch when 
times are unstable, institutions must change 
and programs or jobs must be cut.

“There is going to be a rationalization of these 
curriculum structures,” says Carnevale, of the 
Georgetown University Center on Education 
and the Workforce. “They need to figure out a 
way to take care of the people who wanted to 
be in those majors and to take care of those 
professors.”

Michigan colleges have found students want 
to study for work they enjoy and work that will 
make a difference, Hurley says. Their parents 
want the same.

So it’s not all about the economy.

“Economic security is key,” Hurley says. 
“Social mobility is key. But it’s about actually 
harnessing a college education to make a dif-
ference much more broadly.”

When it comes to reaching out to new stu-
dent populations, remember that none look 
the same. Groups like Latinx and rural stu-
dents are often discussed as homogenous, 
but reality is very different. What matters to 
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a prospective student in Florida is going to 
be completely different than what matters to 
one in Texas, regardless of whether they are 
both Latinx, says Sansone, of the University of 
Texas at San Antonio, who researches issues 
of equity and success for diverse student 
populations.

The first step for an institution is reaching 
out. But it will take time and effort to estab-
lish trust.

“It really is developing partnerships and rela-
tionships,” Sansone says. “To have someone 
come in who is not part of that community 
takes time and commitment and intentionality 
from the institution.”

Don’t Lose Sight of the Big Picture
With everything going on—squabbles with the 
faculty, scrambles for students, pressures to 
rise in rankings—it can be easy for leaders to 
forget about their institutions’ missions.

Several regional public college and university 
leaders point out that their institutions’ mis-
sion statements aren’t about building empires. 
They’re about benefiting states, communities 
and students. 

“How do we personalize education at scale?” 
says White, of Cal State. “Serving the state  
and serving the students who make up the 
state and are the state’s future—if you lose 
track of that, then you’ve lost track of the 
north star.”� ■
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Conclusion: 
Will They Stay 
the Same?
In 1984, Alexander W. Astin presented a paper, 
“The Changing American College Student,” as 
part of a series of colloquia in celebration of 
the Duke Endowment’s 60th anniversary. 

The colloquia were to be focused on private 
higher education, but Astin, a professor at 
the University of California, Los Angeles, and 
director of the Higher Education Research 
Institute there, provided an overview of 
long-term trends in freshman surveys of a 
nationally representative sample of two-year 
colleges, four-year colleges and universities 
across the country. His remarks were hardly 
limited to private institutions.

Astin identified as trends a decline in aca-
demic skills, shifts in educational and career 
plans, and changes in demographic character-
istics of entering college students. The fields 
of business and technology were increasingly 
popular, while the traditional liberal arts were 
in a “bear market,” which Astin theorized could 
be in part due to students increasingly inter-
ested in making money. Students had gone 
from being mostly male in the past to a major-
ity of incoming students being women. And 

college students were becoming proportion-
ately less white.

“Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s, 
the representation of minorities in enter-
ing freshman classes nearly doubled,” Astin 
wrote. “Considering that the absolute size of 
the freshman classes was also increasing 
during this period, such a sharp increase in 
the proportion of minorities among entering 
freshmen is all the more remarkable.”

Further, Astin noted that two-thirds of stu-
dents at the time were saying a major reason 
for attending college was to be able to make 
more money, up from about half in the early 
1970s. Measures of student values showed 
that ideals related to altruism, like helping oth-
ers, promoting racial understanding, cleaning 
the environment and participating in com-
munity action programs, showed the largest 
declines.

How should the higher education community 
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react to these changes, Astin wondered. 
Should programs in the humanities be phased 
out or cut back, while business and technol-
ogy programs were expanded? Should the 
traditional curriculum be rethought, perhaps 
to require courses addressing issues like the 
purpose of a liberal education, the relation-
ship between education and quality of life, or 
the effect of technology on lifestyles?

The percentages may be different, but the 
trends and issues Astin raised are eerily sim-
ilar to those of today. He added one more 
point that should be of particular interest to 
regional public colleges and universities, a 
point on careers in teaching, which he consid-
ered to be declining at the time.

Teaching was unattractive to well-prepared 
students for many reasons, but the academy 
must share some of the blame, Astin wrote. 
Twenty-five years prior, the United States had 
more than 200 teachers’ colleges, but it had 
“practically none” as of the time of his writing.

“Teaching is not valued in the reward struc-
ture of most of our major universities,”  
Astin wrote. 

“We in the more lofty reaches of the edu-
cation system are fond of criticizing the 
secondary schools, but could it be that the 
chickens are coming home to roost? That 
the declining educational competencies of 
today’s freshmen are directly attributable 
to the poor quality of the teachers that we 
sent out to educate them? I am also sug-
gesting that the current public cynicism 

and negativism about higher education 
may be in part our own doing. The conde-
scending attitudes of academics toward 
the art and profession of teaching have 
not gone unnoticed by the students who 
have passed through our institutions over 
the past several decades. Many of our 
voting citizens, and practically all of our 
politicians and policy makers, have been 
exposed to four or more years of higher 
education and have almost certainly 
acquired some of their professors’ atti-
tudes about education.”

Today, this rebuke will resonate most with 
those at those regional public colleges and 
universities that have roots as normal schools. 
Yet it should also echo across the sector, 
which has long been focused on teaching 
and education—and has long grappled with 
whether to supplant that mission with more 
prestigious pursuits like research.

This identity crisis continues to play out at 
regional public colleges and universities, even 
as the trends that were established 35 years 
ago remain in place today. Student bodies still 
diversify, and careers remain a focus. State 
support can still be described as constrained. 
The economy keeps hollowing out the middle 
of the job market and the country.

In the face of these trends, the continued 
existence and resilience of regional public 
colleges and institutions is a truly remarkable 
accomplishment. That they endure as gate-
ways to opportunity and mobility for students 
without other good options is a testament to 
their value. 
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“There are a lot of people who are talking 
a lot about the vulnerability and fragility of 
these institutions,” says McClure, of UNC 
Wilmington. “I have started to kind of flip that 
and look at it in a different way, which is to say 
that I think some of these institutions are a 
lot more resilient than we give them credit for. 
Many of them are operating very efficiently. 
They are very accustomed to working with 
very little, more so than maybe some other 
types of institution. They may be prepared to 
weather some tough times.”

The question now is whether leaders and 
campuses are prepared to take initiative and 
find ways to preserve their core missions and 
meet the new challenges of today while over-
coming the trends that have been underway 
for a quarter of a century.

Fail to do so, and tomorrow’s regional public 
university may very well be wrestling with the 
same issues in another 25 years.� ■
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