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Project on the Future of Independent Higher Education 

 CIC recently launched an initiative to explore the future of independent higher education. 

The project is examining the challenges that independent colleges face, the distinctive qualities 

and missions that are essential to the success of these institutions, and fresh approaches to higher 

education, including new business models. The project’s central question is how independent 

higher education can respond to potentially disruptive changes in society and the academy 

without compromising the core characteristics of independent colleges that have enabled them to 

offer a high-quality education for so many years. The goal is to help interested CIC member 

institutions revitalize their missions, refocus their long-term strategic plans, and consider new 

business models that retain the student-centered nature of the institutions. 

 

 In November 2013 the Lumina Foundation for Education awarded CIC a grant to support 

the first phase of the project. In early spring 2014, CIC staff identified 23 presidents of member 

institutions, many of whom have initiated bold approaches to one or many aspects of the 

institutions they lead and instituted new financial and operational models on their campuses, to 

serve on the project’s steering committee. (For the list of committee members, see Attachment 

A.) In July 2014, CIC received additional support from the TIAA-CREF Institute to support one 

strand of the project—a research study of mission-driven innovations in higher education 

financing.  

 

 The initial meeting of the project’s steering committee took place September 16–17, 

2014, in Washington, DC. (The agenda can be found at Attachment B.) The primary objective of 

the meeting was the development of a year-long research agenda to help plan for the future of 

independent higher education. CIC staff and consulting researchers will conduct the required 

research and prepare framing papers based on the steering committee’s guidance. The second 

meeting of the committee, to take place in fall 2015, will be devoted to the development of an 
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action plan to help CIC member institutions reexamine their missions and strategic plans in 

intentional ways.  

 

Summary of the Steering Committee Meeting 
 

 CIC hosted the first steering committee meeting at its office in Washington, DC. 

Participants included 20 steering committee members, three external commentators, and three 

observers from the project’s funders—the Lumina Foundation and TIAA-CREF Institute—as 

well as CIC staff. Chris Kimball, chair of CIC’s Board of Directors and president of California 

Lutheran University, chaired the meeting. 

 

 Prior to the convening, participants reviewed a set of background readings (see 

Attachment C) and a list of trends and issues, both internal and external to higher education, that 

have been cited as potential challenges to independent colleges and universities. (For the list of 

trends and issues, see Attachment D.) These materials provided context for the discussions that 

took place during the meeting, which focused on how to ensure the success of independent 

higher education institutions in the future. Meeting highlights are provided below. 

 

Introduction 

 

 On the first day, meeting chair Chris Kimball and CIC president Richard Ekman 

welcomed participants, introduced the purpose of the project, and reviewed the meeting’s 

agenda. Kimball encouraged meeting participants to “focus on trends that will enhance what 

[independent colleges and universities] do and what we do well,” and to identify specific topics 

“that are researchable to make the case for independent higher education and prepare for the 

future.” 

 

 Ekman noted that CIC is engaged in many new initiatives—such as a public information 

campaign to promote private higher education and liberal arts colleges, a project to support best 

practices in the advancement of first-generation students, a consortium to explore online 

humanities instruction, and a plan to increase the number of transfer students from community 
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colleges to CIC institutions. The Project on the Future of Independent Higher Education is the 

only CIC effort to look at the “whole picture” of independent higher education. He thanked the 

Lumina Foundation for its support and for encouraging CIC to have a “deliberate conversation” 

about which elements of the traditional smaller, independent college model are essential to 

preserve and which could be adapted or even abandoned. He also thanked the TIAA-CREF 

Institute for supporting the related research. In response, Sheri Ranis, strategy director at the 

Lumina Foundation, Anne Ollen, senior director of the TIAA-CREF Institute, and Paul 

Yakoboski, senior economist at the TIAA-CREFF Institute, commented that their organizations 

are eager to support the effort.  

 

Comparing Past and Present Challenges  

 

 In the opening session of the meeting, participants first discussed some of the previous 

eras in which independent colleges faced especially uncertain futures—such as during the Great 

Depression and the 1970s—and lessons that could be drawn from those eras. The starting point 

was a 1938 article by the president of Wesleyan University, who bluntly asked whether 

independent liberal arts colleges are “doomed,” noting that the “desperate problem of the small 

colleges today is not that of recruiting students, but that of showing why any students should 

enroll.” The committee then discussed how today’s challenges differ from those in the past. 

Although independent liberal arts colleges have faced tremendous threats before, steering 

committee members noted several developments that seem to make the current environment 

different and perhaps more difficult.  

 

 Foremost among these developments are the capabilities of new information technologies 

and demographic trends. Christopher Howard, president of Hampden-Sydney College, remarked, 

“Hyper-technology coupled with colleges serving 18- to 19-year-old digital natives makes the 

situation much different from what it was in the 1970s.” Elizabeth Stroble, president of Webster 

University, added that demographic changes in the United States and the shifting composition of 

potential college students will continue to challenge higher education for the foreseeable future.  
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 Other committee members highlighted changes in public policy, college finances and 

pricing, and public expectations of higher education. Paul LeBlanc, president of Southern New 

Hampshire University, said “now we are being asked to focus on jobs and affordability” instead 

of wisdom or civic responsibility. Cynthia Zane, president of Hilbert College, added that recent 

public policy shifts have created a difficult environment for independent colleges and expressed 

concern about the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. In addition, several presidents 

expressed concern that private colleges and universities have lost control of the public narrative 

about higher education—that they are losing support from their traditional base and not 

countering misinformation from the media quickly and effectively enough. Ed Welch, president 

of the University of Charleston (WV), said that it was a new phenomenon to have so many 

observers question the value of a college education, and Steven Bahls, president of Augustana 

College (IL), said that a key challenge moving forward is that “our value proposition is not 

apparent enough for families.”  

 

Identifying Persistent and Emerging Trends 

 

 During the next portion of the meeting, committee members reviewed emerging trends 

that are shaping—or might shape—the future of higher education. Participants discussed trends 

that are both internal and external to higher education and worked to identify the trends that are 

most likely to have an impact on smaller, independent liberal arts colleges.  

 

 The wide-ranging discussion began with committee members elaborating on some of the 

issues raised earlier, including the impact of new technologies, fiscal challenges, and the 

changing values and expectations of students and parents. Turning to “internal” trends, 

participants cited changes in faculty roles and tenure, faculty and staff wages and benefits, and 

imminent faculty retirements as especially important issues. Several presidents also remarked 

that the role of the college president is undergoing substantial change and that independent 

colleges need to develop more highly skilled leadership at deeper levels throughout the 

institution.  
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 A key factor emerged during this session: the high fixed costs in the traditional business 

model for smaller independent colleges and universities. Participants approached this topic from 

several angles, each of which combined practical challenges with questions about the essential 

qualities of such institutions. Committee members discussed such topics as containing faculty 

and administrative costs by replacing some classroom instruction with online courses, and the 

advantages and disadvantages of maintaining a residential college as the norm. Welch summed 

up this part of the discussion by noting that “experience is not a commodity,” yet the residential 

co-curricular experience is what many students and their families want to “buy” from 

independent colleges and universities.  

 

 Several additional major factors that shaped the rest of the discussions emerged early in 

the day:   

 

 New information technologies, especially the rapid growth of MOOCs and related 

innovations in e-learning; 

 Demographic shifts, including the rise of “digital natives,” decline of family income 

in relation to the cost of college, decline in the traditional-college-age population, 

changes in the ethnic and racial composition of the United States, and increase in the 

number of first-generation students; 

 Cost structures, both for consumers who are concerned about affordability and debt 

and for institutions that are facing declines in public funding for higher education, 

fully-tapped revenue streams, and the pull of new business models that could involve 

unbundling and the remaking of traditional faculty roles; 

 Public attitudes and perceptions, reflecting a fundamental value shift that 

emphasizes the responsibility of higher education to produce graduates who obtain 

good jobs with high earnings instead of wisdom, civic engagement, and life-long 

learning; 

 Regulations that focus on external assessment, accountability, and quality assurance; 

and 
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 Leadership/governance, especially the need for independent higher education to 

play a stronger and more persuasive role in American higher education. 

 

Mission-Driven Innovation in Higher Education Financing 

 

 Many higher education leaders (and outside critics) question whether the current high 

price/high aid model of private college finance is sustainable, but they find it challenging to 

identify new revenue streams to support independent colleges and universities. The meeting’s 

third session focused on identifying “mission-driven innovations” in revenue-generation that can 

help smaller independent colleges adapt to new economic realities while simultaneously 

strengthening their distinctive missions.  

 

 The steering committee was joined for this session by James C. Hearn, professor and 

associate director of the Institute of Higher Education at the University of Georgia, who is 

serving as a consultant to the project. CIC staff are working with Hearn to develop, administer, 

and analyze a survey of institutional members and prepare an inventory of current policies and 

innovative practices to enhance revenue. Hearn will then develop qualitative case studies of 

some of the most promising and adaptable of the mission-driven innovations uncovered through 

the survey research.  

 

 Hearn asked participants to provide feedback on several topics that are likely to be 

addressed in his research, including tuition discounting and alternative approaches to tuition 

pricing; the role of curricular reform in generating revenue; examples of opportunity funds or 

other incentives for faculty and staff to realize new revenues or cut costs; innovations that 

effectively advance the historic mission and campus culture of smaller independent colleges; the 

creative use of existing capacities, such as campus space; constraints on revenue-generation 

related to the academic workforce; and the pros and cons of intercollegiate athletics in relation to 

revenues and institutional mission. 

 

 In the area of curricular reform, participants shared successes they had achieved when 

offering online courses and degrees as well as establishing cooperative agreements with other 
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institutions to enhance foreign-language instruction. Thomas F. Flynn, president of Alvernia 

University, emphasized that “the two things—residential and online—can coexist.” Committee 

members offered many specific examples of new revenue streams consistent with traditional 

missions, including expanded summer offerings, international programs, online programs, and 

summer youth camps housed in underused facilities. They also noted various revenue-positive 

approaches to outsourcing, partnering, and co-branding of programs.  

 

 The discussion of athletics was especially lively. When Hearn asked whether their 

institutions are moving toward athletics as a way to attract certain students or away from 

athletics because they drain resources, participants emphatically agreed that athletics in Division 

III have a positive effect on the student educational experience, enrollment, and campus life. 

Todd S. Hutton, president of Utica College, said, “Athletics have done nothing but add positive 

experiences on our campus.” He noted that Division II and Division III athletes generally have 

good grade point averages but cautioned that colleges in every division need to integrate athletics 

and academics to produce positive interactive efforts for student learning. 

 

External Forces Shaping Independent Higher Education 

 

 CIC invited two people with strong and sometimes contrarian understandings of higher 

education issues to serve as facilitators for the next two sessions: Scott Jaschik, editor of Inside 

Higher Ed, and Michael Poliakoff, vice president of policy at the American Council of Trustees 

and Alumni (ACTA).  

 

 The Tuesday evening session featured Jaschik and took place after dinner at the Cosmos 

Club in Washington, DC. His charge was to discuss significant external trends and forces that are 

likely to shape the future of independent higher education and what independent colleges and 

universities can do on their own—or collectively—to meet such challenges. 

 

 Jaschik opened the discussion by saying, “Many college leaders are very focused on 

external threats. They blame others—such as government regulators and public universities—for 

problems and say ‘leave us alone to do our good work.’ On a particular set of issues—especially 
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government regulations—you may be creating your own problems [by not getting ahead of the 

issues].” His examples included federal efforts to address sexual assaults on campus, external 

demands for information about alumni job placements, and the Obama administration’s college 

ratings system. Jaschik said that the college ratings system was created because “the public really 

doesn’t understand cost structure and discount rates. You created the confusing system—not 

Obama.”  

 

 Jaschik then listed three external forces that private colleges and universities should pay 

attention to: 

 

1. The devaluing of public education. He explained that although it might seem that a 

decline in support for public universities would boost enrollment at private colleges 

and universities, independent higher education needs to promote education as a public 

good wherever it takes place. He explained, “Your historic demand has relied on 

failing public education, and that works against you. If every private college doubled 

its low-income enrollment, we wouldn’t move the needle on enrollment—we need 

public universities, too.” 

 

2. The devaluing of the liberal arts. Jaschik said, “We are in an era when arts and 

sciences are under attack. Science has become optional for much of American 

society. The emphasis on the speed of graduating denies many students important 

opportunities. What will it be like when no one reads novels anymore?” 

 

3. The emphasis on the ability to scale, especially from some funders. He remarked, 

“Many CIC schools are proudly small … and many of your institutions can’t be 

mimicked. One of the hottest ideas in higher ed is to judge an idea by its ability to 

scale. That’s dangerous for you.” 

 

 Jaschik closed by saying that the major problem with these external pressures is that 

“although what happens on your campuses every day is so important—you are changing 
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students’ lives in a positive way—these external issues are taking time away from the good work 

you do.” 

 

 Steering committee members debated many of Jaschik’s points but generally agreed that 

they could do more on their own college websites to increase transparency of pricing and clarify 

alumni outcomes. Jaschik encouraged them to tell their alumni success stories on the websites—

even if colleges don’t have precise salary data for their graduates, they can share other alumni 

accomplishments.  

 

Essential Qualities of Independent Higher Education 

 

 The second day of the meeting began with a presentation by Poliakoff, who then 

moderated a discussion about the essential elements of the traditional liberal arts model. Again, 

the question for the steering committee was which of the traditional elements are essential to 

independent higher education and must be sustained, and which elements can be reconsidered or 

abandoned.  

 

 Poliakoff opened by saying, “It’s hard to imagine a topic more timely or urgent than 

securing and advancing the work of liberal arts colleges.” He said that determining which 

elements of a traditional liberal arts model of education are essential and which elements are of 

less import is a question of values, not just priorities.  

 

 After reviewing the results of several surveys in which employers found recent college 

graduates unqualified for employment, Poliakoff argued that there is a quality problem in 

American higher education. He added, “Colleges face the possibility for a perfect storm of public 

disaffection: a recession that reduced the disposable wealth of families, along with increasing 

sticker price tuition; significant unevenness in the college readiness of high school graduates; a 

brave new world of disruptive innovations emerging; and on top of that, serious questions about 

the value of a four-year degree.” 
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 Poliakoff focused his presentation on the liberal arts curriculum and required general 

education courses, noting a recent ACTA survey that showed “70 percent of the American public 

believes that all college students should take basic classes in core subjects.” He advocated that a 

core curriculum with clear requirements offers assurance to students—and their future 

employers. “An expository writing class with stated expectations for the teaching of writing 

mechanics and style, not subordinated to the teaching of another topic, has a greater likelihood of 

producing students with the crucial lifelong skill of fluent written expression that they need…. It 

would seem an obvious selling point to parents and employers to be able to say with conviction 

that every arts and sciences graduate had a working knowledge of markets and economic forces, 

both for reasons of career and citizenship.” 

 

 Poliakoff concluded with a list of initiatives that might advance the public image, 

intellectual contributions, and cost-effectiveness of colleges without sacrificing their traditional 

missions. First, he said, “The physical campus remains an asset for learning that should not be 

underutilized. Whether in a traditional model or a hybrid, the live encounter of faculty and 

students offers unique advantages.” Second, he criticized course schedules that encourage three-

day weekends and other distractions from the classroom experience. He said that seven-day 

schedules, year-round classes, and three-year degrees would be more effective from a curricular 

standpoint and provide cost savings. Finally, he encouraged colleges to form consortia and take 

advantage of online technologies as cost-effective ways to offer their students the widest range of 

curricular opportunities.  

 

 Many committee members challenged the points made by Poliakoff, especially his 

preference for a prescriptive core curriculum in the liberal arts. Participants also raised other 

questions. Henry Tisdale, president of Claflin University, said, “We represent a diverse group of 

institutions—some are ‘purer’ in terms of the liberal arts. Parents want to hear more about job 

placement. What is the right balance for us? If we go too far toward liberal arts purity, we miss 

out on students and parents who want to see a clear path to a job.” Poliakoff responded, 

“Colleges need real and documentable connections between academic rigor and career outcomes. 

The tools are limited. We don’t have a large longitudinal study to give us a sense of what is 
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effective…. I don’t see rigor as something that will discourage parents. It may discourage 

students. But I think overall it will appeal to the family.” 

 

Liberal Arts Graduates—Needs, Expectations, and Outcomes 

 

 The next session was designed to focus on the students who attend and will attend 

independent colleges and universities—including what students expect from a college education, 

what they need to pursue productive careers and successful lives, what society needs from liberal 

arts graduates, and whether these objectives can be defined by specific outcomes and 

competencies. Kevin M. Ross, president of Lynn University, said that most parents want to pave 

a path to a happy, fulfilling life for their children, but students and their families generally rely 

on job placement as the immediate measure of a college education’s success. Many participants 

agreed that a balance of career success and personal growth is essential to the successful college 

experience. 

 

 This led to a discussion about the project’s research needs, with several presidents 

brainstorming about how to collect and report data on the personal and career successes of 

alumni. The committee asked CIC staff to explore existing data sets (such as information 

collected by LinkedIn and other social media platforms and education researchers) and new 

research efforts that might provide better information about the career success of alumni and 

other longitudinal outcomes.  

 

Identifying the Research Questions 

 

  The steering committee articulated a long list of researchable questions about the 

essential qualities, current performance, emerging trends, and potential future of independent 

higher education. Most of the questions concerned cost structures, student outcomes, the student 

experience, innovative pedagogy and changes in the curriculum, and the evolving roles and 

composition of the faculty at smaller independent colleges and universities.  There was general 

agreement that additional research into any of the topics could help the committee make useful 

recommendations on the future of independent higher education. As Thomas Flynn summarized, 
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the goal of the research is “to generate wisdom about what makes our sector special” and to help 

the committee advise other CIC member presidents on effective ways to face the future without 

compromising essential values.  

 

 These are the research questions that the steering committee proposed: 

 

1. How can independent institutions preserve their core missions given momentous 

external changes in technology, demography, public perception, cost structures, 

regulations, and availability of funding? 

2. How can independent institutions preserve their core missions given significant 

changes in student preparation, academic governance, the role of the president, 

students’ racial and ethnic diversity, the inability or unwillingness of families to pay 

the real costs of education, and student and parental perceptions of higher education? 

3. Are there desired student learning outcomes that are common to all independent 

colleges and universities? Can employers, students and their families, the public, and 

independent higher education agree on a set of desired student outcomes? 

4. How can the core values of independent colleges be aligned with costs? (Larry Large, 

president of the Oregon Alliance of Independent Colleges and Universities, framed 

the question as, “Are we paying for what we define as priorities?”) Could a forensic 

audit of independent higher education, of even of selected institutions, determine 

which inputs and financial practices have moved the dial most effectively towards 

desired outcomes?    

5. How do the cost structures of independent higher education compare with other 

entities in the nonprofit sector (such as hospitals) and private industry? 

6. Are there new and promising ways to increase revenue and enrollment, such as 

offering discounted tuition for graduate programs? 

7. In what ways are changes in the faculty and faculty work—including tenure, faculty 

workload, role in shared governance, use of contingent faculty, and changing 
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expectations for scholarship by faculty members—likely to affect independent 

colleges and universities? Who will be the faculty of the future? What are new 

models to consider? 

8. Over a lifetime, do independent college graduates enjoy a quality life in which they 

are happy, healthy, and civically engaged? Are they smart, creative people who 

contribute to the betterment of society? 

9. What will be the extent and impact of competency-based education at independent 

colleges and universities?  

10. How has the public perception of independent higher education changed, particularly 

the shift in seeing the college experience as education for a better life to the college 

experience as preparation for a job?  

11. What will be the characteristics of the prospective student population in 10, 20, and 

30 years from now?  

12. What are the optimal relationships between independent baccalaureate institutions 

and community colleges and between baccalaureate and research institutions—

including, if possible, indicators of how the relationships might change in the future? 

13. Will the role of small colleges in local and regional economic development change in 

the near future?  

14. What new social and economic trends and challenges are most likely to be promising 

or alarming to independent higher education?  

15. How can independent colleges and universities share courses, instructional 

technology, out-of-classroom experiences, and other elements of an education with 

one another? With public institutions? 

16. What curricular reforms are potential revenue generators: three-year degrees, online 

course content, reduced number of requirements, courses sharing with non-
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competitors, library consortia, new learning systems, new programs for new markets, 

online summer courses, etc.? 

17. How can independent institutions make more creative use of their existing capacities? 

Some of the examples offered by the committee include summer camps for children, 

rentals of residential halls and other space, leasing unused bandwidth, and using 

educational facilities more intensively—during 12 months of the year and from early 

morning through late at night. 

18. Can independent colleges be differentiated from other types of institutions? How? 

19. How can we demonstrate that an independent higher education is affordable? 

20. How can independent colleges and universities work together to bring down costs? 

21. Can an inventory of initiatives on pricing, costs, revenue stream models, and use of 

technology be prepared for CIC institutions?  

22. What do cooperative and strategic partnerships look like, both inside and outside of 

higher education, including mergers and joint ventures? Can partnerships promote 

innovative practices in residential life, innovative ways to prepare students for jobs 

and graduate school, or innovative ways to develop such non-job-related qualities as 

character, civic responsibility, and participation in democracy? 

23. What level of scholarship should be expected of faculty members? What is the 

appropriate balance of research, teaching, and service for faculty members in this era? 

24. Can “big data,” in the form of external data sources such as LinkedIn, Burning Glass, 

the Gallup Purdue Index, or even Washington Monthly surveys, be used to analyze 

information about the career success of alumni or other long-term student outcomes? 

Are CIC institutions educating students for a lifetime of success or for their first jobs? 

  

 The meeting concluded with an expression of appreciation for the contributions made by 

the participants and final remarks by Kimball and Ekman. Ekman noted that the committee had 

already well advanced the first goal of the project—helping to develop a year-long research 
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agenda to plan for the future of independent higher education. In the months ahead, CIC staff 

will prepare or commission research and discussion papers that address some of the research 

questions listed above and provide additional context for further deliberation. The next steering 

committee meeting will be devoted to the development of an action plan, informed by this 

research, to help CIC member institutions reexamine their missions and strategic plans in 

intentional ways.  

 

Research Agenda for 2014–2015 
 

 CIC staff has distilled the steering committee’s recommendations into three major 

questions and recommends six specific studies to address these questions: 

 

1. What are promising innovations in higher education financing that can be adopted by 

independent colleges and universities? How can these financial innovations be 

aligned with institutional missions? What strategies do independent institutions use to 

align their core values and desired outcomes with costs? 

 

 CIC has commissioned James C. Hearn, associate director of the Institute of 

Higher Education, University of Georgia, to conduct a survey of CIC member 

institutions on mission-driven innovations in higher education financing and to 

prepare a series of institutional case studies. Data collection for the survey was 

completed in November 2014. A preliminary report is expected in February 2015. 

 

2. In what ways do small and mid-sized independent colleges align curricular and co-

curricular elements of the undergraduate experience to produce well-educated 

graduates with successful careers and such personal qualities as a sense of well-being, 

civic engagement, and life-long learning? How do the outcomes for graduates of 

these institutions compare with the outcomes for graduates of other types of 

institutions?  
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 For insights into the different student experiences at CIC institutions and other 

types of institutions, CIC would commission a comparative analysis of data from 

the most recent administration of the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE). This research would be conducted by the NSSE staff.  

 

 CIC staff would conduct a comparative analysis of alumni outcomes for students 

who graduated from CIC institutions and other types of institutions, using the 

nationally-representative Baccalaureate and Beyond dataset.   

 

 CIC staff would prepare research briefs on promising and proven innovations in 

pedagogy and curriculum that enhance student learning at independent colleges 

and universities. These innovations may include: online instruction, competency-

based education, new approaches to interdisciplinary learning, living-learning 

communities, and a shift in the balance between professional studies and the 

liberal arts. These briefs will be shared with the steering committee as they are 

completed throughout 2015.  

 

 CIC staff would analyze examples of the purposeful alignment of the curriculum 

and co-curriculum at CIC member institutions. The goal of these qualitative 

descriptions is to help the steering committee—and eventually all CIC 

members—identify the essential hallmarks of an independent higher education.     

 

3. How have the roles and composition of the faculty at smaller private colleges shifted 

over the past decade? What have been the effects of these changes on the student 

experience and learning outcomes?   

 

 CIC would conduct a descriptive, longitudinal, and comparative study of changes 

in the composition and roles of the faculty at independent colleges compared with 

other types of institutions. This study may encompass a synthesis of recent 

literature, an analysis of existing data, such as the Higher Education Research 

Institute’s annual Faculty Survey or the Faculty Survey of Student Engagement, 
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and/or a survey of CIC chief academic officers. This study would most likely be 

conducted by an expert higher education scholar.  

 

 Other CIC research projects, planned or underway, also will inform the work of the 

steering committee in 2015. These projects include: a report on the educational experiences and 

outcomes of first-generation and low-income students at smaller independent colleges and 

universities, drawing on data from the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) 

Beginning Postsecondary Students dataset; an analysis of the performance of CIC member 

colleges and universities in preparing women and other underrepresented groups for careers in  

STEM fields, drawing on data from NCES and the National Science Foundation; and an 

evaluation of the affordability of independent colleges and their economic impact, based on 

cost/benefit analyses at both the federal and state levels.  
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Meeting Participants 
 
Steering Committee Members  
 
Steven C. Bahls, President, Augustana College (IL)  
Luis Maria R. Calingo, President, Woodbury University  
*Ronald L. Carter, President, Johnson C. Smith University  
Roger N. Casey, President, McDaniel College  
Jeffrey R. Docking, President, Adrian College  
Margaret L. Drugovich, President, Hartwick College  
Elizabeth A. Fleming, President, Converse College  
Thomas F. Flynn, President, Alvernia University  
Christopher B. Howard, President, Hampden-Sydney College  
Todd S. Hutton, President, Utica College  
Chris Kimball, President, California Lutheran University  
*Walter M. Kimbrough, President, Dillard University  
Larry D. Large, President, Oregon Alliance of Independent Colleges and Universities  
Paul J. LeBlanc, President, Southern New Hampshire University  
Mary B. Marcy, President, Dominican University of California  
*John McCardell, President and Vice Chancellor, Sewanee: The University of the South  
Kevin M. Ross, President, Lynn University  
Ed L. Schrader, President, Brenau University  
Elizabeth J. Stroble, President, Webster University  
Henry N. Tisdale, President, Claflin University  
Edwin H. Welch, President, University of Charleston  
John S. Wilson, President, Morehouse College  
Cynthia Zane, President, Hilbert College  
 
* Unable to attend  
 
Commentators  
 
James C. Hearn, Professor and Associate Director, Institute of Higher Education,  

University of Georgia  
Scott Jaschik, Editor, Inside Higher Ed  
Michael Poliakoff, Vice President of Policy, American Council of Trustees and Alumni  
 
Observers  
 
Anne Ollen, Senior Director, TIAA-CREF Institute 
Sheri Ranis, Strategy Director, Lumina Foundation  
Paul J. Yakoboski, Senior Economist, TIAA-CREF Institute  
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CIC Staff  
 
Richard Ekman, President  
Harold V. Hartley III, Senior Vice President  
Barbara Hetrick, Senior Vice President  
Philip M. Katz, Director of Projects  
Christoph M. Kunkel, Chief of Staff and Vice President for Operations  
Paula M. Miller, Editor and Communications Manager  
P. Jesse Rine, Director of Research Projects  
Kathy Whatley, Vice President for Annual Programs 
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Agenda 

Project on the Future of Independent Higher Education 

Steering Committee Meeting 

September 16–17, 2014 
Washington, DC 

 
All sessions will be held at CIC’s office, One Dupont Circle,  

except dinner on September 16. 

This project is supported by the Lumina Foundation with 
additional support from the TIAA-CREF Institute.  

 
Tuesday, September 16 

Noon– 
1:00 p.m. 
 

Luncheon: Welcome and Introductions 
 

Richard Ekman, President, CIC 
 
Chris Kimball, President, California Lutheran University (chair) 

 
1:00 p.m.– 
1:30 p.m. 

Topic: The Past 
 

What can we learn from various moments in the 20th century when 
independent colleges seemed to face especially uncertain futures?  
 
What is different about the challenges facing independent higher 
education today? 
 

1:30 p.m.– 
2:45 p.m. 

Topic: The Present: Persistent and Emerging Trends 
 

Education researchers, policy analysts, reformers, higher education 
practitioners, politicians, and journalists have offered a long list of 
contemporary trends that are shaping—or might shape—the future of 
higher education. (A short list is attached.)  
 
The goal of this session is to identify the higher education trends that are 
most likely to have an impact on smaller, independent liberal arts 
colleges and the trends that are likely to have the greatest impact on 
such institutions. 
 

2:45 p.m.– 
3:15 p.m. 

Break 
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3:15 p.m.– 
5:00 p.m. 

Topic: The Present: Mission-Driven Innovation in Higher Education 
Financing  

 
Commentator: James C. Hearn, Professor and Associate Director, 
Institute of Higher Education, University of Georgia 

 
Many college leaders question whether the current high price/high aid 
model of private college finance is sustainable. Identifying new revenue 
streams to support independent colleges and universities is especially 
challenging given their focus on teaching rather than research that might 
be funded by government or industry. 
 
This session will help identify “mission-driven innovations” in revenue-
generation that can help smaller liberal arts colleges adapt to new 
economic realities while simultaneously strengthening their distinctive 
missions. What untapped revenue streams may exist that align well with 
the missions of small and mid-sized liberal arts institutions?  

 
5:00 p.m.– 
6:00 p.m. 
 

Break 

6:00 p.m.– 
8:00 p.m. 
 
 

Dinner: The Present: External Forces Shaping Independent Higher Education 
 

Commentator: Scott Jaschik, Editor, Inside Higher Ed 
 

What are the most significant external trends and forces that are likely to 
shape the future of independent liberal arts institutions?  
 
What can independent colleges and universities do on their own—or 
collectively, with the help of CIC—to meet such challenges? How can 
external challenges be turned into opportunities?  

 

Wednesday, September 17 

8:30 a.m.– 
9:00 a.m. 
 

Breakfast: Review and Objectives for Day 2 
 

9:00 a.m.– 
9:50 a.m. 

Topic: The Present: Essential Qualities of Private, Nonprofit, Liberal Arts 
Colleges 

 
Commentator: Michael Poliakoff, Vice President of Policy, American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni 

 
Which elements of the traditional liberal arts model of education are 
essential and must be sustained? Which are negotiable? Which could be 
reconsidered—or even abandoned?  
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Among the elements that might be part of the discussion: 
 
o tenure for faculty members 
o residential experience 
o co-curricular programming 
o brick-and-mortar campuses 
o low student-faculty ratios 
o close and frequent interaction between students and faculty 

members 
o a liberal arts curriculum 
o required general education/core curricula 
o focus on baccalaureate degrees 
o credits versus competencies 
o predominance of traditional-aged students 
o emphasis on values and civic engagement  
o non-governmental control 

 
10:00 a.m.– 
10:50 a.m. 

Topic: The Future: Liberal Arts Graduates—Needs, Expectations, and 
Outcomes 

 
What do today’s students expect from a college education? What do 
they need, for their careers and successful lives? What does society need 
from liberal arts graduates? Can these objectives be defined by specific 
outcomes and competencies? 
 
What will tomorrow’s students expect and need? What kind of post-
graduation lives do we think they will have? For what should we prepare 
them? 
 
What will tomorrow’s students bring with them to college? How will 
changes in K-12 education and student learning styles affect liberal arts 
colleges? 
 
Is the future of the liberal arts college tied to the future of the research 
university? Or to the future of community colleges? Or the future of any 
other segment of the American education system?  
 

11:00 a.m.– 
12:30 p.m. 
 

Topic: The Future: Defining the Research Agenda for 2014–2015  
 

What research should be conducted before the Steering Committee 
meets again, in anticipation of developing an action plan to help CIC 
member institutions reexamine their missions and strategic plans in 
intentional ways? 
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Which of the topics discussed so far should be included in the research 
agenda for the year ahead? Which topics have the highest priority? 
Which lend themselves to quantitative research? Which lend themselves 
to qualitative research?    
 
Is research enough? What other steps do we need towards a bold agenda 
that will frame the future of independent higher education? 

 
12:30 p.m.– 
2:00 p.m. 
 

Lunch: Summary and Next Steps 
 

2:00 p.m. Adjournment 
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Readings  
 

Articles marked with asterisks (*) were especially recommended for reading prior to the meeting 
of the steering committee. 

 
Topic #1: The Past 
 

*“The Big Work that is Done by a Small College” [interview with President John H.T. Main 
of Grinnell College], New York Times (November 30, 1913).  

*James L. McConaughy, “Is the Liberal-Arts College Doomed?,” The Journal of Higher 
Education 9 (February 1938): 59-67.  

Allan O. Pfnister, “The Role of the Liberal Arts College: A Historical Overview of the 
Debates,” The Journal of Higher Education 55 (March–April 1984): 145-170.  
 

Topic #2: The Present: Persistent and Emerging Trends 
 

*John Ebersole, “Top Issues Facing Higher Education in 2014,” Forbes, January 13, 2014, 
www.forbes.com/sites/johnebersole/2014/01/13/top-issues-facing-higher-education-in-
2014/.  

 
*Lawlor Group, Trends for 2014: Five Factors Facing Private Higher Education (2014), 

www.thelawlorgroup.com/trends2014.  
 
Paul LeBlanc, “Making Sense of Disruptive Technologies and Higher Education: A Theory 

of Change, the Growth of Online Programs, and the Next Generation of Delivery 
Models,” in Andrew P. Kelly and Kevin Carey, eds., Stretching the Higher Education 
Dollar: How Innovation Can Improve Access, Equity, and Affordability (American 
Enterprise Institute, 2013). Accessible version at tinyurl.com/lqj79pv.   

 
*Brian C. Mitchell, “Facing the Facts in Higher Education,” Huffington Post, January 27, 

2014, www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-brian-c-mitchell/facing-the-facts-in-
highe_b_4673107.html.  

 
*“The Great Unbundling: Popping bundles, not bubbles,” University Ventures Letter 2, no. 

17 (August 2012): universityventuresfund.com/publications.php?title=the-great-
unbundling.  

 
Michael Staton, “Unbundling Higher Education, A Doubly Updated Framework,” 

Edumorphology, December 11, 2013: edumorphology.com/2013/12/unbundling-higher-
education-a-doubly-updated-framework/.   

 
 
 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/johnebersole/2014/01/13/top-issues-facing-higher-education-in-2014/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/johnebersole/2014/01/13/top-issues-facing-higher-education-in-2014/
http://www.thelawlorgroup.com/trends2014
http://tinyurl.com/lqj79pv
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-brian-c-mitchell/facing-the-facts-in-highe_b_4673107.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-brian-c-mitchell/facing-the-facts-in-highe_b_4673107.html
http://universityventuresfund.com/publications.php?title=the-great-unbundling
http://universityventuresfund.com/publications.php?title=the-great-unbundling
http://edumorphology.com/2013/12/unbundling-higher-education-a-doubly-updated-framework/
http://edumorphology.com/2013/12/unbundling-higher-education-a-doubly-updated-framework/
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Topic #3: The Present: Mission-Driven Innovation in Higher Education Financing  
 

*Sandy Baum, “The Future of College Finance: Is the Liberal Arts College at Risk?,” Scripps 
Magazine 83 (Spring 2013): 13-15.  

 
*John O. Harney, “Exploring Higher Education Business Models (If Such a Thing Exists),” 

New England Board of Higher Education, October 8, 2013, 
www.nebhe.org/thejournal/exploring-higher-education-business-models-if-such-a-thing-
exists/.  

 
*Steven Mintz, “Four Emergent Higher Education Models,” Inside Higher Ed, April 2, 2014, 

www.insidehighered.com/blogs/higher-ed-beta/four-emergent-higher-education-models.  
 
*Matt Zalaznick, “Post-Recession Reinvention,” University Business (July 2014), 32-36.  

 
 
Topic #4: The Present: Essential Qualities of Private, Nonprofit, Liberal Arts Colleges 
 

*Walter C. Breau, “Tradition and Innovation: Essential to Small Liberal Arts Colleges (Part 
1),” Academe Blog, April 28, 2014, wp.me/p1kbni-1mu, and “Tradition and Innovation at 
Small Liberal Arts Colleges: Part II—To Stand Still is to Go Back,” Academe Blog, May 
20, 2014, wp.me/p1kbni-1vi.  

 
*Rebecca Chopp, “Against the Grain: Liberal Arts in the 21st Century,” Swarthmore 

College, October 25, 2012, www.swarthmore.edu/presidents-office/against-the-grain---
liberal-arts-in-the-21st-century.xml.  

 
Barbara Fister, “Disruption and the Value of Small Things,” Inside Higher Ed, June 18, 

2014, www.insidehighered.com/blogs/library-babel-fish/disruption-and-value-small-
things.  

 
Jeffrey J. Selingo, ed., The Innovative University: What College Presidents Think About 

Change in American Higher Education (Washington, D.C.: Chronicle of Higher 
Education, 2014): strategicplanning.fairfield.edu/sites/default/files/
innovative_university_140516.pdf (direct download). 

 
*Scott D. Wheeler, “Higher Education Is Adapting to Rapid Changes,” The Intelligencer/

Wheeling News-Register, April 6, 2014, www.news-register.net/page/content.detail/
id/598248/Higher-Education-Is-Adapting-toRapid-Changes.html.  

 
 
Topic #5: The Present: External Forces 
  

Danielle Kurtzleben, “21 charts that explain how the U.S. is changing,” Vox, June 18, 2014, 
www.vox.com/a/how-the-us-is-changing.  

 

http://www.nebhe.org/thejournal/exploring-higher-education-business-models-if-such-a-thing-exists/
http://www.nebhe.org/thejournal/exploring-higher-education-business-models-if-such-a-thing-exists/
http://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/higher-ed-beta/four-emergent-higher-education-models
http://wp.me/p1KBNi-1Mu
http://wp.me/p1KBNi-1VI
http://www.swarthmore.edu/presidents-office/against-the-grain---liberal-arts-in-the-21st-century.xml
http://www.swarthmore.edu/presidents-office/against-the-grain---liberal-arts-in-the-21st-century.xml
http://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/library-babel-fish/disruption-and-value-small-things
http://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/library-babel-fish/disruption-and-value-small-things
http://strategicplanning.fairfield.edu/sites/default/files/innovative_university_140516.pdf
http://strategicplanning.fairfield.edu/sites/default/files/innovative_university_140516.pdf
http://www.news-register.net/page/content.detail/id/598248/Higher-Education-Is-Adapting-toRapid-Changes.html
http://www.news-register.net/page/content.detail/id/598248/Higher-Education-Is-Adapting-toRapid-Changes.html
http://www.vox.com/a/how-the-us-is-changing
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*Sara Lipka, “Demographic data let colleges peer into the future,” Chronicle of Higher 
Education, January 19, 2014: chronicle.com/article/Demographic-Data-Let-
Colleges/144101/.  

 
*Gary Marx, Twenty-One Trends for the 21st Century: Out of the Trenches and Into the 

Future (Bethesda, MD: Editorial Projects in Education, 2014). See a brief summary of 
the trends at www.edweek.org/media/21-trends-listing.pdf.  

 
*Suzanne Mettler, “Equalizers No More: Politics thwart colleges’ role  in upward mobility,” 

Chronicle of Higher Education, March 3, 2014, chronicle.com/article/Equalizers-No-
More/144999.  

 
 
Topic #6: The Future: Liberal Arts Graduates—Needs, Expectations, and Outcomes 
 

*David Brooks, “The Streamlined Life,” New York Times, May 5, 2014, 
www.nytimes.com/2014/05/06/opinion/brooks-the-streamlined-life.html.  

 
*Peter Groen, “Overview of the National Intelligence Council report on ‘Global Trends 

2030: Alternative Worlds,” Open Health News, November 10, 2013, 
www.openhealthnews.com/articles/2013/overview-national-intelligence-council-report-
global-trends-2030-alternative-worlds.  

 
Research Universities and the Future of America: Ten Breakthrough Actions Vital to Our 

Nation’s Prosperity and Security, Executive Summary (Washington, DC: Board on 
Higher Education and Workforce, The National Academies, 2013): 
sites.nationalacademies.org/pga/cs/groups/pgasite/documents/webpage/pga_070193.pdf.  

 
*Richard K. Vedder, “Congrats on That Diploma. You May Not Need It.,” Bloomberg View, 

May 25, 2014, www.bloombergview.com/articles/2014-05-25/congrats-on-that-diploma-
you-may-not-need-it.  

http://chronicle.com/article/Demographic-Data-Let-Colleges/144101/
http://chronicle.com/article/Demographic-Data-Let-Colleges/144101/
http://www.edweek.org/media/21-trends-listing.pdf
http://chronicle.com/article/Equalizers-No-More/144999
http://chronicle.com/article/Equalizers-No-More/144999
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/06/opinion/brooks-the-streamlined-life.html
http://www.openhealthnews.com/articles/2013/overview-national-intelligence-council-report-global-trends-2030-alternative-worlds
http://www.openhealthnews.com/articles/2013/overview-national-intelligence-council-report-global-trends-2030-alternative-worlds
http://sites.nationalacademies.org/pga/cs/groups/pgasite/documents/webpage/pga_070193.pdf
http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2014-05-25/congrats-on-that-diploma-you-may-not-need-it
http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2014-05-25/congrats-on-that-diploma-you-may-not-need-it
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Potentially Disruptive Trends 
 

These are trends and issues, both internal and external to higher education, that have been cited 
as potential challenges to independent colleges and universities.  
 

Internal to Higher Education 
 

 Cost structures 
o consumer costs 
o student debt  
o decline in public funding for higher education  
o fully-tapped revenue streams 
o pull of new business models  

 
 New technologies 

o MOOCs and other forms of e-learning 
o outsourcing IT and other functions  
o intrusive tracking and accountability technologies 
o social media and private education 

 
 Unbundling 

o college as “a packaged bundle of content, services, experiences, and signals that 
result in an education with both inherent and transferable value to the learner” 
(according to Michael Staton, a critic of traditional higher education operations)  

 
 Competency-based education 

o from experience-based to outcome-based education 
o questioning the relevance of traditional degrees 

 
 Assessment, accountability, and quality assurance 

 
 Globalization 

 
 Timidity of college leaders 

 
External 
 

 Demographic shifts 
o decline in the traditional college-age population 
o changing ethnic/racial composition of the U.S. population 
o regional shifts in population 

 
 Changing public attitudes and perceptions 

o decline in public support for the liberal arts 
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o increasing focus on transparency and perceived value for all transactions 
(commercial, government, or non-profit)  

o changing perceptions of higher education as a common good 
o changes in journalism and other media (both mass and social media) 

 
 Generational trends 

o changes in student values, expectations, behaviors, and preparation 
o changes in parental values, expectations, and behaviors 

 
 Growing socio-economic inequality 

 
 Political contention 

o gridlock on Capitol Hill and elsewhere 
o education as a political football 
o political challenges to tax-exemption and other privileges of non-profit 

organizations 
 

 Government policy 
o regulations and accountability measures with direct or indirect effects on higher 

education 
 

 Environmental and energy challenges  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 


