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Business case 

Student loan debt has increased by upwards of 200% in the last 

decade, with over $1 trillion in debt currently outstanding in the 

United States. 

Given the disruptors at play, educational institutions are wise to adopt a transformational 
approach to affordability management as it relates to: financial performance, operations 
optimization, and student success. Specifically, institutions must balance the need to 
decrease tuition while maintaining positive student outcomes. The pressure for higher 
education institutions to transform is evidenced by: 

 
Current public dialogue demanding affordability in  
higher education 

 Public expectations versus urgency and level of institution response 

 
A need to show direct return on levels of investment (student and 
institution-based) 

 Acceptance of alternative approaches to academic program delivery 

 Demand for the clear articulation of student success 

 Urgency for a pipeline of “optimal” students at the least feasible cost 

Due to the pressures outlined above, institutions must embrace critical discussions and 
decisions that prioritize resources and investments toward long-term fiscal stability. 
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Realities in  
higher education 

The higher education environment is challenged by a variety of 

internal and external factors, including heightened scrutiny, 

competition, and changing expectations, and warrants a different 

approach. 

Heightened scrutiny and competition: 

 Increased demands for accountability by all stakeholders 

 Projections of decreased four-year degree enrollment  

 Increased scrutiny of degree value in the marketplace 

 Increased competition for a limited pool of students 

 Changing approach: 

 Less segregated operations and more interdisciplinary programs 

 Expectation of technology as a core component of the academic delivery 
model (e.g., online and self-paced learning, video streaming) 

 Emphasis on lifelong learning by employers 

 Acceptance of disaggregated and specialized providers (e.g., library, events 
management, professional skills) 

 Focus on debt limits and private partnerships for facilities development and 
management 

 

 
“The majority of presidents surveyed feel massive or moderate change to the 

higher education industry is warranted.” 

 

The Chronicle of Higher Education, The Innovative University: What College Presidents 

  Think About Change in American Higher Education (survey by Maguire Associates, Inc.) 

I 

II 









 

 

© 2014 Baker Tilly Virchow Krause, LLP / Beers & Cutler, LLC     

Summary 

“Recent polls indicate that Higher Education Leaders agree that 

change which ensures a positive, long term financial position is not 

happening quickly enough.” 

The ability to quickly address the realities facing higher education institutions, in the 
context of clear return on investment for institutional and student dollars expended, is 
paramount. Navigating the complexities of a higher education institution’s structure adds 
to the challenge of creating meaningful and expected change in the short term. 
Institutions can begin to address their affordability challenges by: 

 Articulating unique value and ROI 

 Optimizing operations 

 Measuring the enhancement of student success  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Chronicle of Higher Education, The Innovative University: What College Presidents Think About 
Change in American Higher Education (survey by Maguire Associates, Inc. & Federal Accountability  

and Financial Pressure: A Survey of Presidents – Inside Higher Ed 2014 Survey of Presidents 



 

 

About Baker Tilly 

This whitepaper was published by Baker Tilly’s Higher Education and Research Institutions Practice. Baker 
Tilly provides resource optimization services to institutions located throughout the United States. Baker Tilly is 
a full-service accounting and advisory firm, providing assurance, tax, internal audit, and consulting services to 
higher education and research institutions. In addition to financial statement audit and tax services, we 
collaboratively address strategic areas such as risk management, research compliance, construction, 
sustainable energy, resource optimization and cost reduction, talent management, fraud, and information 
technology. We are adept at navigating the complex culture found in college and university settings. 

Enabling institutions to tackle complex affordability challenges 

Our recent projects include helping institutions to: 

 Develop budget allocations in alignment with strategic priorities 

 Quantify specific fiscal and program ROI 

 Explore options for shared services 

 Audit construction projects to identify significant cost savings 

 

Learn more about how our clients have transformed their organizations: 

 

bakertilly.com/higher-education 

 

 



 

 

In the words of our clients… 

“I really was zeroing in on someone who knew what they were doing. 
You need someone who speaks that lingo. And there are very few 
firms that have that experience.” 

“I would recommend this team to anyone. I think it’s a fair statement to 
say they go above and beyond.” 

“I’ve worked with a number of consultants before, and they come in with the 
attitude that ‘we know everything and we’re going to save you.’ But I never 
got that vibe from [Baker Tilly] and the team. With them it was ‘we’re in this 
with you, and we’ll work it out.’” 
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