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It could fairly be said that 
Mark Putnam, a college and university administrator 
for much of the past three decades, has been around 
the educational block. It is also true that for most of 
his career, the block has been under construction.

Putnam’s tenure in higher education has largely 
coincided with a campus building boom that until 
recently had plowed through billions of dollars the 
way a bulldozer plows through a new construction 
site. Fueled by donors’ largesse and cheap money bor-
rowed against fast-growing endowments, campuses 
acquired gleaming new science buildings, opulent  
dormitories, sprawling athletics complexes, and dining 
halls that at times seemed to harbor Michelin three-
star aspirations. 

In many quarters, the job of presidents increasingly 
became one of raising endowment money and over-
seeing campus expansions. The inside joke was that 
college and university presidents suffered from an 
Edifice Complex. 

There was “an endless desire for more stuff on 
campus. … We were seeking to leverage as much 
borrowing as possible to provide amenities that we 
believed society was increasingly expecting over 
time,” says Putnam, who notes that the Spartan cin-
der block dormitory room he occupied as a freshman 
would strike current students as a deprivation befit-
ting a minimum security prison. “We became the 
builder generation.”

Putnam, a first-time president who took over the 
top job at Iowa’s Central College in 2010, says “that 
all changed” in the past few years. The extent of the 
upheaval became apparent to him at a Harvard 
Graduate School of Education Seminar for New 
Presidents he attended in July 2010. Among his 
peers, a consensus emerged that the era of profligacy 
had ended, that borrowing and building at the cus-
tomary pace couldn’t continue. It became obvious 
that few institutions, even the wealthiest, would be 
able to continue practicing business as usual. 

Similarly, at a workshop sponsored by the Council 
of Independent Colleges in January 2010, the moder-
ator asked 90 presidents to demonstrate, by a show  
of hands, how many of them had confidence that cur-
rent business models would sustain their institutions. 

“Not one hand went up,” says Todd S. Hutton, 
president of New York’s Utica College, a workshop 
leader.  

In the view of many college presidents, the eco-
nomic crisis of 2008 was a tipping point. In its after-
math, a “new normal” is redefining higher education 
realities and reshaping the traditional role of college 
and university presidencies. Higher education leaders 
say they are less focused on empire-building and 
more attuned to financial management, institutional 
marketing, improving the customer experience, and 
finding ways of helping financially strapped families 
pay for college. 

An altered economic reality means  
institutional leaders must operate differently
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”
“The first job

of a leader 

is to 

define reality.

“We all got drunk,” says Putnam of the go-go 
years, “and now we need to sober up.”

SHIFTING PRIORITIES
During the Bubble Era of booms and busts (in tech-
nology, housing, stocks, etc.), the behavior of colleges 
and universities mirrored that of governments and 
individuals. In each case, overvaluation of assets and 
overly optimistic assumptions about future wealth 
resulted in unsustainable patterns of overspending. 

In higher education, endowments that had been 
amassed to ensure intergenerational equity became 
financial levers for accelerated borrowing and aggres-
sive building, frequently in the name of meeting con-
sumers’ expectations and maintaining a competitive 
edge in the marketplace. College rankings that corre-
late spending per student and physical assets with 
institutional excellence further fueled the frenzy. In 
addition, higher education leaders assumed that the 
value of their endowments would increase unabated 
and that consumers’ demand for gold-plated college 
experiences would remain strong despite unrelenting 
price increases. 

Now, as state governments try to claw their way out 
of deep fiscal ditches and millions of families struggle 
with job losses and foreclosures, colleges and universi-
ties are coming to terms with new realities, as well.  

“This malaise we’ve had is the worst since the 
Great Depression,” says Joan Neice, vice president 
and chief development officer at Thunderbird School 
of Global Management in Arizona. “It has changed 
the reality of what students can afford.” As such, 
Thunderbird is using most of the new money it raises 
to pay for scholarships that are needed to attract and 
retain international students whose presence is critical 
to the maintenance of Thunderbird’s fundamental 
value proposition. 

Central College has responded to the new normal 
by putting in place a “whole financial realignment” in 
the coming decade, says Putnam, who anticipates a 
“10-year horizon where essentially I’m working under 
the assumption that I will have no borrowing capac-
ity.” The realignment includes budgeting for depre-
ciation and deferred maintenance, items that in 
recent years were handled on an ad hoc, borrow-as-
you-go basis. 

“Retained earnings become a big factor,” says 
Putnam of his institution’s newfound focus on non-
endowment savings. “Floating bonds is not the 
future.”

Putnam anticipates restructuring the cost of edu-
cating the college’s students and rethinking its 
approach to fundraising, which will focus in coming 
years on stewardship of donors. Development officers 
will concentrate less on capital projects, more on  
student access.

“The most compelling thing I can put in front of a 
donor today is student aid,” Putnam says. “The 
assumptions of the past are no longer valid. … This 
is the beginning, in my view, of a new epoch.”

CHANGE OR DIE 
“The value of all things is being recalculated,” says 
Terry Connelly, emeritus dean of business at 
California’s Golden Gate University. “In the wake of 
the Great Recession … universities face major chal-
lenges to their long-term financial models and even 
their viability.”

In his new book, Riptide: The New Normal in 
Higher Education, written with Dan Angel, Golden 
Gate’s president, Connelly argues that “the platform 
is burning under our feet.” Colleges and universities 
must change or die, he says. 

The strategy used to survive past periods of eco-
nomic anemia—hunkering down and riding out the 
storm until prosperity returned—has been made 
moot by changes in underlying fundamentals that 
have been shifting for years. For one, increasing num-
bers of consumers are simply unable or unwilling to 
accept the costs and terms dictated by institutions of 
higher education.

Evidence of disruption, Connelly says, is every-
where. Most colleges and universities largely cater to 
the needs of traditional students who make up only 
about 15 percent of the market. Those institutions 
are poorly equipped to serve working adults. 

Not surprisingly, 45 of 100 people who start col-
lege are projected to drop out. Those who earn 
degrees require, on average, a decidedly nontradi-
tional six years to do so. And at a time when 40 per-
cent of new jobs in the United States will require 
workers with four-year credentials, higher education 
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THE OTHER SIDE
Are trustees looking for  
a different kind of leader today?

is consuming too many financial resources to pro-
duce too few graduates.

“We do a very poor job of serving [working adults] 
because we are not set up to serve them,” Connelly 
says. 

Making matters worse, institutions have been slow 
to change, he says. Adoption of new technologies, par-
ticularly online learning, is a case in point. Although 
some traditional institutions have embraced online 
instruction, their commitment has mostly lagged that 
of other institutional types. 

“For-profit schools were early and strong adopters 
of the Internet, while traditional schools and faculties 
strongly resisted it,” Connelly says. “Too many in 
traditional academia continue to resist.”

They resist at their peril, he suggests. “The first job 
of a leader,” Connelly says, “is to define reality.” 

THE REFORMER AND THE BRANDER
Across higher education, presidents and their col-
leagues are attempting to define and respond to the 
new normal. They are assessing financial realities, 
reconsidering business models, and making what they 
hope will be the correct course adjustments. Some are 
rethinking destinations. In short, they are trying to be 
catalysts for change. 

Before the recession, Augustana College grew rev-
enues at 6 to 8 percent annually through a combina-
tion of robust development, modest enrollment 
growth, and higher fees. In the postrecession period, 
revenue growth will remain modest, unless otherwise 
enhanced. High unemployment and decreases in 
families’ net worth have dampened the ability of  
consumers to afford tuition hikes. And smaller 
numbers of high school graduates equate to 
a smaller pool of prospective students. 

“Families are much more hesitant 
to take on significant debt, including 
for higher education,” says Steven Bahls, 
president of the Illinois institution. “Colleges, 
like those families, are hesitant to borrow 
money, as well.”

In part, that hesitancy is born of fear. 
During the recession, steep declines in the values of 
endowments shrank U.S. institutions’ available liquid 
assets, a percentage of which must be available for 

Lucy Apthorp Leske is vice president, partner, and co-director of the education 

and not-for-profit practice at the executive search firm Witt/Kieffer, where she 

has led a broad range of searches over the past 20 years. CURRENTS consulted 

with Leske about whether institutional boards are looking for different qualities 

in their leaders. 

You have been doing leadership searches for many years. Are trustees 

looking for different things these days? 

What they are looking for has evolved. There’s a tremendous amount of 

emphasis on the term entrepreneur, but what they mean when they use 

this word is new ways to make money and to provide resources that people 

need to succeed. In the past, we looked to tuition, endowment income, and 

fundraising. Now I think trustees are wondering if we should be looking inside 

or outside the academy for additional income. The bottom line is that trust-

ees are looking for presidents who can be more creative about finding new 

resources, efficiencies, and reducing costs. And they want someone who can 

lead that conversation effectively.

Are you really seeing boards that are looking for leaders outside of the 

academy?

We’re seeing trustees asking to see those candidates, but they are not 

appointing them. People with for-profit leadership experience are not always 

used to the broad consultation that people expect in higher education—the 

number of people that you must engage up front before you can roll out a 

new initiative.

How has the economy affected what boards are looking for in a leader?

Many boards see the economy as an opportunity to have a conversation 

about costs. How can you have that conversation when we’re in a field that 

is about enhancing learning, research, and faculty and student quality, and, 

historically, the way to do that is to add more and do more, not become 

more efficient? 

You focus on HBCUs and minority-serving institutions in your work. 

Are there differences in what these institutions are looking for in a 

leader?

Not really. All institutions are looking for clairvoyance and creative solu-

tions to what may seem to be intractable or unsolvable problems. People 

are fundamentally looking for leaders who can help them suspend disbe-

lief that things can’t change, and then lead them to the solutions without 

change, which, of course, isn’t possible.

Given current economic realities, are boards more interested  

in a leader’s fundraising skills than in decades past?

They’ve always been interested in fundraising. It’s always been huge, 

and now it’s huger. I don’t know if institutions today can afford to 

have a president who can’t raise money. —Interview by GAYLE BENNETT
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every dollar borrowed. “Many colleges like Augustana  
were nervous that we would violate our financial  
covenants,” says Bahls, who in the aftermath of the 
economic crisis has “adopted a more cautious posture 
about borrowing money.”

For example, the traditional formula for financing 
capital projects on a campus (raise half the cost of a 
new building and borrow the rest) is “a thing of the 
past,” Bahls says. “We’ll have to pay as we go.” In 
addition, the college is putting away $4 million annu-
ally to pay for deferred maintenance, a significant 
cost at a historic campus. 

To counterbalance the trend toward slowing reve-
nue growth, the college set aside $500,000 to develop 
new majors and programs. The goal was to attract 
students who otherwise wouldn’t consider Augustana. 
Adding majors in neuroscience, environmental stud-
ies, international business, creative writing, journal-
ism, new media, and graphic design enticed 45 new 
students to enroll at the college in 2010 and another 
45 in 2011. The addition of men’s and women’s 
lacrosse programs attracted an additional 45 new stu-
dents in 2011.

The college’s approach to fundraising has shifted,  
as well, with greater emphasis on targeted needs and 
cultivation of new donors to replace loyal but aging 
alumni who graduated in the 1940s and 1950s.  
The college’s comprehensive campaign, which has 
exceeded its $100 million goal by 30 percent, “may be 
the last comprehensive campaign in the foreseeable 
future,” Bahls says. 

Elsewhere, a pressing concern for Tori Haring-
Smith, president of Pennsylvania’s Washington & 
Jefferson College, is how to perform an accurate cost-
benefit analysis of institutional quality at a time when 
consumers have become acutely price-sensitive. 
“People consistently say, ‘We have no question that 
the product you are offering is better than down the 
road, but given our economic situation, we are will-
ing to settle for good enough.’”

She likens those people to consumers who aban-
doned the products and services of bakeries, travel 
agents, and stockbrokers for less-expensive factory-
produced pastries, online ticketing, and electronic 
stock trading. Haring-Smith says her college exists to 
serve the consumer who is willing to pay a premium 
for excellence. In part, the college is using a data-
driven approach to better retain current students and 
to more effectively recruit prospective students for 
whom Washington & Jefferson is an ideal fit. “It’s 
really an eHarmony world out there,” she says. 

Despite budget constraints, the college will con-
tinue to upgrade facilities when doing so makes sense 
(a new athletics center is on the drawing board), yet 
it also is using funds strategically. In one instance, the 
college allayed students’ concerns about a subpar 
dorm by replacing showers, painting walls, and 
installing more electrical outlets, a solution that cost 
far less than constructing a new dorm. “We’re not 
building Lamborghinis,” the president says. 

Haring-Smith believes that the financial pressures 
buffeting higher education will inevitably lead to 

ONLINE DATA DUMP. The rate of growth of online education 
enrollment in the United States is slowing compared to previous 
years, but it continues to outpace the growth of the total higher 
education student population, says a recent report on the topic. 
Going the Distance: Online Education in the United States, the 
ninth annual report from researchers from the Babson Survey 
Research Group, was released in November 2011 and includes 
data from more than 2,500 academic leaders at U.S. colleges 
and universities. In 2010, the most recent year for which there is 
data, online enrollment grew 10 percent compared to less than 
1 percent for the overall higher education student population. 
Download the report at bit.ly/Going_the_Distance.

HEADED IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION. The stock market volatility 
of 2008 negatively affected many college and university endow-
ments. Three years later, the preliminary data from the 2011 
NACUBO-Commonfund Study of Endowments show that the aver-
age endowment of a group of 284 U.S. institutions is 86 percent 
of its value in fiscal year 2007. The good news is that the average 
return for this group for fiscal year 2011 is 19.8 percent, with the 
highest return of the group at 31.8 percent and the lowest at 3.7 
percent. Endowment assets of the group range from less than $25 
million to more than $1 billion. The average effective spending 
rate was 4.3 percent, although it was 5.1 and 5 percent for the two 
largest endowments.

i n  s h o r t
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”

“The college 

doesn’t exist  

to be  

beautiful. 

 It exists  

to educate  

students.

greater market segmentation along the quality- 
commodity continuum. “Colleges will end up turn-
ing predominantly in one direction or another,” says 
Haring-Smith, vowing to take the high road. “We 
have to improve our product. Quality is our brand. 
That is what we sell.”

THE INNOVATOR AND THE CUSTOMER  
SERVICE EXPERT
Three years ago the president of Brigham Young 
University-Idaho, Kim Clark, set an institutional goal 
of developing 500 online courses over a decade. To 
some, it may have seemed like an audacious goal. 

“We’re going to develop a lot more than 500,”  
says Henry Eyring, the college’s vice president of 
advancement and author of The Innovative University: 
Changing the DNA of Higher Education from the Inside 
Out. Eyring’s co-author is Clayton Christensen, a pro-
fessor at Harvard Business School and an expert on 
the theory of “disruptive innovation.”

Eyring says online courses provide an outlet for 
business-minded donors who are eager to support 
new, more effective ways of delivering instruction. 
Whereas only the wealthiest philanthropists can put 
their names on a college building, for $40,000 a 
donor can “help to create an online course of a level 
of quality that is surprising even to us,” Eyring says. 
“The college doesn’t exist to be beautiful. It exists to 
educate students.”

That sentiment resonates at Mercy College, which 
was founded to provide a quality education at an 

affordable price, says its president, Kimberly Cline. 
Guided by a student-centered ethos, the New York 
college has prospered in tough times, increasing 
enrollment by 2,000 students since 2008, expanding 
its honors program more than sixfold, hiring 100 
new employees, and giving raises.

Tuition is relatively low, about $17,000 for under-
graduates, and the quality of services is high. The col-
lege created a student mentoring office that combines 
in one place a number of services (career, student life, 
judicial, advisement) that previously were scattered 
across campus. The availability of one-stop shopping 
means that “we are servicing students better and gain-
ing economies of scale,” Cline says. Despite its small 
$32 million endowment, Mercy provides almost $20 
million annually in student financial aid. 

The college’s new degree programs tend to be in 
areas projected to have strong job growth, such as 
nursing, exercise science, and occupational therapy. 
“The most important thing is to provide students 
with a great experience and a degree that will help 
them to move into a strong career,” Cline says. 

When Eyring speaks of upstarts that are disrupting 
higher education, he could have in mind Harrisburg 
University of Science and Technology in Pennsylvania. 
The institution was founded in 2001 with $3 million 
in seed money, essentially the same amount given by 
Andrew Carnegie to establish the Carnegie Institute  
of Technology a century earlier (Carnegie Mellon 
University’s engineering school today), says Harris-
burg’s President Mel Schiavelli. 

LEADERSHIP THAT THEY PREACH. With U.S. business school 
enrollment flattening, top schools are now looking for CEO-style 
leaders, as opposed to faculty members steeped in the academ-
ics of finance or economics, says a recent report on the topic. The 
Business School Dean Redefined, from the Korn/Ferry Institute, 
states that “the business school deans who will thrive in the 
coming years will have a different leadership profile from their 
predecessors, one that emphasizes strategic skills, enterprise 
management, innovation, and people and relationship effective-
ness.” The report notes that a number of leading business school 
deans hired in the past 12 to 18 months fit this more strategic 
leadership profile. 

BACK TO SCHOOL. The American Council on Education has 
launched the ACE Institute for New Presidents, a leadership devel-
opment program to help new college presidents get their footing 
fast. “This is a challenging time for American higher education, as 
presidents face a broad range of issues and a crisis is often one 
tough decision away,” said ACE President Molly Corbett Broad in  
a December 2011 press release announcing the institute. Designed 
for leaders within their first two years in the top spot, the program 
will offer a blend of face-to-face and online meetings beginning 
in summer 2012 and culminating at the ACE Annual Meeting in 
Washington, D.C., in March 2013. ACE will issue a call for applica-
tions in early 2012. 
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“We’re used to begging and borrowing and 
scratching,” says the president, whose 43-year career 
in higher education includes high-level administrative 
positions at Virginia’s College of William & Mary 
and the University of Delaware.

With the support of local business interests, Harris-
burg is highly focused on science and technology. It 

doesn’t have tenure. In lieu of departments, 
it has programs. Where other institutions 
have a career services office, Harrisburg has a 

relationship with an executive search firm that 
collects a fee from employers when it finds jobs for 

its graduates. 
Tuition is $22,000 annually, “all-in, no fees, one 

price,” Schiavelli says. With scholarships and grants, 
the typical student pays about $5,000 per year. The 
university is a testament to the possibility of provid-
ing high-quality, low-cost education. In his view, 
most institutions could cut expenses by 20 percent 
and not miss a beat.

“Universities know how to do instruction,” he says. 
“They need to think long and hard about how to do 
that efficiently and well.”

THE ICONOCLAST AND THE ENTREPRENEUR
At Sewanee: The University of the South, higher 
education’s new normal has occasioned the reassess-
ment of conventional wisdom, says John McCardell, 
vice chancellor of the Tennessee institution. For 
years, he says, colleges and universities operated on 
the assumption that a family’s decision to look at a 
particular group of schools signaled that they had 
decided what they were willing to pay. Higher educa-
tion leaders were told that the fees they charged were 
a statement to the marketplace about the worth of 
the degrees they conferred; moreover, the education 
mavens declared, consumers of postsecondary educa-
tion don’t want a bargain. 

Those assumptions led colleges to set tuition and 
fees as high as possible, tempering the sting of high 
prices with steep discounts. When the cost to attend 
Sewanee rose to $46,000, the average tuition-discount 
rate had risen to 46 percent. Fewer than 30 percent of 
families were paying full price.

“That’s a slow death sentence,” says McCardell. 

Rather than succumb to the vortex created by a 
constant swirl of rising costs and concomitant dis-
counts, Sewanee reversed course last year, lowering 
costs to $41,000 annually, a 10 percent cut.

“The early returns are very encouraging,” McCardell 
says. Sewanee enrolled 440 new students last fall, its 
largest freshman class ever. Meanwhile, the average dis-
count rate has fallen to 39 percent, campus visits are 
up 60 percent, and giving has increased 12 percent.    

“The landscape has changed fundamentally,” 
McCardell says. “We have to be smarter and quicker 
because we’re not bigger and stronger.”

Hutton, president of Utica College, doesn’t soft 
sell the impact of the recession on higher education. 
“Our industry was hit between the eyes with a two-
by-four,” he says. 

Before being waylaid by the economy, the college 
was a cash-based business that tracked expenditures 
and revenues and balanced its budget annually. 
Responding to circumstances of the new normal, the 
college has adopted a strategic financial philosophy of 
managing to the balance sheet, much the same way 
for-profit companies do. “Now we are projecting our 
balance sheets quarterly,” he says. “The difference is 
managing to total assets.”

That newfound perspective has had the effect of 
moving the college to behave in a more entrepre-
neurial fashion, including development of nine new 
programs in the past two years. The college is also 
evaluating a joint venture with a for-profit company 
that would “grow one of our majors from 200 stu-
dents to 2,000 students … and become a business in 
and of itself,” he says. 

The college also built its own powerhouse for gen-
erating electricity. Thusly empowered, it sells electric-
ity back to the grid at night. 

“The business model for small private colleges is 
broken. State schools are saying the same thing for 
different reasons,” Hutton says. “You have to be 
more nimble. You have to move more quickly.”

The new normal, it would seem, is anything but. C  

John Pulley is the founder of the Pulley Group, an editorial services 

company, and a former reporter and editor for The Chronicle of 

Higher Education.
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