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Surviving	and	Thriving:	The	
Current	Reality
Understanding Where We Are and How We Got Here

This is a high-level summary. We have comprehensive, actionable models for supporting leadership 
in a time of crisis.



The	Current	Crisis

The current crisis is long 
term, severe, 
existential, and we will 
not return to the 
previous normal when 
it’s “over.”
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How	We	Got	Here
The Eight Year Contraction in Higher Education

§ Demographics (Declining Birthrates)
§ Economy (Recession/Depression)
§ Economics (Cost of Education and Debt)
§ Negative Societal Opinions about Higher Education
§ Alternatives to College Programs

Demographics cannot reverse the current trend until about 2038—and 
then only marginally.
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School	Mergers	and	Closures
Some substantial number of institutions will not survive in their current state:

§ 1,000,000 fewer students in Career Colleges since mid 2000s. 3,000,000 fewer 
across all of higher ed.

§ Thirty percent of private, liberal arts colleges were insolvent before COVID.
§ About 140 for-profits (hundreds of campuses) have closed in the last three 

years.
§ About 50 private and public non-profits are merging or closing per year.
§ More than 1,200 colleges total have closed since 2014.

At current rates, at least 300 private, non-profits will close by 2028 and a similar 
number of for-profits could close in the same period.
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Demographics

§ We are in the “trough” of previous declining birthrates
§ Below the “replacement rate” of 2.1 live births since 1971
§ Lowest ever in 2018 and 2019 (1.72)

“The rate has generally been below replacement since 1971 and 
consistently below replacement for the last decade,”
- CDC
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Economics
The cost of education has exceeded customer elasticity.

§ Tuition has increased 40% in the last ten years 
§ Since 1989, tuition has doubled, after inflation (eight times faster than increases 

in wages)
§ Total student debt is now $1.7 trillion (exceeding both credit card and auto loan 

debt)
§ Average student debt is now over $37,000 per person and roughly 20% of 

students owe more than $100,000 dollars
§ Half of all borrowers are making interest-only payments

Many students now feel that the ROI is either not positive enough or actually 
negative. 
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Student	ROI	by	Higher	
Education	Sector

Mid-tier, private liberal 
arts colleges are the 
“coffin corner” of ROI. 
Community colleges 
offer the best ROI, but 
very poor completion 
rates. 
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Alternatives	to	College
Growing move away from college degrees

§ Short Courses
§ Industry certifications
§ Boot camps

§ On the Job Training
§ Ab-initio training
§ Apprenticeships
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Google certificate 
training in several 
areas made 
available to the 
public, 
simultaneously 
blowing up both the 
degree and tuition 
models at the same 
time

Netflix bootcamp in 
partnership with 
Norfolk State U and 
2U.



The	Reality	of	COVID-19
The COVID crisis has been a powerful accelerant of existing trends.

§ Higher education as a retail business
§ Remote delivery of services and instruction
§ Shorter, non-degree programs (CBE, certificates)
§ Centralized decision making
§ Reduced public funding
§ Move away from the traditional calendar
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Continued Enrollment 
Declines in Fall, 2020

• Freshmen down 16%
• First time CC 

enrollments down 23%
• Pell recipients down 8%

The only higher ed sector where enrollment is up is four-year, for-profit institutions (4%).



Nothing	We	Do	“After”	COVID	Will	Be	
Exactly	the	Same

Retail
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Many things that have been done remotely or via low/no contact due to COVID will likely stay that 
way even AFTER the pandemic ends.

Health Care

Education

Travel

Hospitality

“Office” Work



Surviving	and	Thriving:	
Leadership	During	Crisis
Key actions and responsibilities for organizational leadership

This is a high-level summary. We have comprehensive, actionable models for supporting leadership 
in a time of crisis.



“The	ultimate	measure	of	a	man	is	not	where	
he	stands	in	the	moments	of	comfort,	but	
where	he	stands	at	times	of	challenge	and	
controversy.”	– Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.
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The	Criticality	of	Effective	Leadership

There was a time when an average leader with above average 
technology or capital or strategy could succeed. In today’s 
reality, virtually no competitive advantage by itself will be 
adequate for an organization to thrive in the absence of game-
changing leadership. 
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Managing	the	current	
crisis	is	essential	to	
surviving,	but	
transformation	is	
required	to	thrive	in	
the	next	normal.
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What	Followers	Need	from	Leaders
In times of crisis, followers do not expect leaders to be bullet proof. 
They do expect:

• Competence
• Preparedness
• Empathy
• Compassion
• Conviction
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Leaders will derive 
more value from 
authenticity than 
from having all the 
answers!



The	Human	Factor

“While you won’t see it in a leadership text or hear it in an MBA seminar, 
the capacity for empathy and compassion not only sets leaders apart, it 
supports and empowers the humanity in organizations, which may be the 
most important thing a leader can do to make the world a better place.”
https://wallacekpond.com/2020/02/14/what-role-does-compassion-play-in-leadership/
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Doing	the	Right	Thing

As a leader, 
what you 
believe is 
right may 
not be what 
you are 
asked to do.
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The	Role	of	Boards
Almost all institutions of higher education have some sort of board 
structure that plays an oversight role, whether it be trustees, directors, 
regents, etc.

Regardless of the board structure, if surviving and thriving require that the 
institution pursues paths that are materially different than in the past 
(mission, markets, programs, delivery models, organizational structure, 
partnerships, financial models, etc.), the board MUST be a visible, 
enthusiastic, and committed supporter of the change, and of the leaders 
who are executing the change.

https://wallacekponddotcom.files.wordpress.com/2020/10/turning-around-small-private-tuition-
dependent-colleges_-how-bo.pdf
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Surviving	and	Thriving:	
Strategies	for	Success
Key strategies for addressing current challenges

This is a high-level summary. We have comprehensive, actionable models for supporting leadership 
in a time of crisis.



The	Present	Reality

Some substantial number of schools will merge/close over 
the next several years, but individual institutions can 
influence their own fates, if they have a plan.

§We have a good idea of what it will take to survive and 
thrive

§All shared strategies are within an institution’s control
§As more institutions close, supply will get closer to 

demand
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The	Biggest	Barrier	to	Survival

Denial
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How	We	Must	Think	About	the	Market

“For too long, colleges — public and private, liberal arts 
and research-driven, rural and urban — have operated 
as if they’re solely in the higher-education business 
rather than in the broader postsecondary-education 
sector.”

Bill Conley, Director of Admissions, Bucknell University
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Higher education 
is in decline. 

Post-secondary 
education is 
growing.



Fundamental	Requirements	to	
Survive	and	Thrive
The starting point is strong, capable leadership.

§ Acknowledge the FULL reality of the challenge and be 
transparent with all stakeholders.

§ Be prepared to make foundational changes, even if 
they challenge the “sacred.”

§ Think short term and long term at the same time
§ Put the student experience first (and make it as 

frictionless as possible).
§ Have a compelling vision for the future.
§ Make space for the human needs in the organization.
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Decisions around 
expense reduction 
must include an 
analysis of ROI. 
Cutting expenses 
blindly will make the 
situation worse.



Institutional	Characteristics/Cultural	Values

§ People-focused leadership
§ Entrepreneurial
§ Innovative
§ Embraces experimentation and risk
§ Nimble decision making and organizational agility 
§ Empowered, collaborative, autonomous people
§ Team-oriented and collegial
§ Ability to scale (and improve margins)
§ Very clear identity and purpose
§ Enlightened, engaged board/ownership
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Strategies	That	We	Know	Are	Working
Be really, really good at the basics, then…
§ Innovate
§ Collaborate deeply with industries that employ your graduates
§ Build aggressive partnerships (anything that improves quality, 

increases revenue, decreases expense, etc.)
§ Establish alternative and high margin revenue streams
§ Preserve liquidity
§ Shift to variable vs. fixed costs
§ Differentiate in the market (programs, services, delivery, etc.)
§ Give customers what they want/value
§ Develop a product strategy that is market driven,  includes 

licensure programs required for employment, and has short-term, 
non degree options

§ Build a culture that supports success (entrepreneurial, people-
focused, creative, collaborative, team-oriented)
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Build core 
competencies for:

• Innovation
• Finance
• Product strategy
• Ed Tech
• Customer service

Focus on: 
sustainability over 
short-term wins



What	Boards	Have	to	Get	Right
1. Recognize that a crisis is imminent or looming.
2. Accept that survival and sustainability will require a 

departure from tradition.
3. Ensure that the institution has a president suitable for 

leading a turnaround.
4. Partner with the president to support change initiatives 

and actively works with the president to overcome 
resistance to change.

5. Intentionally recruit and develop board members who 
will understand and support the turnaround.

6. Work with and learn from outside advisors skilled and 
experienced in college and university turnarounds.

7. Use its authority to take action.
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Boards both cause 
institutional decline 
and prevent it!



The	Two	Most	Critical	Requirements	
for	Success

§ Delivering a compelling value proposition for 
students (where they are and when they need it)

§ Creating a financial model that provides alternative 
and high margin revenue
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Highest	Growth	IHEs
Not “One Size Fits All” Approaches:

§ SNHU (Marketing and Student Services)
§ Grand Canyon U (Affordability, Affinity, Online)
§ WGU (CBE and Referrals)
§ Pima Medical (Student Value, Partnerships)
§ ASU (Partnerships and Marketing)
§ U of Cumberlands (Online Graduate Programs)
§ Colorado Christian U (Affinity, High School Partnerships)
§ Capella/Strayer U (CBE, Marketing, Partnerships)
§ Fortis College SLC (Culture, Market-Driven Programs)
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The game changing 
growth organizations 
on the horizon will 
not be colleges or 
universities and the 
growth programs will 
not be credit bearing 
degrees.



Post	COVID	Winners	and	Losers
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Surviving	and	Thriving:	Closing	
Thoughts
Key takeaways

This is a high-level summary. We have comprehensive, actionable models for supporting leadership 
in a time of crisis.



SURVIVNG AND THRIVING THROUGH CRISIS

Whatever the new normal 
looks like, it will not be the 
same.

Succeeding will require the 
ability to do many things 
differently.
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Two	Powerful	Context	Quotes

“The secret of change is to focus 
all of your energy, not on fighting 
for the old, but on building the 
new.”

The Way of the Warrior, Dan Millman

“In this new environment, higher-ed 
institutions that are less in love with 
tradition and more in love with their 
students will be the ones that 
thrive.” 

Michael Sorrell, President, Paul Quinn College
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Organizations whose cultures support change and customers are also 
more likely to support innovation.



Summary

§ Higher education is in the midst of the greatest 
foundational change in its entire history (and the 
current crisis is unprecedented).

§ Even “after” COVID, things will not go back to 
how they were.

§ The status quo will not support survival or 
thriving for the majority of institutions.

§ We know what to do. The challenge is actually 
doing it.

§ Exceptional leadership is critical
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Presentation available at: https://wallacekpond.com/stronger-safer-the-new-normal/
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Resources
§ Leadership During Crisis
https://wallacekpond.com/2020/06/11/lead
ership-during-crisis-and-after-its-not-the-
same/

§ Leadership in the Real World, Wallace K. 
Pond, Ph.D.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08C49FQ6Q?
ref_=pe_3052080_397514860

§ Humble Leadership: The Power of 
Relationships, Openness, and Trust by 
Edgar H. Schein and Peter A. Schein
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Contact	Information
Wallace K. Pond, Ph.D., Education Practice 

Partner, Top Gun Ventures
Wallace@topgunventures.com 

wkp@wallacekpond.com
719-247-0486

Executive Search and consulting services 
available in a broad range of education, 

organizational, and management/leadership 
development areas, including interim senior 

leadership roles
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