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An entrepreneurial mindset paired with aligning and 
collaborating with the enrollment office is critical when 
navigating the changing recruitment marketplace.

Learn how Houston Baptist University developed 
a unique strategy to grow enrollment > Page 6

of schools recently redesigned their 
marketing and recruiting strategies 3.

68% 
is the amount private colleges and universities  

give for every dollar of student tuition2.

$0.42 

With tuition discount rates at an all-time high, a pricing 
strategy to attract students, increase revenue, and stay 
true to the school’s mission is a complex challenge. 

See what the author of Breakpoint, Jon McGee 
recommends for addressing these issues > Page 3
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Competing for Tomorrow’s Students

According to a recent survey by Inside Higher Ed, 87% of CBOs are focused on increasing enrollment1. This is not surprising, considering 
attracting students, along with retaining them, is critical to a school’s bottom line. With the new school year upon us, enrollment numbers have 
a significant impact on a school’s budget for the remainder of the year—particularly for tuition-dependent schools. In this issue of The Higher 
Standard, we share unique content focused on how your peers are addressing enrollment challenges.

of students say a social media conversation 
with a school directly impacted their decision4.

2/3

To build connections with prospective students, it is 
important to be visible where they are. Leverage both 
new and traditional strategies to gain an advantage. 

Learn how Saint Leo leveraged social media to 
connect with prospective students > Page 9

of students say the ability to get good jobs  
influences their decision to attend a school5.

53%

To effectively prepare students for the workforce, it is 
crucial to understand what employers look for in the 
graduates they seek to hire. 

See what is required to produce graduates that 
are demanded by today’s employers > Page 11

Source1: Jaschik, Scott, and Doug Leaderman, eds. “2016 Survey of College and University Business Officers.” Gallup and Inside Higher Ed, 15 July 2016. 
Source2:2016 Tuition Discounting Study. NACUBO, 16 May 2016.
Source3: Webster, Dan. “The Admissions Perspective: How Academic Leaders Are Facing a Continuously Changing State of Admissions.” Ed. Karen Meadows. The Chronicle of Higher Education. IBM, 2016. 
Source4: McFadden, Matt. “What Factors Influence College Choice for Today’s Students?” Up & Up. 9 Mar. 2015.
Source5: Morse, Robert. “Freshmen Cite Reputation, Cost Factors in College Choice Survey.” U.S. News & World Report. 13 Mar. 2014.

UNIQUE PERSPECTIVES INFLUENTIAL INSIGHTS

AHEAD OF THE CURVE FUTURE FOCUS
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UNIQUE PERSPECTIVES
Adapting to a Changing Market: Q&A with Jon McGee
Author of Breakpoint: The Changing Marketplace for Higher Education

Accessibility, affordability, accountability, and sustainability—these are the four pressure points that converged in 2008 and changed the 
market, according to author John McGee in Breakpoint: The Changing Marketplace for Higher Education (ISBN: 1421418207). McGee’s 
unique observations and assessment come from 28 years of experience in higher education, research and policy. In this interview with First 
American, he discusses his experience, his book, and his recommendations for business officers navigating this changing marketplace.

Jon McGee: I wrote Breakpoint from two vantage points: as a 
professional who sits on the cabinet of two institutions that make 
real decisions in real time and as a parent with children in or about 
to enter college. On the one hand, I believe deeply in the value 
of informed decision-making—collecting and then actually using 
data and information to identify challenges and opportunities as a 
precursor to strategy. Success favors the prepared. At the same 
time, though, we need to humanize our knowledge about broad 
trends. Higher education ultimately is about individual people, 
not widgets or numbers. Grand averages and massed data by 
themselves put us at risk of depersonalizing what ultimately is 
a very personal experience: choosing a college, teaching and 
learning, selecting a life path. Big data, and even small data,  
rarely captures the emotion or intensity of emotion that underlies 
the college choice and the college experience. 

First American: In what ways can business officers create a      
culture of more emotional leadership that brings this perspective 
into their decision-making?

Jon McGee: We need to put ourselves in the shoes of our   
prospective and current students and their families, to try to see 
the world as they do. It is often a world view filled with hope 
and ambition. But it also often includes a great deal of fear and 
uncertainty. It’s our job to look beyond the lens and language of our 
professional roles to imagine the world in their eyes—and to never 
lose site that we exist for them, not the other way around.  A little 
empathy goes a long way.

First American: How do you best foster an environment with 
collaboration and empathy among campus leadership?

First American: You bring a very personal element to the book 
with the experiences you have had both on the academic side as 
the Vice President for Planning and Public Affairs at two liberal arts 
schools, and on the personal side while looking into colleges for 
your own children. Describe how you are able to incorporate this 
personal perspective into your daily work at the College of Saint 
Benedict and Saint John’s University.
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Jon McGee: There are many levels at which to address the 
collaboration issue. Like many organizations, colleges are mostly 
well organized vertically. We operate more or less neatly within 
divisions and departments. That works well in terms of articulating 
and addressing discrete interests and needs. Problems arise, 
though, when we must address complex issues that aren’t 
discrete. We need to be better organized horizontally—working 
across division and departmental lines to address issues that 
have implications across the institution.

There are few truly discrete issues left. Seemingly straightforward 
questions such as; how many students should we enroll, what 
student profile should we seek, or what programs should we offer 
or enhance, are much more complex than they appear. They 
encompass many variables—independent and dependent—and 
weave together all manner of market, mission, and management 
characteristics. Effective action demands that the multiple choice 
variables be dimensionalized in ways that clarify their points of 
intersection and highlight any trade-offs that may be required.  

For example, a decision to increase undergraduate enrollment, 
simple enough, also requires reflection on enrollment profile and 
educational identity. Will our profile change? Who will comprise the 
increment and what might that mean for the learning experience?  
Is our educational identity appealing enough to attract the 
additional students we seek? Do we have the support services 
and physical capacity to serve a larger student body? Do the 
revenues associated with the additional students exceed the costs 
of enrolling and serving them? You get the point.  

No one division or department is wholly responsible for anything.  
We work together—and must work together—to own all the 
dimensions of particular decisions and serve our students. 
More broadly, institutions have a stake in broader and deeper 
collaboration. Most colleges operate as independent units—we 
compete better than we collaborate. But as the population changes 
and the needs and expectations of new students change, the 
stakes associated with competition don’t serve us as well.  

Colleges of all types have a significant role to play in creating and 
shaping the future pool of students. We cannot be bystanders to 
the early creation of opportunity. The new demography demands 
that we intervene in the college preparation process much 
earlier and more systematically than we have historically—as 
individual institutions, through institutional, community-based, and 
philanthropic partnerships, and through public policy advocacy. 

There are five (mostly sequential) steps required prior to 
enrollment. Students must: 

last two, application and affordability—very often leaving the rest 
to others or to chance. But the die often is cast long before then 
for many students. How well we work with middle school and even 
elementary students and their families has broad social, economic, 
and enrollment implications.  And to do that well, we will need to 
collaborate better than ever before with a variety of organizations, 
some competitors, some familiar, but others new and unfamiliar.  
Our future depends on the success of those efforts. 

First American: What are some of the ways schools can navigate 
this changing marketplace when there is often tension that comes 
with balancing these changes while staying true to their core 
mission and values? At what point should schools consider a shift 
in mindset to adjust to this new market?

Jon McGee: This is not the first disruptive period for higher 
education and it won’t be the last. Our history is characterized by an 
ability to adapt and subsequently thrive. But that can happen only 
after we understand the nature of the environment we are in and 
then adapt and innovate in response to it. Throughout Breakpoint, 
I tried to convey the importance of knowing and understanding 
mission, market, and management practice.  

We should assume none of that. In periods of market change and 
shifting preferences, finding a point of equilibrium for all three 
becomes an especially difficult task. But the new and still evolving 
marketplace for higher education—characterized by changing 
demographics, changing economics, and changing cultural 
expectations—demands a recalibration of equilibrium on campus. 
Most colleges and universities will need to find a new point of 
sustainable mission, market, and management balance. Phrased 
more simply as a question, college leaders need to ask themselves; 

Jon McGee 
is currently the Vice President 
for Planning and Public 
Affairs at the College of Saint 
Benedict and Saint John’s 
University in Minnesota, 
serves on the cabinet of both 
colleges and is responsible 
for research and analysis in 
support of enrollment, budget 

decisions, strategic planning, 
and leadership in support of campus 

visibility. His academic and analytical background paired with 
his personal experience of looking into colleges for his own 
children guide this blueprint for how other college leaders can 
address complex challenges.  

“This is not the first disruptive 
period for higher education,

and it won’t be the last.”

+ Be aware of college as an opportunity
+ Aspire to attend college
+ Demonstrate some level of achievement or preparation
+ Complete an application for college
+ Be able to afford the college choice they seek

For practical reasons, colleges and universities historically have 
focused the vast majority of their resources and attention on the



What steps must we take to create sustainable conditions 
for excellence in the context for a shifting marketplace that 
demands change and adaptation? Those choices should not be 
the by-product of neglect or drift. Few colleges can afford the cost 
of either. 

Too often we jump right to tactic rather than strategy. That is a 
dangerous approach. We have to begin by asking who we are, 
what we value most, what forces are playing on us, and how we 
must reshape, reimagine, and lead. There is no magic point that 
says, “This is it for all time.” Still, the moment a college is no longer 
able or willing to adjust its operations to meets its aspirations, its 
aspiration must change. 

First American: You stress the importance of what you refer to as 
“decisive campus leadership.” How can business officers make the 
shift toward becoming more decisive on critical issues, such as the 
ones you outline in your book, and what are some ways schools 
can measure when they have successfully achieved it?

Jon McGee: Decisive leadership requires a strong commitment 
to understanding broad market forces and how they influence 
the institution, its mission, and the students it serves. You can’t 
go anywhere unless you know yourself first. That there may be 
no easily or readily apparent solutions to the many choices and 
challenges in front of us makes our commitment to addressing 
them head-on that much more important. Decisive leadership is  
not a singular responsibility; it must involve all key players on 
campus: trustees, presidents, senior leaders, and faculty. As 
leaders who oversee the financial health of the institution,  
business officers play a particularly important role. They get to  
see the whole of the institution in ways few other campus leaders 
do. Consequently, they need to be particularly attuned to the 
changing winds of mission, market, and management change. 

First American: What advice can you give to other campus 
leaders trying to drive change within their own institutions?

Jon McGee: Decisive leadership cannot be measured as an 
independent metric or statistic. It is reflected in the way campus 
leaders act and the operating results and outcomes the institution 
achieves. Richard Chait provides a wonderful framing for strategic 
and generative leadership in his book, Governance as Leadership.  

To reduce the impact of decisive leadership to an old-time phrase, 
ultimately the proof is in the pudding. The well-lead institution 
continuously engages its present and its future, ensuring that its 
mission and values provide the lens for that assessment. It doesn’t 
mean they have definitively solved all of their challenges. But it 
does mean they have a commitment to identify their challenges 
and opportunities to address them. 

They work to find points of equilibrium that allow them to serve 
their students and their mission to the best of their ability within 
the limits of their resources. In Breakpoint, I provided a series of 
campus conversation guides—sets of structured questions—to help 
campus leaders wrestle with questions related to differentiation, 
changing markets, pricing and spending as a platform for shaping 
pathways to the future.

Over many decades, most colleges and universities have 
shown remarkable resiliency and adaptability as their operating 
circumstances have changed. While some suggest that the number 
of colleges who close will increase, I think the more immediate 
danger for many is the slippage towards a kind of sustained 
weakness, trapping the institution into an annual process akin to 
disease management that closes off the ability to think beyond the 
challenges of the present. It remains possible to stay open and 
afloat, but it saps the energy and vitality out of the institution.  

The tyranny of the immediate rarely results in anything good. The 
best way to avoid that condition is to remain absolutely vigilant 
about changing market conditions—demographic, economic, and 
cultural—and to take assertive steps either to head off problems 
or identify points of opportunity. That is what defines decisive 
leadership. Complex times require that colleges and universities 
continuously take their own market pulse and evaluate their course.  
Bad things happen when we take our eyes off the ball.

First American: There is a balance between schools increasing 
their net tuition revenue to be able to sustain the institution and 
proving the value they provide in a compelling way. Your book 
focuses on how schools need to differentiate themselves and 
effectively communicate the value they offer. What are some 
examples you have seen of schools that are doing this well?

Jon McGee: Let me frame this question a bit, first. As leaders, we 
have to be vigilant to avoid becoming consumed by two traps. The 
first is the tyranny of the present, which causes us to focus our 
work and energy almost exclusively on the most pressing issue of 
the day or moment—the current budget, the incoming class, etc.  
The second is the assumption that the past is in fact prologue for 
the future—that past trends do or should suggest future trends or 
outcomes. Each comes at the expense of consideration of and 
preparation for the future.  

For more on Jon McGee’s book, 
Breakpoint visit https://jhupbooks.
press.jhu.edu/content/breakpoint.
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“Decisive leadership is not a  
singular responsibility; it must 

involve all key players on campus.”
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The competition to attract students is fierce, and the stakes are high. With plenty of challenges at the 
forefront, schools must think differently—and more strategically—about how to attract and retain students. 
By embracing an entrepreneurial mindset, business officers can navigate this changing marketplace by 
aligning their strategy with the enrollment office, collaborating on the strategic direction of the institution, 
and refining the recruitment process. Through a combination of innovation, entrepreneurship, and 
differentiation, colleges and universities can influence the decisions of tomorrow’s students.   

INFLUENTIAL INSIGHTS
How a School in Texas is Winning the Race for Students

One school that is successfully navigating this difficult landscape is Houston 
Baptist University, a private liberal arts school in Texas. “One of the things that we 
have done is be educationally entrepreneurial in our efforts and our philosophies,” 
said James Steen, Vice President of Enrollment Management at HBU. By working 
closely with other business officers at the university, Steen and his team have 
experienced unprecedented growth despite three common challenges that are 
shared by many other schools: flat or declining enrollment, economic uncertainty, 
and balancing affordability with sustainability. 

Economic uncertainty placed financial 
strains on families, impacting decisions 

and the need for additional aid2.

State of the Economy Affordability vs. Sustainability

Tuition discount rates reached  
all time high of 49%, which has been 

steadily increasing since 20083.

“Flat is the new up”

 Spring enrollment dropped 
1.9%, which marking the 6th 

consecutive decrease1.

Challenges Facing Higher Education

Source1: “Current Term Enrollment Report – Spring 2015.” National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 13 May 2015.
Source2: “The Financial Downturn and Its Impact on Higher Education Institutions.” NACUBO and The Association of Governing Boards of Colleges and Universities
Source3: 2016 Tuition Discounting Study. NACUBO, 16 May 2016. 

“One of the things we have 
done is be educationally 

entrepreneurial in our efforts 
and our philosophies.”



Growth in Freshman Engagement at HBU

WINTER 2016 ISSUE | 7

Despite facing these market challenges, HBU has risen to be a prominent university in Houston.  From 2011 to 2016, the university has 
experienced unprecedented growth in freshman engagement.

Increase in Deposits
12%

Increase in Inquiries
27%

Increase in Applications 

56%

Total Students 
in Fall 2015

3,160
Increase in freshman 

from 268 in 2006 to 585 
expected in 2016

118%

Houston Baptist’s success is rooted in the desire to build a reputation of being a comprehensive national university, firmly rooted in 
Christian faith. While staying true to its core mission and values, HBU has been able to evolve and innovate through its strategic vision. 
This vision serves as the compass driving the mission that is central to the recruitment efforts of HBU. At the heart of HBU’s success are a 
few key components:

A Data-Driven Strategy

What are we doing to impact and grow our inquiries?

HBU constantly monitors and manages its funnel, evaluating each stage of the process and identifying where improvements can be made. 
They have taken a comprehensive top–to–bottom approach with their enrollment to successfully move students through the funnel. 

What are we doing to bring in more applicants than last year?

How do we get more (and better) admits into the funnel? 

What are we doing to get the admits to make a deposit?

How can we help our current students be more successful?

“You have to know who your students are and where they are coming from.”

The Higher Standard | Influential Insights



The Higher Standard | Influential Insights

Differentiation

Entrepreneurial Innovation 

How can we help our current students be more successful?

“There are so many ways to leverage data. Good point–in–time 
data and year–to–date comparisons are very useful.”

HBU uses the data collected to know who their primary audience is and why students choose them. It can then use that information to tailor 
the student experience. It also tailors the process to meet student’s needs. Innovative initiatives, such as mobile targeting, helps HBU reach 
an audience that is on-the-go. 

65% of students
at HBU are commuters
so HBU formed the Commuter Collegian group 
so they feel they have a place on campus.

“We have revised the core 
curriculum to make it 

more strategic for transfers 
and online students.”

+ 40 Undergraduate Programs
+ 9 Graduate Programs
+ 1 Doctoral Program
+ 70+ Clubs & Organizations
+ 17 Division I Sports Teams

“One of the things we have 
done is to be educationally 

entrepreneurial in our 
efforts and philosophies.”

“We had to adapt to be more intentional... We had to continually 
grow and evolve who we are to help new students connect.

It’s not one big thing... it’s a thousand little things along the way.”

7,000+ Followers on Raise.Me 
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Mobile Recruitment  
Response Rate

59.7%
Mobile Applications 
Submitted in 2015

3,741

Program Diversification

a website for students to earn micro-
scholarships for college in high-school.



intelligence and how companies are building a profile based on 
how you engage with them,” said Hill. By leveraging traditional 
marketing principles paired with cutting-edge technology, Saint Leo 
strives to embrace core business strategies and applies them to 
higher education, helping to more effectively reach a broader pool 
of potential students.  

With such a wide reach, Saint Leo knows it needs to be laser-
focused in its delivery of relevant communications to the highest 
quality prospects. Through the use of the marketing automation 
platform HubSpot, Saint Leo streamlined its recruitment efforts to 
be more effective and target the applicants with the most interest. 
Hill, who has been at the heart of Saint Leo’s recruitment strategy 
for 10 years believes that this is critical, as many schools make the 
mistake of spending an extensive amount of time with applicants 
that have no interest in the school, rather than focusing efforts on 
students that would appreciate a better, more relevant experience. 

To target the students that have the greatest interest in the 
university, Saint Leo segments their pool of applicants and delivers
personalized, relevant communications based on the stage of the 
process the student is in. This gives them the ability to then use 
behavioral engagement to understand the level of interest a student 
has by tracking how active they are on the Saint Leo website, how 
often they respond to email, and how engaged they are on social 
media. Then they rank the student accordingly and communicate 
with them based on how much or how little interest the student has 
at that time.  

But success goes beyond just knowing and responding to a 
student’s level of interest. To reach the target audience (especially 
the millennial generation) it is critical for colleges and universities 
to stay up–to–date on the latest trends in technology that students 
use. Saint Leo’s enrollment office focuses very closely on what its 
students are doing—how they use laptops, when they use mobile 
devices, which platforms or apps they leverage—to get an idea of 
what is popular in their daily lives. They can then collaborate to see
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AHEAD of the CURVE
Leveraging Technology to Deliver a Better Experience

While growing enrollment has become a challenge for many small liberal arts schools, Saint Leo University has become the exception. A 
strong pulse on the needs of the market along with new and innovative approaches engage its target audience and have resulted in a 5% 
increase in enrollment year-over-year—with much more growth expected on the horizon. 

Rising student expectations, increased competition, and the 
pressure to reach enrollment goals, means it is more important 
than ever for schools to differentiate themselves in this difficult 
landscape. For Saint Leo University, a liberal arts-based school 
outside of Tampa, that differentiation comes from thinking more like 
a business in order to reach a global audience. Using this strategy, 
the university has amplified its message and grown enrollment to 
nearly 16,000 students worldwide. With an enrollment of only 2,000 
at the main Florida campus, more than 85% of its students are 
located remotely in 49 states and 86 countries. Through the use of 
technology, the university has been able to successfully integrate 
its culture into the global education market.

Curious about how companies engage with consumers, Reggie 
Hill, Assistant Vice President for Campus Enrollment at Saint Leo, 
is setting out to provide an innovative, “Amazon-like” experience to 
potential students. “I always wondered what builds that market

About Saint Leo University
Saint Leo, a Florida-based, Catholic, liberal arts 
university located near Tampa, is top ranked as one 
of the best regional universities by U.S. News & 
World Report. It educates students from more than 
49 states and 86 countries and has a dedicated focus 
on improving its international reach and significance 
through the use of technology. 



HubSpot is a software platform that helps 
automate marketing efforts to attract and 
convert visitors. 

http://www.hubspot.com/

Snapchat is a mobile app to share 
photos, videos, text, and drawings. 
All messages sent through the 
app “self-destruct” 10 seconds.

https://www.snapchat.com/

Periscope enables users to live
broadcast with their mobile device 
using streaming audio and video. 

https://www.periscope.tv/
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how technology plays a role in enhancing their experience. From 
there, the university decides where it makes sense to implement 
the technology into its recruitment strategy. 

One example is when the school noticed the popularity of a new 
mobile app among students, Snapchat. This app was becoming 
increasingly popular among students as it allows users to send 
photos or videos that disappear after 10 seconds. Instead of 
just jumping into this new platform, Saint Leo developed a plan 
based on storytelling to engage the students on the app. It now 
uses Snapchat as a way to build a story about the culture of the 
university, painting a picture of what students can expect to find 
on campus.

With an exceptional on-campus culture, the university also realized 
that it had to find a way to bring potential students into the Saint 
Leo experience, even if they were not physically located in Florida. 
Enter Periscope, a live video streaming app, which provides an 
authentic campus experience to prospective students. Periscope 
took the place of pre-existing videos that were staged with very little 
authenticity. This new platform allowed potential students to see 
a live and realistic view of what the college is really like on a daily 
basis. The app includes the option to view an online campus tour, 
see students walking around the facilities and even stumble upon 
things that they would find if they were actually visiting in-person. 
Saint Leo’s use of Periscope illustrates how this university strives to 
meet students where they are, rather than expecting the market to 
come to them.

While many schools have yet to fully embrace social media tools 
for recruitment, Saint Leo knows that it has to be visible in that 
space to be considered by the new generation of students. By 
adopting new tactics and technology—such as its segmentation 
through HubSpot, storytelling with Snapchat, and campus tours 
on Periscope it has helped to capture the attention of prospective 
students by differentiating the Saint Leo message in an extremely 
noisy and competitive market. 

Hill believes many schools struggle to grow enrollment is because 
of the resistance to adopt new and innovative trends in technology. 
For Hill and Saint Leo, an enhanced focus on a better student 
experience, combined with embracing technology, has helped 
to capture the attention of prospective students globally. With 
changing student behavior, Saint Leo has adapted to communicate 
its message to the right audience, in the right place and at the right 
time.  

“Many schools are struggling 
with enrollment because of a 
failure to embrace new and 

innovative technology trends.”

Learn more about the 
technology used at Saint Leo:

The Higher Standard | Ahead of the Curve
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A recent Higher Education Research Institute survey of incoming 
freshman shows a significant increase in the importance of 
economic factors—and specifically job placement— in the 
process of selecting a college1 (Exhibit A). For many colleges 
and universities, engaging employers is a important strategy to 
improve and evolve academic programs. The goal, of course, is to 
produce graduates that are demanded by today’s employers. While 
many schools continue to make progress, the process remains a 
challenge.

While many graduates believe they are prepared for the workforce,  
employers disagree. This finding was published in the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities Employer Survey and 
Economic Trend Research Report2 (Exhibit B). 

The most significant gaps between student skills and employer 
demands include a perceived lack of critical thinking skills, 
communication skills, decision making, and the ability to work 
effectively in teams. In these key “soft skill” areas, a shocking 70% 
of employers find recent graduates lacking. 

In an age when knowledge and information is at your fingertips, 
employers want recent graduates with the softer skill set required 
to think critically about business challenges and opportunities. They 
want graduates who can identify and interrupt information, analyze 
data, and communicate practical solutions (both written and orally) 
to problems informed by research individually and in team settings. 

What is it that employers are looking for in recent graduates?

Dynamic and meaningful internship, externship, or cooperative 
education (co-op) experiences. School programs that include 
experience in problem solving and critical thinking in real world 
business settings provide a stage for students to audition. This 
gives employers the chance to evaluate how the student framed the 
problem or opportunity, how they developed an understanding of 
the challenges, what potential solutions were recommended, and 
whether they communicated all of this effectively. The ability to rise 
to these challenges is vital to the key stakeholders involved in the 
process. Schools like Northeastern University are recognized for 
placing students in its “world class co-op program,” receiving top 
recognition from both the Princeton Review and U.S. News. 

During Northeastern’s co-op program, students alternate classroom 
studies with real world applications and full-time work for six 
months. The six-month co-op cycles allow students to hone their 
skills and apply classroom knowledge by spending time working 
on challenging long-term projects. More than 90% of students 
participate in at least one co-op program, and more than 50% of 
those students receive a job offer from a previous co-op  employer.

Hiring Tomorrow’s Students:
An Employer’s Perspective

by Chad Wiedenhofer, SVP, First American Education Finance

Source1: “The American Freshman: Fifty-Year Trends | 1966 - 2015”. Cooperative  Institutional Research Program (CIRP) at the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA. 2015
Source2: Employer Survey and Economic Trend Research Report. Association of American Colleges and Universities. 2015

For tomorrow’s students, job placement has arguably never been more important in deciding which college or university to attend. That’s 
why it’s critical that we continue to ask ourselves, “what are the qualities that make a recent graduate valuable to employers, and how 
does their experience at our academic institutions help instill and cultivate those qualities?”

Exhibit A

“More than 90% of students participate 
in at least one co-op program, and more 
than 50% of those students receive a job 
offer from a previous co-op employer.”
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Unique opportunities to work within teams. The ability to 
effectively work within teams is essential in any professional 
environment. Schools that provide students the opportunity to 
work on complex problems, and communicate and collaborate in 
team settings help to better prepare students for the challenges
of today.

In 2007, Cornell University established the Cornell Consulting 
Group (CCG) to give students a unique opportunity to provide 
strategic consulting services to businesses. A dedicated small 
team of students (typically 3-5 per team) spends a semester 
consulting across a range of industry and functional areas. 

From industries like financial services and manufacturing, to 
functional areas like marketing and corporate finance, students 
receive firsthand experience engaging with complex business 
problems. Students of CCG work together to apply classroom 
lessons, leverage data driven research, and make impactful 
recommendations to help organizations accomplish their goals. 

At the end of the semester, each team presents a full–length plan 
to the consulting client where they introduce their research and 
conclusions. The students then engage in Q&A with the 
organization leaders, providing students key lessons in business 
communication. The process also produces a thorough written 
report of recommendations and conclusions for each consulting 
client. The total experience provides students with an incredible 
and highly functional opportunity to improve teamwork and 
communication while having a great impact on organizations. 

Organized mentoring and interview preparation. Graduating 
with the belief that a degree will lead straight to a job is a false 
reality. Schools can help students understand that planning, 
preparation, and investing in relationships are key to landing the 
right job for them after graduation. Schools have a wealth of human 
resources at their disposal through alumni, faculty and parents. 
Leveraging these resources to support the recent graduates can be  
a unique differentiator. 

For many schools, organized mentoring programs like the one 
at Claremont McKenna College can be a highly effective way to 
strengthen school connections and relationships. Claremont’s
Mentor Connect Program is a collaborative effort to “create and 
foster professional mentor/mentee relationships between the 
school’s accomplished alumni, parents, and current students.”  

The program matches mentors and mentees based on areas 
of interest, and relationships are facilitated through the Mentor 
Connect Program for a 10-week period during the academic 
year.  The program provides a Mentoring Handbook to assist both 
students and mentors in getting the most out of the program.  

In addition, many schools are doing more to offer educational

Source1: “The American Freshman: Fifty-Year Trends | 1966 - 2015”. Cooperative  Institutional Research Program (CIRP) at the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA. 2015
Source2: Employer Survey and Economic Trend Research Report. Association of American Colleges and Universities. 2015

Exhibit B

“The total experience provides students 
with an opportunity to improve teamwork 
and communication while having a great 

impact on organizations.”



classes to prepare students for interviewing in today’s job market. 
Topics typically range from how to effectively communicate
academic and work–related experiences to teaching students 
how to evaluate potential employers—an often overlooked but 
important topic that can be the foundation of building a great 
relationship with your first employer. Teaching students about 
the interview process and practicing mock interviews will further 
prepare students for a successful job search. 

For companies like First American Education Finance, tomorrow’s 
students will play an essential role in our future success. Recent 
graduates shape the future of a company’s culture, drive 
innovation, and develop new ideas that address various business 
challenges and opportunities. And many employers are intensely 
focused on identifying the very best recent graduates and creating 
an environment that empowers employees. Such a hiring strategy 
can be a competitive differentiator for employers in any industry, 
and the takeaways should be of interest to the Higher Educational 
Institutions that help prepare these recent graduates. 

It is critical that we continue to ask ourselves, “what are the 
qualities that make a recent graduate valuable to employers, 
and how does their experience at our academic institutions 
help instill and cultivate those qualities?”  
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Northeastern University’s 
world class co-op program.
http://www.northeastern.edu/coop/

Cornell University’s 
unique consulting group. 
http://www.cornellconsultinggroup.org/

Claremont McKenna College’s 
innovative mentoring program
https://online.cmc.edu/get-involved/mentor-
connect-home

Learn more about these 
school strategies:

The Higher Standard  | Employer’s Perspective

“Organized mentoring programs like 
the one at Claremont can be a highly 
effective way to strengthen school 

connections and relationships.”



The Higher Standard represents a collection of unique ideas, thoughts, 

and resources to help Higher Ed leaders move education forward. 

First American Education Finance is a financial services company dedicated exclusively to serving education.

Yesterday, we were students and graduates from colleges and universities across the country. Today, we are the parents 
of students, striving to provide the best possible education for future generations. Through the work that we do, our team 
dedicates their professional lives to serving the unique needs of the Education community.

For over 20 years, we have developed a deep understanding of the needs and challenges that schools are facing, allowing 
us to provide solutions that help deliver the best education possible to their students. Our unique solutions help schools 
solve challenges from campus improvement projects to technology equipment management—all through a simple and 
transparent experience. 

Working with hundreds of schools across the country gives us the opportunity to share unique content and ideas from your 
peers. The Higher Standard represents a collection of these ideas, thoughts and resources to help Higher Ed leaders move 
education forward.

We hope you find this information valuable and encourage you to participate in the conversation. To learn more and to 
comment on the articles in this issue, visit www.FAEducationFinance.com/The-Higher-Standard.






