
   

Are you ready?  Sonny Ramaswamy, NWCCU President 
 
"By selecting the youths of genius from among the classes of the poor, we hope to avail the State of 
those talents which nature has sown as liberally among the poor as the rich, but which perish without 
use if not sought for and cultivated." Thomas Jefferson, 1782 
 
Thomas Jefferson, as a founding father, was likely the most significant proponent of higher education in 
the nascent republic, endeavoring to democratize higher education. The model of postsecondary 
education—funded by the public for the benefit of the public—envisioned by Thomas Jefferson, 
Jonathan Baldwin Turner, Justin Smith Morrill, Abraham Lincoln, and Lyndon Johnson, along with the GI 
Bill and other such congressional action—has long disappeared from the American landscape, morphing 
in the late 20th and early 21st Centuries into a system predominantly supported by user fees, aka tuition-
based, or development of other models, including for-profit institutions.  

 
As an accreditor, NWCCU’s focus is on fostering excellence in 
education and promoting institutional effectiveness by supporting 
efforts at its diverse family of institutions to establish and achieve 
clearly defined, appropriate, and locally relevant educational 
objectives. Delivering on this promise, however, is going to be 
challenging because of the demographic changes, impacts of 
technological innovations, expectations of students and employers, 
escalating costs, low graduation rates, calls for accountability and, 
last but not least, questions about the value proposition of post-
secondary education contributing to declining enrollments. The 
escalating cost of education and student debt—projected to be $2 
trillion by 2022—has created the need for the vast majority of 
American college students to spend more than double the time 
working for a living rather than studying.  
 
The panacea is purportedly in offering online and vocational 
programs! I doubt whether such simplistic approaches will be 
sufficient to address these very complex challenges. It will take a 
more comprehensive, multi-faceted approach, including effective 
advising, relevant course offerings, and meeting financial needs, 
along with other approaches.  
 
I do not believe these challenges are insurmountable, if one views 
them as opportunities and prepares accordingly.  
 
Demographically, America is undergoing significant changes. Recent 
studies have shown that birthrates amongst Whites, Blacks, and 
Hispanics are dropping; but for the influx of immigrants, America 
would be just like eastern Europe, Japan, Korea, and other countries 
where populations are aging rapidly. A recent study has predicted 
the recent Great Recession will contribute to 15 percent decrease in 
the college-bound population between 2025 and 2029, with further 
declines thereafter.  
 
The Chronicle of Higher Education recently provided a snapshot of 
the college student demographic in 2025, which is more likely to be:  
female, from an underrepresented group, first generation/low 
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income and child of immigrants, or older. Additional recent surveys provide us a profile of students 
entering college in 2018, including large numbers of traditional and non-traditional students who may 
offer a glimmer of opportunity for college enrollments.  
 
Non-traditional students include approximately 2 million veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, 
older individuals in the workforce wanting/needing to update their credentials, and almost 35 million 
individuals who did not complete college for various reasons. These non-traditional, often part time, 
students are an outstanding pipeline of potential students for colleges and universities, which 
potentially could create flexible pathways and construct and deploy learning communities, courses, and 
alternative credentialing resulting in competencies, certificates, and non-traditional majors and degree 
offerings.    
 
Several recent surveys provide a profile of traditional, first-time students who started college in the fall 
of 2018—Generation Z or iGen: they crave value and relevance; have been shaped by the post-9/11 
events, the Great Recession, societal expectations; and smartphones, social media, YouTube, and video-
based learning platforms such as Khan Academy. 
 
Like their immediate predecessors—the Millennials—iGens are less interested in traditional majors and 
degree offerings. They do not want to “sit” for the ensuing four to six years or more to get a degree; 
they’d much rather take a course or two or obtain some credential and then maybe invest their 
attention to solving some societal challenge such as poverty or hunger or climate change; maybe dig a 
well in Africa for potable water or on mitigating the thawing permafrost or some such endeavor; maybe 
take an online course or two; and then maybe return to a campus setting to complete their degrees or 
alternative credentials. They’re a prime candidate for the “any-time, any-place” educational offerings.  
 
Interestingly, despite these demographic changes, traditional post-secondary degrees, i.e., four-year 
degrees, are the “gold standard” offered by most colleges and recognized by the public and employers 
and accredited by accreditors such as the NWCCU.  
 
Traditional degrees, however, have significant drawbacks in meeting the needs of the New Economy, 
because of the transition from a manufacturing-based economy to an information- and                                                                   
service-based economy, including the gig economy. Institutions that are offering alternative 
educational models, including competency-based education, certificates, alternative credentials, 
badges, and microcredentials are seeing success in attracting, retaining, and graduating/completing 
students. 
 
Similarly, massive open online courses (MOOCs), massive online open seminars (MOOSes), virtual and 
augmented reality experiential learning programs, Mahara e-portfolio, self-directed learning, online 
programs, such as Coursera, edX, Udacity, and for-profit universities have burst on the scene as 
disruptive innovations, continuing the democratization of education that started at the beginning of our 
republic.  
 
Rather than viewing them as competition, colleges might look at incorporating—along with traditional 
on-campus educational offerings—MOOCs, MOOSes, and other approaches noted above in ways to help 
students and faculty; this should include advising students about these new educational and learning 
approaches and courses relevant for their programs of study and help faculty develop skills to offer the 
same. These online courses and alternative credentials are not going to be the demise of brick and 
mortar institutions that are members of the NWCCU, as long as the institutions focus on offering courses 
and experiential education to enhance cognitive skills and most significantly enable development of 
non-cognitive (soft) skills, which are critical to post-educational success of graduates. The latter is most 
effectively inculcated in an on-campus setting through learner-centered experiential communities and 
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helping reduce costs and enhance graduation rates by utilizing a combination of on-campus and online 
courses, including blended and hybrid courses.  
 
The possibility of using a combination of on-campus, on-line, or blended and hybrid, and technology 
driven education and learning models to create anytime, anywhere learning offered in an “open-
campus” environment offer tantalizing possibilities to reduce costs, enhance retention and completion 
rates, and demonstrate the value proposition. With access to a wide range of innovative learning 
programs, learners of all ages, interests, locations, and motivations can participate.  
 
Recently, Paul LeBlanc, president of Southern New Hampshire University, the exclusively online, mega 
university, observed in an article in the Chronicle of Higher Education, "higher education will surrender 
its monopoly on credentials, transcripts, and delivery of education." While this is not an existential threat 
to traditional brick and mortar colleges and universities, I would view this statement as a call to action. 
 
We intend to work with our family of NWCCU institutions to convene, help construct, and deploy best 
practices in innovations, data analytics, advising, mentoring, and experiential learning, such as problem-
based active learning, any-time/any-place educational models, and other such efforts to manage and 
mitigate the challenges of the demographic changes, impacts of technological innovations, expectations 
of students and employers, escalating costs, low graduation rates, calls for accountability, and declining 
enrollments.  
 
NWCCU recently undertook a demonstration project, the results of which suggested a path forward 
using the analogy of weaving a tapestry to address such challenges: “By itself, any one thread in the 
tapestry does not create a full picture that is significant. However, when integrated in intentional and 
skillful ways, the combined threads cumulatively produce a work of art that is coherent and meaningful.” 
 
As I noted earlier, I do not believe these challenges are insurmountable, if one views them as 
opportunities and prepares accordingly. As Dr. Seuss would remind us: “You have brains in your head; 
You have feet in your shoes: You can steer yourself any direction you choose.”                                   
 
 
 
 


