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I. INTRODUCTION – SHOCKING STATISTICS 
 
I want to start by sharing several facts with you. 
 

• There are more people in America today who have some college credit but no degree 
than there are people with college degrees. 

 
• The cost of college is rising twice as fast as the cost of health care. 

 
• Only about half of full-time students who start 4-year bachelor’s degree programs 

finish… in six years. 
 

• What we used to call non-traditional students – working, part-time -- account for 70 
percent of college students.   

 
• Just this year, we passed a significant milestone.  The price of one year at 100 private 

colleges in America has now exceeded $51,000 a year.   As a point of comparison, the 
median family income is $49,000.1 
 

• The Federal Reserve Bank of New York just reported that, for the first time ever, 
Americans owe more than $1 trillion in student loans… more than the country's 
combined credit card debt. Students are now taking out $100 billion in loans a year… and 
the default rate is going up.2 
 
We think of higher education as the great equalizer, the engine of upward mobility in 
America.  But, if you were to look around an average 100 person classroom at any of the 
146 top colleges in America, only three students would come from the lowest economic 
quartile.  Seventy-four students would come from the richest quartile, families with 
average incomes of over $135,000 per year.  

 
These are discrete facts that begin to coalesce into an image of American higher education that is 
making economic success less attainable, in a nation with less economic mobility.    
 
I would submit to you that this is not only bad for students, it’s bad for institutions of higher 
education themselves, and it’s ultimately bad for all of us. 
 
Quite simply, a postsecondary degree is the only lever capable of simultaneously lifting an 
individual’s economic prospects, and our national economy. 
                                                 
1http://www.campusgrotto.com/top-100-colleges-with-the-highest-total-cost-2011-2012.html 
2 the default rate on student loans increased from 6.7 percent in 2007 to 8.8 percent in 2009.  
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II. PUBLIC GOODS AND PRIVATE GOODS 
 
As you well know, it’s not just well-paying jobs that are increasingly reserved for the college 
educated – it’s most jobs. By 2018, 63 percent of all U.S. jobs will require some sort of 
postsecondary education. 
 
And so, if I do one thing today, I want to disabuse you of a notion that has quietly become 
entrenched in our national thinking – that secondary education is a public good… and higher 
education is a private good.  
 
Every piece of evidence we have says that higher education is a public good, not only for the 
sake of students, but for the sake of our nation. 
 
 
Given demographic shifts and the demands of our economy and democracy, we have to expand 
who gets a postsecondary degree, which means increasing both access and success for 
traditionally underrepresented students, who have previously been shut out by high price tags 
and inconvenient structures.   If we can’t reach these students, we’ll never achieve the number of 
degrees our economy needs. 
  
Higher education is also a public good supported by massive public investment. 
 
Federal, state and local governments spend at least $250 billion on higher education every yeari. 
 
III. OPPORTUNITIES FOR INNOVATION 
 
As throughout our history, higher education has to innovate to become more affordable and more 
effective.  To address the needs of this time, it must evolve to meet three challenges that will 
increase student success– especially among lower-income students -- and thereby bring it closer 
to reclaiming its role as a “public good”: 
 

1. Reduce the cost per enrolled student  
2. Shorten the average time to credential so that more students complete degrees “on 

time” if not faster  
3. Improve learning and student engagement 

 
At BMGF, we are working with our partners to improve outcomes against these challenges.  We 
focus primarily on community colleges because they are the neglected workhorses of American 
higher education, enrolling the largest numbers of low income students.  And we are 
concentrating our investments in three areas: 
 
First, funding innovations that help more students start with momentum and make it to the finish 
line—especially by improving developmental education and the transition from high school to 
college, so that more students start well prepared and accumulate credits that count towards a 
degree. 

2 
 



Second, funding R&D to deepen and improve learning—an especially important need for 
community colleges, given how under-funded they are.  we are working to create better 
courseware, learner relationship management systems (like customer relationship management 
systems) that help colleges serve students better, better and more diagnostic tests, and new 
delivery models like Western Governors University and the new CUNY community college. 

Finally, we’re looking for ways that the foundation can help accelerate these necessary 
innovations through changed incentive structures.  
 
Let me close by talking a little more about the issue of incentives, because this is a place where 
you can make a unique difference. 
 
We all know that autonomy in higher education is incredibly important. We respect that 
autonomy, as I know CED does, and we don’t want to dismantle what makes our system great. 
But the truth is that change is hard—and institutional change is really hard.  
 
There’s a reason that completion rates haven’t changed in the last 30 years, despite massive 
increases in spending.   Today’s fiscal, regulatory, and reputational incentives don’t really 
reward increased completion or serving “new traditional” students with more complex learning 
needs.  
 
We need an intentional, collective effort if we have any hope of seeing much-needed change.   
 
So how do you get higher education to change?  
 
It really comes down to reputation and resources. 
 
What if ratings systems like U.S. News and World Report rewarded schools as much on 
increased graduation rates as lower acceptance rates?  Or larger financial aid expenditures, rather 
than larger endowments? 
 
For example, right now, colleges have an incentive to leverage institutional aid to attract higher 
performing students.  Private campuses award about twice as much in institutional grants to 
families in the top income quintile as they do to families in the lowest income quintile.  
 
 
Actions like these should diminish, rather than enhance reputations. 
 
And when it comes to resources, what if federal and state investments were pegged to retention 
and completion, instead of just access? 
 
Right now, the vast majority of federal and state aid programs and policies are based purely on 
funding enrollments.   
 
We need to flip the model, reward performance, and create an equally powerful incentive not just 
to get students in… but to get them through.  
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To do that, we need information—because we can’t improve if we don’t know how we’re doing 
now, where we need to go, and what strategies are the most effective for getting from here to 
there.  
 
The great news is that some states are already taking what they’ve learned and using it to inform 
policy and practice. Tennessee, for example, ties funding for colleges to the number of students 
who graduate rather than to how many enroll.  
 
And the Washington State Student Achievement Initiative provides additional funding to 
community colleges that increase their performance in moving students toward degree 
completion by rewarding colleges that help students achieve “momentum points” – like the 
number of credits they complete in their first two semesters; or staying for three consecutive 
semesters, which means they’re more likely to graduate.  
 
IV. CONCLUSION – PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 
 
Imagine what the future could look like if we could focus the energies of higher education on 
student success.   
 
A future where postsecondary education is deliberately designed so that people from all walks of 
life can get the skills they need, in the way they need to achieve them, in a reasonable time, at a 
reasonable cost. 
 
This wouldn’t just be revolutionary for students and their families. It would be revolutionary for 
our nation. It would shift our system to one that produces graduates who make our nation more 
economically competitive and our democracy stronger. 
 
And that’s where we need all of you, in this room.  We need you to demand and support the 
kinds of innovation that will help our higher education system produce more degrees, at more 
reasonable time and cost. 
 
I know that increasing postsecondary completion is something to which CED is deeply 
committed. That’s why we were thrilled to support your launch of the Business Champions for 
Postsecondary Student Success Initiative. Because we agree that engaged business leaders can 
play a huge role in helping to increase the number of students who obtain postsecondary degrees 
or certificates that have value in the marketplace.  
 
You can help young people get the message to work hard to reach key momentum points—for 
example, helping them understand that part-time students rarely graduate.  Or that delaying 
college—maybe working to save money—reduces their chances of ever finishing.  The data 
show that if you wait one year after high school to start, your chances of ever completing a 
bachelors degree go down by 50 percent.  If you wait another year, your chances go down by 
another 50 percent.   
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If you wait until you are 26 to enroll in a traditional four year college, you have only a 3 percent 
chance of earning a BA.  You can help make sure people have an accurate sense of how the 
choices they make will impact the likelihood that they will achieve their goals.  
 
You can have conversations with career services offices, and academic deans about what you 
need in graduates.    
 
You can share the lessons you’ve learned from your own training and development programs to 
emphasize the outcomes you seek, and the delivery models that help achieve them.   
 
You to make the case to your alma maters and legislators that the business community needs 
higher education to admit underrepresented students and dramatically improve their completion-- 
that the success of your companies, and our nation’s economy, depends on it.  
 
(pause) 
 
It will take both a moral and economic imperative to move this issue to the forefront of our 
national agenda.  You have the standing to provide both.  In so doing, you can change the 
collegiate conversation.  And once we change the conversation, we can change the future. 
 

# # # 
 

5 
 



 
 
 
 
                                                 
iHere is how we got to that number. Green numbers are included, red numbers are omitted. The 
green numbers sum to $250,032,900,000.  
 
“Educational Appropriations” (= (State or Local support) – (Research/Agric./Medical)) 
 
State: $76,180,000,000 
Local: $8,610,000,000 
ARRA: $2,356,000,000 
 
“State support for independent and out of state institutions” 
 
Aid to students attending ind. institutions: $2,544,000,000 
Aid to students attending Out of State institutions: $36,000,000 
Operating grants: $258,000,000 
 
Source: http://www.sheeo.org/finance/shef/SHEF_FY10.pdf (SHEEO = State Higher Education 
Executive Officers) 
 
“Estimated federal support for education, by type of ultimate recipient and agency: FY 2009” 
 
Postsecondary students (recipients) total: $61,226,400,000 
Degree-granting institutions (recipients):  
From Dept of Ed: $14,782,500,000 
From various other agencies: ~$30,000,000,000 
 
Source: http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d10/tables/dt10_383.asp (National Center for 
Education Statistics) 
 
Federal loan aid: $84,000,000,000 
 
Source: http://febp.newamerica.net/background-analysis/federal-higher-education-programs-
overview
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