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Overview 

The Challenges  

 

• Rising cost of college and skyrocketing college loan debt 

• Shrinking state budgets 

• Demographic shifts 

 

The Results 

 

• Skills gap results in jobs going unfilled or companies seeking talent overseas 

• Colleges not adequately preparing students with 21st century skills  

• U.S. falling behind other industrial countries in college completion 

 

Some Solutions 

 

• Support broad-access institutions (less selective state schools, community 

colleges and for-profits) 

• Improve online learning options 

• Shift to competency-based learning 

• Business must play a role  
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How much are students borrowing for college? 

4 

Total student loan balances, 2014 

Q4: $1.3 trillion 

Average balance per borrower: 

approx. $25,000 



How has the cost of college changed  

compared to other goods and services? 
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Across socioeconomic levels,  

how much are students paying? 
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States have 

made deep cuts 

to higher 

education 

funding in recent 

years  
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Demographic shifts in the U.S. 
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Are graduates prepared for the workforce? 

Business: 34% of college 

grads not prepared 

17% 

17% 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Agree

Strongly
agree

… high school grads 

equally deficient 

34% 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Employers
saying
skills
deficient

10 
Source: 623 business leaders, 2013 Source: 217 employers, 2008 



Colleges aren’t preparing  

students with 21st century skills  

 

11 Source: WSJ/Visage Small Business CEO Survey, (848 CEOs), June 2014 

33% 



College completion is rising, but not at the level for  

students and the nation to maintain a globally competitive edge 
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The U.S. is far behind other industrial  

countries in college completion 
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Support broad-access institutions (less selective 

state schools, community colleges, and for profits) 

Southern New Hampshire University, an innovative broad-access institution  

 

• Southern New Hampshire University offers a three-year honors program in 

business. This program contains the same number of credits as a traditional 

four-year degree but is specifically designed to be accomplished in three 

years, without night or weekend classes. 

 

• The accelerated time frame of the degree means that students save a year 

of tuition and associated costs, which are up to $40,000. 

 

• Third-year students act as consultants, completing projects for renowned 

companies such as American Express. 
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Improve online learning options  

Rio Salado Community College in Arizona 

 

• Rio Salado has been a pioneer in online learning development and even 

partnered with industry leaders Microsoft and Dell to develop a custom online 

learning platform, RioLearn. Through RioLearn, students turn in 

assignments, contact instructors and fellow students, view class syllabi, 

access student services and more. 

  

• Rio Salado offers a unique academic calendar with courses in 16-week 

blocks. Courses start 48 times per year, which allows students to select a 

course without semester restrictions. Tuition is $76 per credit for in-state 

students and $215 per credit for out-of-state online students.  

  

• The college has grown 173 percent from 2000 to 2010 and it partners with 

more than 50 major employers. 
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Online learning (continued) 

Western Governors University 

 

• Western Governors University (WGU) has created a new model that 

harnesses technology to increase access and reduce costs while also 

maintaining quality by measuring learning outcomes rather than credit hours. 

Instead of earning credits based on the number of courses taken, students 

progress by successfully completing required competency assessments.   

 

• Utilizing technology allows students to learn at their own pace. Students can 

accelerate their program depending upon the competencies they already 

possess.  

  

• WGU provides personal faculty mentoring for all students, and all students 

are part of learning communities throughout their degree programs. The 

university has more than 30,000 students, is still growing by 30 percent 

annually, and has over 14,000 graduates across all 50 states.  
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Competency-Based Education 

 

• To increase educational attainment and participation for working-age adults, 

competency-based education is an increasingly popular option, particularly 

for those who never enrolled in college or who left without completing a 

program. 

 

• Under competency-based education, students’ progress and completion are 

based on each student’s demonstrated mastery of the skills and knowledge, 

rather than seat-time and credit hours.  

 

• Working-age students are turning to competency-based education because 

they are likely to be most interested in short-term postsecondary programs 

that offer credentials with immediate value in the labor market.    
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Business must play a role  
Walmart  

 

• Wal-Mart in 2010 announced the inauguration of a Lifelong Learning 

Program that provides educational opportunities for its employees. The 

company has established a partnership with American Public University 

(APU), a for-profit school based in West Virginia that offers on-line courses. 

Wal-Mart negotiated a 15 percent reduction in tuition for employees taking 

APU courses and will offer $50 million over three years in other tuition 

assistance.   

  

Starbucks 

 

• Starbucks partners with Arizona State University (ASU) to help provide a 

college education to its employees. Employees who work a minimum of 20 

hours a week have the opportunity to enroll in one of 40 online programs 

offered by ASU for a slashed price, with no requirement to stay with the 

company afterward. Freshman and sophomore baristas receive a discounted 

tuition rate, while juniors and seniors are reimbursed by Starbucks for any 

costs not covered by federal aid, once they have reached 21 credits.   

 


