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Abstract 
As state funding for higher education continues to decline, where do public institutions turn to make up 
for budget shortfalls?  External funding by private donors is an increasingly important life-line. This 
paper presents an overview of the evolving priorities and funding challenges for higher education with 
reviews of successful fundraising case studies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The most highly ranked and respected universities tend to be private ones.  More than half of the top 
100 private and public universities, and eight of the top ten are in the United States. [1]  They all 
operate with massive multi-billion dollar endowments sustained by extensive donor networks. 
Endowment per student ranking at US universities has Princeton #1 with $22 billion/8,100 students;  
Harvard #2 with $37 billion/22,000 students; Yale #3 with $25 billion/12,500 students; Stanford #4 with 
$22 billion/16,500 students.  

The more selective the program, the more valued and attractive it is perceived to be by prospective 
donors.  There is a telling cliché that states “Excellence does not chase money.  Money chases 
excellence”.  But what about the less elite schools that constitute the majority?  What about public 
institutions such as the University of Colorado with modest funding reserves?  External funding from 
donors is proving ever more critical for public universities not just in the United States but globally to 
help maintain the values and ideals of higher education which are under attack.  

2 HIGHER EDUCATION ISSUES TODAY 
There is, however, a marked contrast between elite institutions and state institutions in America.  
Rising concerns about them are being expressed in ever more strident tones.  Causes of the unease 
are diverse and contentious but include - in addition to evaporating state funding - relentless annual 
increases in tuition and fees, burdensome student debt for graduates, competition from for-profit 
educational organizations, perceived declining quality and standards, grade inflation, increasing 
reliance on adjunct faculty, bloated administrations, and huge salaries for top administrators.  Yes, 
higher education is in crisis.  Many question if getting a degree is still worth the cost. 

According to an article in The Economist, “The cost of university per student has risen by almost five 
times the rate of inflation since 1983,	 making it less affordable and increasing the amount of debt a 
student must take on. Between 2001 and 2010 the cost of a university education soared from 23% 
of median annual earnings to 38%; in consequence, debt per student has doubled in the past 15 
years. Two-thirds of graduates now take out loans. Those who earned bachelor’s degrees in 2011 
graduated with an average of $26,000 in debt, according to the Project on Student Debt, a non-profit 
group.” [1] 

Let’s first look at why the cost of a university degree have become so expensive.  Administrators in 
higher education are quick to blame reduced state funding. Geoff Maslin in University World News 
provides the example of dire consequences for higher education with the Australian government’s new 
budget released in May 2017. He explains that “Students will have to pay an additional 7.5% in fees to 
undertake their degrees by 2021, while universities face cuts of AU$2.8 billion (US$2 billion) in their 
federal grants. Overall, the government will slash its investment in higher education by 10%, leaving 
university incomes down 2.9% a year for the foreseeable future.” [2] The transfer of educational costs 
to students inevitably generates objections from many quarters.  Universities Australia Chief Executive 
Belinda Robinson, for example, argues that “Universities are essential infrastructure to grow Australian 
skills, jobs, exports and productivity.” [2] The government shares this belief according to Robinson “yet 
the cuts to universities and increased fees for students ran directly counter to that vision”. [2] In his 

Proceedings of EDULEARN17 Conference 
3rd-5th July 2017, Barcelona, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-697-3777-4
8720



article, Maslin describes other controversial budgetary moves that increase the pressure for Australian 
institutions of higher education to compete amongst each other for whatever diminishing funds are left. 

A representative rebuttal to the claim that administrative bloat is of concern is provided by Bruce 
Benson, the current President of the University of Colorado: “The common narrative in the national 
dialogue about why the cost of a college education is high often points to a single culprit - 
administrative bloat. The story goes that an overabundance of high-priced administrators has driven 
tuition costs through the roof. . . The reality at the University of Colorado is that we are lean 
administratively.” [3] 

But many others do not accept such claims. They believe, rather, that the real reason tuition is so 
expensive is exactly a bloated administration that is cleverly hidden under various financial shell 
games.  Paul F. Campos, a Professor of Law at the University of Colorado, in 2015 published an 
article titled “The Real Reason College Tuition Costs So Much” in the New York Times. [4] Campos 
flatly rejects the argument that tuition has gone up because of reduced state funding.  He firmly points 
his finger at the increase in administrative positions: “According to the Department of Education data, 
administrative positions at colleges and universities grew by 60 percent between 1993 and 2009, 
which Bloomberg reported was 10 times the rate of growth of tenured faculty positions.”  He further 
points out that “Even more strikingly, an analysis by a professor at California Polytechnic University, 
Pomona, found that, while the total number of full-time faculty members in the C.P.U. system grew 
from 11,614 to 12,019 between 1975 and 2008, the total number of administrators grew from 3,800 to 
12,183 — a 221 percent increase.”  Campos concludes that “the claim that tuition has risen because 
public funding for higher education has been cut” simply cannot be defended. 

As for top administrator salaries, the Editorial Board at the New York Times authored an essay titled 
“Fat-Cat Administrators at the Top 25” referring to the 25 public universities with the highest paid 
presidents. [5] The Editorial Board states that “Confronted with punishing state budget cuts, the public 
colleges and universities that educate more than 70 percent of this country’s students have raised 
tuition, shrunk course offerings and hired miserably paid, part-time instructors who now form what 
amounts to a new underclass in the academic hierarchy.”  Despite such a grim situation, “some of 
those colleges and universities are spending much too freely on their top administrators.” 

The Editorial Board refers to an Institute for Policy Studies report by Andrew Erwin and Marjorie Wood 
titled “The One Percent at State U.” [6] The authors state that “presidents at the 25 public universities 
that pay their presidents the most have seen their compensation soar since 2008. The average pay for 
presidents at all public research universities is hardly shabby, increasing by 14 percent, to $544,554, 
between 2009 and 2012. But average compensation for the presidents at the 25 highest-paying 
universities increased by a third, to $974,006.” [6] 

There are five key findings by Erwin and Wood in their report.  The first two involve student debt, the 
second two adjunct part-time faculty members, and the fifth top executive pay. 

1 The student debt crisis is worse at state school with the highest-paid presidents. The sharpest 
rise in student debt at the top 25 occurred when executive compensation soared the highest. 

2 As students went deeper in debt, administrative spending outstripped scholarship spending by 
more than 2 to 1 at state schools with the highest-paid presidents. 

3 At state schools with the highest-paid presidents, part-time adjunct faculty increased 22 percent 
faster than the national average at all universities. 

4 At state schools with the highest-paid presidents, permanent faculty declined dramatically as a 
percentage of all faculty.  By fall 2009, part-time and contingent faculty at the top 25 
outnumbered permanent faculty for the first time. 

5 Average executive pay at the top 25 rose to nearly $1 million by 2012 – increasing more than 
twice as fast as the national average at public research universities. 

Student debt in 2012 reached $1.2 trillion, an amount surpassing the total credit card debt in America 
for the first time. [6] In 2011, 9.1% of graduates defaulted on their federal student loans within two 
years of graduating.  Perhaps more concerning is that there are 200 schools where the three-year 
default rate is 30% or more. [1] This author personally knows of an undergraduate who racked up over 
$250,000 in student loans.  He completed a degree but realized he was completely unhappy with it 
and decided to pursue another degree in architecture.  Once this student graduates and enters the 
work force, he will be hounded by this student debt, forced to pay it over many, many years with no 
relief in sight.  Declaring bankruptcy is not an option as student loans do not qualify.  More and more 
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graduates are trapped by student loans. Will they ever recover financial independence and stability? A 
comparison could be made with the financial suffering of Greece in the aftermath of the massive loans 
from European Union partners. 

The increasing reliance on adjunct faculty members in higher education is a telling symptom of an 
underlying disorder.  More and more part-time adjunct faculty members teach more and more classes 
to students paying full tuition. Surely these students deserve tenured and tenure-track teachers. 
Perhaps Naom Chomsky provides the most insightful critique of this malaise.  He sees it simply as 
“part of the business model” now controlling higher education: “It’s the same as hiring temps in 
industry or what they call ‘associates’ at Walmart, employees that aren’t owed benefits. It’s a part of a 
corporate business model designed to reduce labor costs and to increase labor servility. When 
universities become corporatized, as has been happening quite systematically over the last generation 
as part of the general neoliberal assault on the population, their business model means that what 
matters is the bottom line.” [7] Chomsky refers to Alan Greenspan stating before Congress in 1997 
and the notion that “If workers are more insecure, that’s very ‘healthy’ for the society, because if 
workers are insecure they won’t ask for wages, they won’t go on strike, they won’t call for benefits; 
they’ll serve the masters gladly and passively. And that’s optimal for corporations’ economic health.”  

Faculty members no longer run the university.  Meeting agendas are directed by corporate keywords 
including productivity, efficiency, branding, increasing enrolments, student retention, turnover, etc. 
Higher education is micromanaged by administrators trained in business models.  You need not even 
be an academic anymore to be a president of a state university system.  Higher education is just 
another state industry like tourism, or mining, or oil, or drugs.  

As with established large corporations, employees spend an inordinate amount of their time reporting 
and thus justifying what they do.  The result is an ever denser regulatory quagmire as administrators 
build self-serving empires encouraged with status and salary incentives.  But how many managers 
does any institution need?  Lucy Kellaway in a 2013 BBC News Magazine article notes that “There are 
five million managers in the UK today, 10 times as many as there were 100 years ago. . . We've all 
become obsessed with management. Any self-respecting executive will now have an MBA, a shelf full 
of management books, and a vocabulary stuffed with ‘key deliverables’ and ‘scalable solutions’.” [8] 

Students today are referred to as customers in an institution overseen by the business managers of 
higher education.  As Marina Warner has declaimed: “As universities are beaten into the shapes 
dictated by business, so language is suborned to its ends. We have all heard the robotic idiom of 
management, as if a button had activated a digitally generated voice. Like Newspeak in George 
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, business-speak is an instance of magical naming, superimposing the 
imagery of the market on the idea of a university – through ‘targets’, ‘benchmarks’, time-charts, league 
tables, vision statements’, ‘content providers’.” [9] 

Given the pressure to increase tuition income in higher education, three strategies should be noted:  

1 Institutions roll out recruiting programs to attract and enrol more out-of-state students.  They 
often pay multiple times the tuition and fees of in-state resident students. 

2 Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) have been identified as the latest cash cow.  The 
Economist praises MOOCs as a model for more efficient, flexible higher education referring to 
the online Western Governors University (WGU) where ‘Tuition costs less than $6,000 a year, 
compared with around $54,000 at Harvard.” [1] 

3 Lowering admission standard to increase student retention and graduation rates is being 
promoted broadly. The result is obvious revenue growth through student credit hours.  Please 
remember that as the administrative structure grows, it constantly needs more funds to feed it.  
Student credit hours are the commodity of exchange in higher education, produced by 
increasing exploited faculty members in classrooms whereas their administrators produce no 
student credit hours. This is an unsustainable business model with too many managers and not 
enough workers on the factory floor. 

Grade inflation is related to lowered standards, increased retention, and graduation rates.  A 
remarkable 43% of all grades at four-year universities are As, an increase of 28 percentage 
points since 1960. Grade point averages rose from about 2.52 in the 1950s to 3.11 in 2006. [1] 

As a state-owned enterprise, higher education for politicians should be dedicated to serving the 
citizens of Colorado.  This is despite state funding of the University of Colorado down to less than 5%.  
Given this tiny amount of funding, what claim can the state continue to make on the university?  In any 
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case, the focus of education today is on the practical training of students to prepare them for 
employment as soon as they graduate.  Industry demands skilled workers ready to be plugged into 
various parts of their machine.  Institutions of higher education increasing serve the demands of 
industry while sacrificing the principles and goals of traditional education, particularly those of 
traditional liberal arts. Acquiring instrumental career skills is more important than gaining reflective 
knowledge of the world.  Anti-intellectualism burgeons in such environments. By serving corporate 
interests, institutions of higher education and their graduates serve the state. 

3 THREE FUNDRAISING CASE STUDIES. 

3.1 Finland 
Finland, like Nordic countries in general, does not have a tradition of significant private donor funding.  
Until recently there was no mechanism to allow for an individual to donate money to an institute of 
higher learning in Finland.  Some years ago, a friend of mine tried to no avail to donate to the 
Tampere University of Technology from which he graduated.  He has had better luck since a bill 
passed in allowing for private donors and corporate sponsors.  That the situation is changing is 
confirmed by a former professor recently donating her entire estate of four million euros – a record 
setting sum - to Helsinki University. [10] 

University administrators in Finland realize that private donors will become an ever more important 
source of funding. Aalto University was recently established by merging the Helsinki School of 
Economics, the University of Art and Design Helsinki, and the Helsinki University of Technology.  The 
challenge for all the institutions of higher education is that Finland is a small country with a small 
population and everyone is competing against each other for donors. 

The strategy for Finnish institutions of higher education as reported in YLE Uutiset in 2009 was to 
“hold cocktail parties and other fundraising events”.  [11] The University of Jyväskylä offered 
companies donating 100,000 Euros a dedicated plaque on a lecture hall wall with private individuals 
getting a similar plaque for only 20,000 Euros.  Unlike other Finnish Universities with no set 
fundraising goal, Jyväskylä has been very ambitious with a 10 million Euro target. However sincere 
these fundraising strategies are, they naïve at best.  

Much more sophisticated strategies than just cocktail parties are required.  Corporate and private 
funds should not be used to cover the evaporating general operating budget funds that are the 
responsibility of the state such as infrastructure, buildings, maintenance, or administration. 
Administrators like nothing more than getting funds from a donor to whom they need not report to or 
account for the use of a donation. Donor funds should be shielded from administrator appropriation 
and dedicated to improving teaching and learning, supporting students and faculty. Instead of 
releasing the state from their fiscal responsibility for higher education, external funding should fuel 
educational innovation and reward initiative.  To do so, it is necessary to identify donor passions and 
give them the opportunity to support what they are excited about. Most critically, given the current 
state of priorities established by the managers of higher education, it is necessary to avoid the log-jam 
or grid lock of administration to ensure that funds are dedicated to student support in the form of 
scholarships, tuition awards, study abroad opportunities, international exchange programs and so on. 

3.2 Mercersburg academy, Pennsylvania 
An exemplary model for fund raising is Mercersburg Academy, a highly selective private preparatory 
school founded in 1836 in Pennsylvania.  Today it has 430 students representing 45 countries in 
grades 9-12. In October 2013, Mercersburg initiated a 33-month long fund raising initiative coined 
Daring to Lead and raised an astonishing $301 million, increasing the school’s endowment by 70% 
and eventually to almost $1 million per student. This ranks Mercersburg higher than five Ivy League 
institutions - Dartmouth, Penn, Brown, Columbia, and Cornell. [12] 

Where the money came from is most interesting.  There was a total of 6986 donors of which 56% 
were alumni, 20% parents, 19% friends, 5% alumni parents.  There were 33 gifts of $1 million or more.  
The money is designated to support five major areas:  Scholarship and financial aid, faculty support, 
academic and residential programs, facilities, and annual giving (money makes money as the saying 
goes). [12] 

Mercersburg’s fundraising success reflects the pride that its graduates have in their school.  Many say 
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it was the most important and valuable educational experience of their lives and prepared them well 
for the rest of their life.  Every student in the class of 2016 vowed to donate after they graduated.  
They kept that vow. 

3.3 Finnish initiatives, University of Colorado 
Another more modest scale example of external funding success is the Finnish Initiatives project at 
the University of Colorado Denver. Through a donation from Don and Maria Johnson, the Finnish 
Initiatives project was established in September 2013 in the Department of Architecture. Don Johnson 
(a University of Colorado alumnus and architect) and his wife Maria wanted to create a connection 
between Finland - a paradigm of design excellence - and the University of Colorado. [13] Their 
bequest will be the largest in the history of the University of Colorado.  Finnish Initiatives provides a 
lifeline supporting students directly rather than institutional infrastructure or the administrative 
machine. Funding support includes student scholarships, a directorship position, visiting scholars, 
scholarly exchanges, guest lectures, and exhibitions. With their generosity, commitment, and specific 
interests, the Johnsons have enabled life changing educational experiences for many students as well 
as faculty members. 

Why is it so important to provide students with international educational exchange opportunities such 
as those offered by Finnish Initiatives?  Today’s professional designers – architects, landscape 
architects, urban designers – practice in an ever-expanding global marketplace.  To succeed, 
graduates need to be global citizens and global professionals.  Moreover, they need to distinguish 
themselves from all the other graduates in any given discipline entering the job market. International 
educational exchange experiences provide graduates with just such an advantage. 

4 CONCLUSION 
How does any university attract and keep donors such as the alumnae at Mercersburg Academy or 
the Johnsons?  At Mercersburg, there is a deep belief in the institution and the education one receives 
there.  By “giving back”, graduates ensure a legacy.  For the Johnsons, their passion has been 
manifested as specific and unique educational opportunities changing many lives including their own.  
Donors must have confidence in the enterprise and see concrete results. Diminishing conventional 
state funding sources for public institutions of higher education need to be complimented – if not 
completely replaced eventually - by identifying and cultivating new external funding sources.  The 
crisis in traditional funding models should be recognized as an opportunity to develop new external 
sources. 

External funding strategically focused on students such as Finnish Initiatives offers an antidote to the 
generic corporate agendas for higher education. One can, for instance, use funds to establish an 
honours program for students dedicated to identifying and serving the best and the brightest.  In 
economically driven models where the most important goal is to provide a university degree to 
everyone, the best and the brightest are generally overlooked and underserved. They, however, will 
be the leaders, change makers, and innovators in the future. As any faculty member can tell you, this 
contingent, however small, exists on every campus even at the most modest of institutions. It is our 
responsibility to identify and provide the educational opportunities that will serve them best. External 
funding dedicated to the pursuit of educational ideals is the key. 
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