
chronicle.com

Is Another ‘Enrollment Cliff’ Coming?

Dan Bauman

10–13 minutes

John Tomac for The Chronicle

By now, you no doubt know what awaits most of higher education:
a significant multiyear decline in the number of traditional-age
college students. It’s a trend that’s become so well known it’s been
given its own shorthand — the enrollment or demographic cliff.

The consensus view is that America will hit a peak of around 3.5
million high-school graduates sometime near 2025. After that, the
college-age population is expected to shrink across the next five to
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colleges won’t equally bear the burden of fewer 18-year-olds. Less
selective institutions and those with leaner operating margins are
likely to feel the pinch more acutely than highly selective colleges
with huge cash reserves, whose waiting lists might just simply
become a fewer pages shorter.

But given all the dialogue spurred in anticipation of the current
decade’s enrollment cliff, it’s worth asking what higher ed might
look like if there’s no silver lining as previously hoped, and if
enrollment sustains a long downturn.

‘Are We Ready?’

Several experts, who represent a range of the sector’s institutions
and who study its business models and the populations it serves,
opined to The Chronicle on how a second enrollment cliff might
push higher education to change.

Tenure could be even further imperiled, said Nathan Grawe, a
professor of economics at Carleton College, in Minnesota, whose
research on the enrollment cliff is chronicled in his 2018 book,
Demographics and the Demand for Higher Education. Grawe
wondered how fundamentally some colleges would need to
change, just to survive into the latter half of the century. As painful
as a U-shaped enrollment dip might be, he said, some number of
institutions would likely be able to weather the downturn through
some combination of spending reductions and investments in
student retention until the nation’s birth rates rebounded. But a
century that is potentially defined by its declining and stagnant
birth rates could alter some bedrock attributes of academe, Grawe
said.
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finance. If high-school graduates are enrolling as college freshmen
with a quarter of the credit hours needed to earn a bachelor’s
degree already completed, that creates potential issues for an
institution whose business model is predicated on four years of
matriculation. Hunt said she also expects intense competition
between colleges in setting tuition, either in the form of steep
discounts or spartan increases, as well as increased investment in
customizable and creative career pathways. Colleges may also
embrace cost savings by forming consortia, she said.

The looming changes in the number of available students may
also force colleges to re-examine the allure of exclusivity, said Hu.
After decades of relying on test scores, GPAs, and other barriers,
colleges might retool their operations to entice students, she said.
But they’ll also have to be ready to provide adequate — and
potentially different — services and instructional approaches to
help students from diverse K-12 backgrounds and with varying life
experiences. Without this investment in student success, Hu
argued, attempts to broaden the sector’s customer base would be
tantamount to knowingly setting up students for failure.

“Institutions are becoming more accessible for students. They
really need to scrutinize themselves, and ask, ‘Are we ready?’” Hu
said.

If these possible adaptations and alternatives are going to work,
said Grawe, students will have to show a willingness to embrace
them, too, rather than favoring the status quo.

“If there is no alternative product that is really desired by the
market,” Grawe said, “then you’re going to have almost surely
fewer institutions.”
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