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Introduction: A New Era of Pressures and Possibilities 

As spring semester 2026 unfolds, U.S. higher education stands at a pivotal moment of 
reckoning and reinvention. Colleges and universities find themselves balancing on a knife’s 
edge between persistent challenges and emerging opportunities. The aftershocks of the 
past few years – from pandemic disruptions to demographic shifts – are now materializing 
fully on campus. Enrollment patterns are diverging in unprecedented ways, public 
skepticism about college value runs high, and financial strains are testing even the most 
resilient institutions. Yet amid these trials, innovative responses are taking root. Artificial 
intelligence, once a fringe experiment, is becoming an institutional strategy. New learning 
models and partnerships are redefining what a “campus” can be. This report takes a 
strategic, unflinching look at the current realities facing higher education leaders, building 
on the four pillars of student success – enrollment, retention, graduation, and student 
experience – and expanding them with fresh 2026 data and insights. While we avoid 
sensationalism or doom-and-gloom rhetoric, we confront hard truths with a clear-eyed 
focus on solutions. The goal: to equip presidents, provosts, deans, and other leaders with 
the clarity needed to navigate today’s turbulence and shape tomorrow’s transformation. 



Where We Stand in 2026: Challenges at a Crossroads 

Higher education’s landscape has evolved even since last fall, and leaders are contending 
with a convergence of pressures that cut across every campus department. Recent surveys 
and sector reports reveal a set of interwoven concerns weighing on institutional strategy in 
2026. These include severe financial strains, dramatic demographic shifts, mounting 
political headwinds, and cultural tensions that complicate campus management. In brief, 
college executives are grappling with: 

• Funding Uncertainty: Business officers rank unreliable funding as the top issue, as 
revenue streams from nearly every source have become volatile. States are 
trimming appropriations mid-year, federal research grants face new caps and cuts, 
and tuition is harder to sustain amid record-high discount rates that erode net 
revenue. Many campuses have resorted to staff reductions and deferred projects, 
even as costs for everything from technology to salaries climb. Moody’s recently 
downgraded the higher ed sector’s outlook to negative due to these financial 
risks and policy shifts, and Fitch Ratings found private colleges’ operating margins at 
their lowest in a decade (a median of –2.0%). In short, doing more with less has 
become the new normal. 

• Demographic Pressures: The long-anticipated “enrollment cliff” is arriving. After 
the high school class of 2026 peaks at about 3.9 million graduates this spring (a 
zenith in the traditional college pipeline), the number of college-bound teens will 
start to decline. Undergraduate enrollments have indeed begun to shift – 
community colleges and public universities are seeing modest gains, but many 
private institutions are facing declines (more on this in the Enrollment section). 
Colleges must adapt to serving an older and more diverse population as well. 
Notably, undergraduate students over age 25 – a key segment for adult and 
continuing education – dropped 15.5% in Fall 2025, highlighting that adult 
learners cannot be taken for granted. Leaders are thus pressed to find new markets 
and modes (online, short-term programs, etc.) to stabilize enrollment as the 
traditional college-age pool shrinks. 

• Policy Headwinds: The policy environment has become a minefield. At the federal 
level, uncertainty clouds core student aid and research programs. Campus leaders 
worry that potential cuts to Title IV aid (Pell Grants, work-study, etc.) could 
directly threaten access and budgets. Research universities, meanwhile, are 
nervously watching proposals to reduce indirect cost reimbursements on federal 
grants, which would siphon funds from research operations. State-level politics add 
another layer of unpredictability – funding formulas are being rewritten on the fly 



and new mandates can emerge overnight. In some regions, governors and 
legislatures have moved to limit diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives or dictate 
academic offerings, fueling governance turmoil. The U.S. Supreme Court’s 2023 ban 
on race-conscious admissions also has colleges rethinking recruitment strategies 
to maintain diversity. A business officer captured the climate aptly: “Our state 
government is supportive of higher education, but ask me again tomorrow”. 
Navigating these shifting sands requires constant vigilance and agile planning from 
leadership. 

• Cultural Tensions: The college campus in 2026 reflects the divides of a polarized 
society. Public confidence in higher education’s purpose has deteriorated – 70% of 
Americans believe colleges are “going in the wrong direction,” citing high costs 
and doubts about workforce preparation. Within campuses, debates over free 
expression, inclusion, and academic freedom are intense. A recent student survey 
found 71% of students think it is acceptable to shout down a speaker to prevent 
them from speaking, and over half believe it’s acceptable to block peers from 
attending a contentious campus speech. Such statistics underscore the 
challenges administrators face in maintaining an open, respectful learning 
environment amid ideological clashes. At the same time, many students are 
experiencing crisis-level personal challenges – over half of students say mental 
health issues are a major problem on campus today, and basic needs insecurity is 
widespread (with over half of students reporting financial trouble during the year). 
College leaders recognize that student well-being and campus climate are not 
“soft” issues; they are central to the institution’s mission and reputation. Indeed, 
two-thirds of college presidents now cite student mental health and well-being 
as a top concern. 

These headwinds do not exist in isolation. They feed into one another – for instance, 
financial austerity can jeopardize student support services at the very moment more 
students need help, or political mandates can exacerbate cultural rifts on campus. The 
following sections delve deeper into how these realities impact each of the Four Pillars of 
Student Success (enrollment, retention, graduation, and student experience), and how 
forward-looking institutions are responding. 

Pillar 1: Enrollment – Rebalancing Amid Uneven Trends 

Enrollment is no longer a straightforward numbers game; it is a complex trust-building 
challenge influenced by demographics, economics, and institutional agility. In Fall 
2025, U.S. higher education saw its third consecutive year of overall enrollment growth, 
a surprising rebound after a decade of declines. Total postsecondary enrollment ticked up 



about 1% over the previous year, reaching 19.4 million students – roughly back to pre-
pandemic levels, though still below the all-time peak of 20.1 million in 2011. This modest 
uptick, however, masks dramatic differences across sectors and programs. Some 
institutions are celebrating record incoming classes, while others face existential 
enrollment crises. 

• Community Colleges Lead the Recovery: Community and technical colleges 
continue to regain ground, posting approximately 3% growth in Fall 2025. After 
suffering sharp declines earlier in the decade, these colleges have attracted 
students with affordable, short-term credentials and associate degrees, as well 
as through booming dual-enrollment partnerships with high schools. The number 
of high schoolers taking college courses has exploded nationwide – from about 
300,000 in the early 2000s to 2.5 million in 2022–23 bolstering community college 
headcounts. New state “college promise” scholarships and federal moves to allow 
Pell Grants for short-term programs have further fueled this resurgence. Notably, 
students pursuing short-term certificates jumped by 6.6% last fall, the biggest 
gain of any group. Community colleges have positioned themselves as nimble hubs 
for career-oriented training – a strategic response to students seeking faster, 
cheaper pathways into the workforce. 

• Public Four-Years: Modest Growth, Shifting Mix: Public universities overall saw 
enrollment rise around 1.2–1.4% in Fall 2025, but this growth was uneven. 
Regional public universities and many public HBCUs enjoyed solid gains, likely 
helped by competitive pricing and focused recruitment of underserved populations. 
Flagship and research universities continued to attract strong numbers of 
traditional-aged students, though some top-tier campuses were surprised by higher 
“summer melt” (students who accepted admission but did not enroll) and had to 
scramble to fill seats off waitlists. Public universities are also enrolling more transfer 
students and working adults through online programs, helping offset the dip in 
recent high school graduates. Still, public institutions face a challenging road ahead 
as the high school graduate population begins to contract after this year’s peak. 
Many are intensifying regional recruitment and launching new programs (for 
example, in health sciences or technology fields) to draw in students who might not 
have considered a four-year college otherwise. 

• Private Colleges Under Strain: In a striking departure from past trends, private 
nonprofit colleges saw enrollment fall last fall – down about 1.6% on average. 
For-profit colleges also declined by roughly 2%. This divergence (public up, private 
down) is unusual, as historically all sectors tended to rise or fall together. It signals 



that families may be gravitating toward lower-cost public options in the face of 
economic uncertainty, or that some private institutions are losing the battle for 
perceived value. Indeed, national surveys show two-thirds of Americans question 
whether a four-year degree is worth the cost, given student debt loads and job 
prospects. High-priced private colleges without strong value propositions are 
especially vulnerable in this climate. Many have been forced to steepen tuition 
discounts to record levels, sacrificing revenue to fill classes. This strategy has 
limits; as one CFO noted, “what worked yesterday does not potentially work today” 
in enrollment management. We are already seeing the consequences: small liberal 
arts colleges in several regions have announced closures or mergers after multiple 
years of enrollment shortfalls. Even well-known private universities are quietly 
struggling to maintain enrollment equilibrium without compromising academic 
quality or mission. The next few years will likely bring more tough choices in the 
private sector unless they can differentiate and demonstrate superior student 
outcomes to justify their price. 

• Graduate and International Enrollments: Graduate enrollment, which surged early 
in the pandemic, has flattened out. Master’s programs in particular have seen slight 
declines (–0.6% for master’s students in Fall 2025) as a hot labor market lures 
potential grad students directly into jobs. Some professional fields (MBA programs, 
for example) are facing waning interest, while others like healthcare and data 
science remain robust. International student enrollment is a tale of two directions: 
undergraduate international enrollment rose by about 3.2% last fall, but new 
graduate international enrollment plummeted (–5.9%). Overall, total international 
student counts declined about 1% year-over-year. U.S. visa policy appears to be a 
key factor – a temporary visa pause in mid-2025 delayed many students’ arrivals, 
and stricter scrutiny of work authorization programs like OPT has made the U.S. less 
attractive to global talent. Other countries (Canada, the U.K., Australia) are 
aggressively courting the same students with easier pathways to work and 
immigration. American colleges, especially at the graduate level, will need to 
navigate these headwinds by diversifying international recruitment and advocating 
for policies that facilitate student mobility. Encouragingly, a majority of Americans 
(59%) now favor offering green cards to foreign graduates of U.S. universities, 
recognizing that retaining top global talent can benefit the economy. Policy changes 
in that spirit could reinvigorate international enrollment in coming years, but in the 
meantime, universities must not rely solely on overseas markets to fill their classes. 

Looking ahead, enrollment strategy in 2026 and beyond will require unprecedented 
adaptability. The institutions finding success are those broadening their definitions of a 



“student” and meeting learners where they are. That means investing in online and hybrid 
delivery, forging partnerships with employers for talent pipelines, expanding dual-credit 
and early college programs, and targeting adult learners with flexible scheduling and credit 
for prior experience. It also means rebuilding trust with skeptical families by emphasizing 
value: clear career outcomes, affordable pathways, and support that ensures that students 
graduate. As one enrollment VP put it, “retention is the new recruitment – keeping the 
students you have is as important as finding new ones”. We turn next to that very topic: 
retention, and why it remains a linchpin of institutional sustainability. 

Pillar 2: Retention – Navigating the Retention Crisis 

Keeping students engaged, supported, and progressing toward a degree is arguably 
the most immediate challenge colleges face in 2026. It is well understood now that 
pouring resources into recruiting new students serves little purpose if those students do 
not persist after their first or second term. Yet retention rates nationwide took a hit in the 
early 2020s and are only slowly recovering. The national first-year persistence rate 
(students returning for their second year) stands around 77.6%, up from 74.8% in 2019, 
according to the latest data – a heartening improvement but still meaning roughly one in 
five freshmen don’t come back sophomore year. Moreover, community colleges and less-
selective institutions see much lower persistence than elite universities, reflecting equity 
gaps. Retention is a multifaceted challenge; academic difficulty is only one piece. Non-
academic factors – financial strain, mental health, sense of belonging, and clarity of 
purpose – often dictate whether a student stays or leaves. 

In the Fall 2025 edition of this report, we highlighted how students often feel like “just a 
number,” lost in bureaucratic maze and lacking personal connection. Unfortunately, that 
sentiment persists. Many colleges report that financial pressures are the top reason 
students drop out, as inflation and living costs squeeze those from low- and middle-
income families. Survey data show over half of college students experienced some form 
of financial trouble in the past year, and 68% ran out of money at least once. When a 
student can’t pay the next tuition bill or faces an unexpected expense, quitting 
unfortunately becomes the default choice. Institutions have responded with measures like 
emergency micro-grants, textbook affordability programs, and expanded work-study 
opportunities, but the need far outstrips the available support on many campuses. Until 
funding models change or aid expands, financial attrition will remain a stubborn reality. 

Mental health is the other major driver of attrition. The U.S. Surgeon General and 
numerous studies have sounded alarm bells about a mental health crisis among young 
adults. College counseling centers are overwhelmed by demand for services, with wait 
times often spanning weeks. Recent surveys found 55% of students consider mental 



health issues a “major problem” on campus today, and two-thirds of college 
presidents now list student mental health as a top concern. Anxiety, depression, and 
burnout can derail even academically capable students, leading them to disengage or take 
leaves of absence. Progressive institutions are making serious investments in well-being: 
embedding counselors in residence halls, offering 24/7 tele-therapy, training faculty and 
staff in mental health first aid, and creating a campus culture that openly encourages 
seeking help. Some colleges are also adjusting academic policies to be more “mental 
health-friendly” – for instance, by providing flexible deadlines or allowing leaves with easier 
re-entry. These efforts, while costly, are increasingly seen as essential retention strategies. 
As one president put it, “mental health is a retention issue, period – if students aren’t well, 
they won’t stay and succeed.” 

Another underappreciated factor in retention is relevance. Students are more likely to 
persist if they clearly see the connection between their studies and their future. 40% of 
college students say they want stronger connections between classroom learning and 
career goals, signaling that curricula and advising need to do a better job linking 
coursework to real-world pathways. In practice, this has led to growth in career-focused 
mentoring, more project-based learning, and initiatives like “career communities” that help 
students network in industries of interest early in their college tenure. Campuses are also 
recognizing that engagement outside the classroom can cement a student’s 
commitment to the institution. Yet surprisingly, 36% of students report not participating 
in any extracurricular or co-curricular activities during college. The pandemic era’s 
remote learning habits linger, and many students (especially commuters and part-time 
enrollees) struggle to find a niche on campus. Forward-thinking colleges are redoubling 
efforts to create a vibrant student life for all – from expanding clubs and undergraduate 
research to something as simple as ensuring there are affordable social events for non-
traditional aged students and those with families. The more integrated a student feels, the 
more likely they will overcome hurdles to graduation. 

Finally, institutions have started to embrace the mantra “data + proactive outreach = 
retention.” Learning from years of research on early warning signs, many are deploying 
predictive analytics to identify at-risk students as early as the first weeks of a term. Signals 
like missing two classes in a row, low engagement on the learning management system, or 
a midterm grade dip can trigger an alert for an advisor to intervene. The human touch is still 
key – it might be a mentor, coach, or faculty member reaching out to say “I noticed you’re 
struggling; let’s talk.” These intrusive advising tactics, when done with care, have proven 
effective at re-recruiting students who are on the verge of falling through the cracks. On 
some campuses, faculty and staff form “student success teams” that meet weekly to triage 
cases of concern, from financial aid paperwork snarls to personal crises, aiming to resolve 



issues before the student gives up. Such intensive work requires resources and 
commitment from the top, but it pays off in retained tuition revenue and, more importantly, 
in lives transformed by earning a degree rather than leaving empty-handed. 

The retention pillar ultimately reinforces all the others: better retention boosts enrollment 
(by reducing the back door leakage), improves graduation rates, and enhances the overall 
student experience. While the national first-year retention is just over 70% (as noted last 
fall) – meaning nearly 30% of freshmen leave after year one – the institutions that have 
made student success a campus-wide responsibility are seeing that percentage climb. 
They have learned that retention is not solely the job of student affairs or an advising office; 
it is a collective effort spanning instruction quality, campus climate, support services, and 
community building. In the words of an old adage now gaining new traction: “the best 
enrollment strategy is to make sure the students you enroll graduate”. This leads us to the 
next pillar: graduation. 

Pillar 3: Graduation – Closing the Completion Gap 

Graduation rates are the ultimate metric by which colleges are judged – by 
policymakers, accreditors, and often by the public. Yet improving those rates has proven 
challenging, especially as institutions broaden access to more first-generation and 
underserved students. The latest federal data shows that roughly 63% of students who 
start at a four-year institution earn a degree within six years (about 67% of women and 
60% of men). At community colleges, the three-year completion rate for full-time students 
hovers around 32% (though many transfer before graduating). These figures have inched 
upward only slightly in recent years. Encouragingly, some gaps have narrowed – for 
example, the graduation rate for Black and Latinx students has slowly risen – but significant 
equity gaps remain, with low-income, first-gen, and minority students graduating at lower 
rates on average than their peers. From a national perspective, the reality is that millions of 
students are leaving college without a credential, often saddled with debt and regret. 
This “some college, no degree” population has topped 40 million adults in the U.S., a 
statistic that alarms employers and educators alike. 

What are colleges doing to move the needle on graduation? One clear strategy is 
intentional advising and degree planning. Institutions are investing in sophisticated 
degree audit systems that map out every requirement and prerequisite, flagging students 
who stray off path. Proactive advisors – sometimes augmented by AI chatbots for routine 
check-ins – can then steer students back on track. Many colleges have implemented 
milestone policies (for instance, declaring a major by a certain credit threshold, or 
completing key gateway courses on schedule) to prevent aimless wandering that often 
ends in attrition. There’s also growing recognition that flexibility is crucial for completion. 



Students who stop out for personal reasons are being welcomed back more readily, with 
some schools offering “student success re-entry” programs that forgive small debts or 
provide academic forgiveness for past failures to entice former students to finish their last 
few credits. 

Crucially, financial factors are being addressed on the back end of the degree as well. 
An increasing number of colleges are targeting “last mile” grants to seniors who are on 
track to graduate but face an unpaid bursar balance or loss of aid eligibility. Covering a 
student’s final semester tuition or clearing a modest debt (even a few hundred dollars) can 
make the difference between graduating or not for those in precarious financial situations. 
Such completion grants have yielded strong returns in pilot programs, significantly 
boosting graduation rates for recipients. Additionally, some states and systems have 
enacted “reverse transfer” policies so that students who transfer from community college 
to a university before earning an associate degree can retroactively receive that credential 
once they’ve accumulated enough credits – ensuring they don’t leave empty-handed if they 
later stop out from the university. 

Another important trend is the rethinking of remedial education and early momentum. 
Historically, large numbers of students have been placed in non-credit remedial courses 
(especially in math and English) and never made it to college-level work, derailing their 
degree progress. Reforms in many states have now replaced these with co-requisite 
models (students take college-level courses with extra support instead of remedial 
classes) and multiple measures for placement. The result has been more students passing 
gateway courses in their first year, a proven predictor of eventual graduation. In fact, there 
is growing data that if a student completes 30 credits in their first year, their odds of 
graduating skyrocket. Hence, “15 to Finish” and “30 – 60 – 90” campaigns encourage 
students to take a full load each term or catch up in summer/winter sessions. Coupled with 
better advising, these strategies help students build momentum toward completion, rather 
than accumulating credits haphazardly. 

One cannot discuss graduation without addressing outcomes beyond graduation. 
Increasingly, stakeholders are pressuring colleges to not just graduate students, but to 
ensure those graduates have gained skills and opportunities that make the degree 
worthwhile. Regional accreditors and state performance-funding formulas are 
incorporating metrics like job placement rates, graduate school enrollment, and alumni 
earnings. While contentious, these moves reflect a reality: 94% of employers believe 
colleges should equally prepare students for careers and to be informed citizens, 
putting dual pressure on institutions to deliver on both fronts. We see innovation in 
capstone experiences, internships, and industry partnerships so that graduates leave with 



tangible experience and networks. Some universities are even guaranteeing job interviews 
or short-term placements for graduates as a demonstration of confidence in their 
preparation. 

Finally, it’s worth noting the cultural shift around what “counts” as success. For decades, a 
narrow focus on the four-year degree overshadowed other credentials. Now, the ecosystem 
is widening. Micro-credentials, certificates, and apprenticeships are being folded into 
the academic portfolio as either stepping stones or outcomes in their own right. The rise of 
degree apprenticeships (where students earn college credit and pay while working) is one 
example of blending education with workforce development – an approach gaining steam 
in the U.K. and now being piloted in the U.S. (without naming specific institutions, several 
American universities have recently launched apprenticeship-degree hybrid programs in 
tech and business fields). These innovations could improve graduation rates by providing 
alternative paths to completion for students who might otherwise drop out for work or 
financial reasons. A student could, for instance, earn a shorter certificate, get a job, and 
later return to stack that into a full degree. Higher ed leaders are beginning to view 
credentials as a continuum rather than a one-shot, all-or-nothing endeavor. 

In summary, the Graduation pillar challenges colleges to finish what they start with each 
student. Significant progress will require a mix of high-tech solutions (analytics, planning 
tools) and high-touch interventions (mentoring, financial support, and pedagogical reform). 
As institutions implement these, success will be measured not only by rising graduation 
percentages, but by graduates who are well-equipped for life after college. This brings us 
naturally to the final pillar: CSX - the cumulative student experience, which underpins a 
student’s journey from orientation to commencement. 

Pillar 4: Student Experience – Elevating the Cumulative Journey (CSX) 

The cumulative student experience (CSX) is the sum total of a student’s interactions 
with an institution, inside and outside the classroom – has emerged as both a focal 
point and pain point for colleges. In a competitive enrollment environment, delivering a 
positive, holistic student experience is not a luxury; it is integral to an institution’s 
reputation and outcomes. Students today (and their families) expect seamless digital 
services, personalized support, a welcoming campus culture, and clear return on their 
educational investment. Gaps in any of these areas can erode trust and engagement, with 
real consequences for retention and success. 

One striking insight is how much student expectations have changed with the advent of 
new technologies. A vivid example is the rapid adoption of AI tools by students. Surveys in 
2025 found that over 90% of college students were already using AI tools (like ChatGPT 



or other generative AI) in their academic work, with more than half using them weekly. 
This was a massive jump from the year prior. Yet most institutions lagged behind: fewer 
than 30% of students said their university explicitly encourages or supports the use of 
AI, and a majority of faculty reported receiving little guidance on how AI should be used in 
teaching. The result has been a disconnect – students forging ahead with new technologies 
to augment studying and writing, while campus policies scramble to catch up. This gap can 
negatively impact student experience when unclear rules lead to confusion or punitive 
responses (e.g. accusations of misconduct). Forward-looking colleges are beginning to 
bridge this gap by integrating “AI literacy” into the first-year experience and establishing 
clear, ethical guidelines so that students know when and how they can use AI as a learning 
aid. Some have even deployed AI-driven tutoring and writing support systems so that 
students have institution-sanctioned tools that improve learning rather than undermine it. 
In short, campuses are starting to treat AI as an opportunity to enhance student 
experience – for example, via 24/7 chat assistant advising or personalized learning and 
tutoring– rather than solely as a threat. The institutions embracing these innovations are 
likely to earn students’ trust (and enrollment) through a demonstrated commitment to 
modern, relevant education. 

Beyond technology, the student experience encompasses campus climate and culture. 
As noted, students’ trust in their institutions is relatively strong – about 62% of students 
express high trust in their college or university – but there are fault lines, especially 
among marginalized groups. National controversies have played out on campuses: 
debates over free speech, racial justice protests, disagreements over public health 
policies, and clashes over inclusion, to name a few. These issues can dominate headlines, 
but on the ground, students mostly want to feel safe, included, and heard. Efforts such as 
restorative justice programs, intergroup dialogue circles, and student-led diversity councils 
have helped some campuses navigate cultural tensions. Still, external political pressures 
(like state bans on certain DEI programs or pressure on faculty speech) have created an 
atmosphere of uncertainty for students and staff alike. Interestingly, a recent poll showed 
37% of students felt that government actions to limit DEI initiatives had “no real 
impact” on their college experience – suggesting that many campuses have found ways 
to preserve an inclusive environment despite the noise. That said, roughly the same share 
indicated there was some impact, which means a significant portion of students may be 
experiencing a chill in the campus climate. The best antidote is transparency: institutions 
that openly reaffirm their values, support open dialogue, and involve students in decision-
making tend to maintain stronger community bonds even under external scrutiny. 

We would be remiss not to discuss the basic needs aspect of student experience. A 
student who is hungry, homeless, or financially desperate is not going to have a positive 



college experience, no matter how excellent the classes or facilities. The pandemic brought 
these issues into stark relief, and now many colleges have embedded basic needs support 
as a core student service. On-campus food pantries, emergency housing programs, and 
benefits navigators (staff who help students access public benefits like SNAP or 
healthcare) are becoming as common as career centers. These efforts recognize a simple 
truth: student success is intertwined with student well-being. The return on investment 
is clear – a student who gets help during a crisis is a student who stays enrolled and 
eventually graduates. Moreover, providing these supports reinforces to students that their 
institution cares about them as whole people, not just as tuition-paying numbers. This 
sense of being valued can significantly boost a student’s connection to the college, read 
that again. 

Finally, an evolving component of student experience is the integration of academic and 
career development. Students appreciate when their learning feels meaningful and 
connected to life after college. We see a rise in practices like project-based learning with 
real-world partners, entrepreneurship labs, and alumni mentorship networks that give 
students a taste of professional life. Co-operative education models (paid work rotations 
as part of the curriculum) and robust internship programs can also enrich the college 
experience. When students perceive that every class and activity is purposefully building 
their skills and resume, their engagement deepens. It’s telling that 45% of students say 
they want faculty to limit high-stakes exams in favor of more practical learning 
experiences. The traditional lecture/test format is giving way to more interactive pedagogy 
on many campuses precisely because it improves both learning and satisfaction. In short, 
academic innovation is part of student experience too. 

In summation, the student experience pillar teaches us that how students experience 
college is just as important as what they experience. A university might have world-class 
faculty and facilities, but if students feel unsupported or alienated, outcomes will suffer. 
Conversely, a college that cultivates a nurturing, dynamic student experience – even 
without elite resources – can outperform peers in retention and graduate success. As we 
shift to our concluding themes of innovation and global context, keep in mind that 
enhancing student experience is the thread that ties all pillars together. Every innovation 
must ultimately answer: does this make the student experience richer  and do they really 
know that as a campus, we care? 

Innovation and Transformation: Building the Future-Ready Campus 

In the midst of these challenges, a hopeful counter-narrative is emerging across higher 
education: one of innovation, reinvention, and strategic transformation. The crisis 
mindset of recent years is gradually giving way to an entrepreneurial mindset in many 



college leadership teams. The motto could well be “innovate or stagnate.” Here we 
highlight key areas where institutions are pushing boundaries – not as isolated tech fixes or 
gimmicks, but as integrated strategies to thrive in a new era. 

AI Integration: Perhaps the most talked-about innovation is AI, but what’s notable in 2026 
is how quickly it’s moving from pilots to enterprise-level implementation. While only 15% of 
colleges currently use AI tools for student advising or support, and about a quarter use 
generative AI for analytics in student performance, those numbers are rising every 
semester. We are at a tipping point where AI is shifting from a back-office experiment to a 
core part of academic and operational design. Colleges are investing in “AI councils” or 
task forces to develop institution-wide AI strategies, ensuring ethical use and equity are 
baked into deployment. Some universities have rolled out AI-driven virtual advisors that 
can answer routine student questions 24/7 or nudge students to complete tasks like 
course registration – effectively reducing wait times and freeing human staff for high-touch 
interventions. In classrooms, faculty innovators are using AI to personalize learning: from AI 
tools that provide instant feedback on student writing, to adaptive learning platforms that 
tailor exercises to each student’s level. Importantly, leaders recognize that AI should 
augment, not replace, human talent. The winning formula appears to be combining AI’s 
efficiency with human empathy and expertise. For example, an AI system might flag a 
struggling student through pattern recognition, but a human counselor will handle the 
sensitive outreach and support plan. As one futurist noted, “In 2026, institutions that 
operationalize AI will widen their performance gap, while those that don’t will inherit a 
shadow system they can’t control.” In other words, campuses that proactively harness AI 
(with proper guardrails) are likely to leap ahead on student outcomes and operational 
efficiency, whereas laggards may find their students and faculty using AI anyway, but 
without institutional guidance – a recipe for chaos. The message for leadership is clear: 
develop a vision for an “AI-native campus” now, or risk falling behind. This doesn’t 
mean a careless rush into every shiny AI product, but rather a thoughtful integration of AI 
into the mission – from recruitment analytics to personalized alumni outreach – always 
evaluated through the lens of improving student success. 

Digital and Hybrid Learning Models: The pandemic-era experiment with online learning 
has matured into a permanent shift toward more flexible learning models. Students have 
come to appreciate the convenience of hybrid schedules, and institutions see 
opportunities to reach new markets beyond their geographic footprint. By Spring 2026, it’s 
commonplace for even traditional residential colleges to offer a menu of online courses or 
hybrid degree programs. The technology infrastructure (LMSs, video platforms, proctoring 
tools) has improved, and faculty are more adept at teaching online effectively. However, 
simply moving content online is not the innovation – the innovation is in redesigning 



pedagogy for digital formats and ensuring quality. Universities are experimenting with 
virtual labs for science courses, VR/AR simulations in fields like nursing and engineering, 
and enriched multimedia content that can make online learning as engaging as in-person. 
These investments not only serve current students but also position the institution to 
attract adult learners who need asynchronous options. Globally, we see even greater 
moves: entire online mega-universities (some enrolling hundreds of thousands of 
students) are rising, particularly in regions of Asia and Latin America, to meet demand at 
scale. U.S. colleges are learning from these models and forging international partnerships. 
A key trend is micro-campuses and collaborative online international learning – where a 
U.S. institution partners with overseas universities to co-deliver programs, blending local 
support with online instruction. This could be a way to expand global reach despite 
international student visa hurdles. 

Micro-Credentials and Lifelong Learning: The workforce is changing rapidly, and higher 
education is adapting by embracing shorter, stackable credentials. As noted earlier, 
short-term programs are boosting enrollment, but they also represent a philosophical shift: 
education as a lifelong, on-demand service rather than a one-time four-year package. 
Colleges are developing micro-credential offerings (often in partnership with industry or 
platforms) in areas like coding, data analytics, project management, or digital marketing. 
These can be completed in months, not years, and are frequently delivered online. 
Critically, many institutions are ensuring these credentials “stack” into degrees – for 
example, a student might earn three certificates over a few years that together fulfill a 
chunk of a bachelor’s curriculum. This modular approach is an innovation in both 
academic design and market strategy. It appeals to working professionals who cannot drop 
everything for a full degree but who might accumulate credentials over time. It also keeps 
alumni engaged; instead of a one-time transaction, the relationship is ongoing as learners 
return for upskilling. In 2026, a competitive college is one that can say to a student: We’ll 
be your learning partner for life – come back anytime for the education you need. This aligns 
with employers’ expectations too, as industries call for continual reskilling. On the global 
stage, the European Union’s push into micro-credentials has been significant, creating 
frameworks for recognizing these across borders. The U.S. is catching up, with accreditors 
and the Department of Education starting to acknowledge and even fund shorter credential 
programs (e.g., recent legislation allowing Pell Grants for certain short-term programs). All 
this points to a future where agility in program offerings is a hallmark of institutional 
success. 

Operational Transformation and Sustainability: Innovation is not only academic. Many 
campuses are reimagining their operations for efficiency and sustainability. This ranges 
from adopting shared services and consortia models (multiple colleges teaming up to 



share online courses, libraries, or even administrative functions) to leveraging data for 
better decision-making in finance and facilities. The cost of deferred maintenance, for 
example, has become unsustainable – an estimated $1 trillion in repairs may be needed 
nationwide over the next decade, and 63% of institutions have been funding less than a 
quarter of their maintenance needs annually. In response, some colleges are using 
analytics to prioritize renovations that yield the most student impact, while others are 
rightsizing their physical footprint (selling or repurposing under-utilized buildings) as hybrid 
learning reduces space needs. Energy efficiency and sustainability initiatives not only save 
money but resonate with students’ values – thus, green campuses are seen as part of the 
student experience as well as operations. We also see administrative innovation: 
centralizing certain back-office tasks across a state system or consortium to reduce 
duplication and embracing remote or hybrid work for staff to attract talent and reduce 
facilities costs. These changes require cultural shifts, but the institutions that manage it 
can redirect savings to core missions of teaching and support. 

In sum, the arc of innovation in 2026 is about becoming a more adaptive, student-
centered, and future-proof institution. Each campus will have its own journey, but 
common themes emerge: use technology thoughtfully to enhance (not replace) human 
interaction; break free of tradition when it no longer serves today’s students; and always 
measure innovations against outcomes that matter – student learning, equity, satisfaction, 
and character. 

Global Perspectives: Higher Education without Borders 

No strategic discussion would be complete without situating U.S. higher education in the 
global context. Around the world, universities are grappling with similar disruptions and in 
some cases, leapfrogging ahead with bold moves. American higher-ed leaders can glean 
insight and cautionary tales from these developments. 

Global Student Mobility and Competition: Despite geopolitical uncertainties, demand 
for higher education worldwide remains robust, with forecasts of global student 
mobility reaching ~9 million students by 2030. However, where those students go is 
shifting. Countries like Canada, Australia, and many European nations have capitalized on 
more welcoming immigration policies to attract international students who might 
previously have chosen the U.S. Meanwhile, China and India are massively expanding their 
domestic higher education capacity – China now awards more STEM PhDs annually than 
the U.S., for instance – aiming to become net importers of talent. For U.S. institutions, this 
means the competition for international students is fiercer than ever. To stand out, 
American colleges are diversifying recruitment to new regions (Latin America, Africa, 
Southeast Asia) and emphasizing their strengths in innovation and critical thinking – 



qualities prized by globally-minded families. Additionally, the idea of transnational 
education is rising: setting up branch campuses abroad or forming joint degree programs 
to deliver American-style education overseas. Such ventures can raise an institution’s 
profile and create new revenue streams but requires savvy partnership and management. 

On the flip side of mobility, there’s growing pressure globally (and in the U.S.) to ensure 
international education benefits the host country’s economy. Some governments are 
considering or enacting policies that link student visas to post-graduation outcomes, 
like employment in the field of study. This could incentivize universities to invest more in 
career services and employer engagement for their international cohorts. In the U.S., while 
not policy, public sentiment favors retaining talent: nearly 60% of Americans support 
giving green cards to foreign graduates of U.S. universities so they can stay and work. 
This aligns with practices in Canada and others, where education is seen as a pipeline to 
skilled immigration. U.S. higher ed leaders might consider advocating for policies that keep 
our international graduates contributing locally, which in turn would make U.S. education 
more attractive globally. 

AI-Native Campuses Worldwide: The digital transformation is a global race. Notably, the 
European Union has announced plans to invest €200 billion to become a global leader 
in AI, aiming to drive innovation across sectors, including education. European universities 
are thus benefiting from significant research funding to integrate AI into teaching and 
administration (all while EU regulators also craft ethical AI guidelines). In Asia, some 
universities in countries like Singapore, South Korea, and China are arguably ahead of the 
curve – building entire smart campuses with AI-driven libraries, robots assisting in labs, 
and predictive analytics mapping student journeys. The Middle East, with new institutions 
in the Gulf region (often in partnership with Western universities), is constructing “future 
universities” from the ground up, embedding the latest EdTech and AI from day one. This 
concept of an “AI-native campus” – where AI is not an add-on, but part of the DNA of 
processes and pedagogy – is being prototyped globally. American institutions, particularly 
resource-rich ones, are beginning to follow suit, but many are still in exploratory phases. 
One challenge in the U.S. is bringing faculty and staff along, given concerns about AI’s 
impact on jobs and academic integrity. Here is where international collaboration could 
help: sharing best practices on AI governance, faculty training, and success stories of AI 
improving outcomes could accelerate adoption in a responsible way. In the end, the 
institutions that succeed will be those that blend technological savvy with the humanistic 
values at the heart of education. 

Emerging Models and Pathways: Globally, alternative models of higher education are 
blossoming. From degree apprenticeships in the UK (where students earn degrees 



through work-based learning and academic study simultaneously), to open universities 
and competency-based education in various countries, the monopoly of the traditional 3- 
or 4-year campus experience is eroding. Even the definition of a “university” is expanding – 
consider the rise of corporate academies (major companies creating their own certification 
programs or even accredited degrees) and the growth of online platforms that cross 
national boundaries. For U.S. leaders, the lesson is not to become insular. The next 
generation of students – “Generation Alpha” behind Gen Z – may assemble their education 
from a mix of providers, some global and some local, physical and digital. Higher ed policy 
thinkers often talk about a “learning ecosystem” that is borderless. We can already see 
how a student might take online courses from a foreign provider, attend a local community 
college, and finish at a state university, while also completing a coding bootcamp on the 
side. Our structures must evolve to accommodate and recognize this fluidity, through 
credit transfer agreements, recognition of prior learning, and perhaps international 
accreditation frameworks. 

While global trends present competition, they also offer collaboration potential. Joint 
research on global challenges, student exchange programs (physical or virtual), and 
multinational consortia can enrich the educational experience and create opportunities for 
all involved. Embracing a global mindset is itself part of the innovation needed in this era. 

Conclusion: Leadership with Clarity and Courage 

The Spring 2026 edition of The Clarity Report: Higher EDU has painted a complex picture of 
U.S. higher education at a crossroads of challenge and change. The four pillars of student 
success – enrollment, retention, graduation, and the cumulative student experience – 
remain the foundation for institutional vitality, but each is being tested in new ways. We 
have seen that enrollment trends are shifting (with public institutions and community 
colleges rebounding while many privates struggle), driven by demographic cliffs and 
changing learner preferences. We have acknowledged a retention crisis that is slowly 
yielding to intensive student support efforts, but which still demands vigilant attention to 
students’ financial and mental well-being. We have explored how improving graduation 
outcomes requires closing equity gaps and embracing flexibility and innovation in 
delivering credentials. And we have underscored that the student experience – the holistic 
journey – underpins all success, with a call for institutions to truly become student-
centered in every respect, from customer service levels to cultural climate. 

For higher education leaders, the charge is clear: this is no time for complacency or half-
measures. The world around our campuses is changing too fast for a “wait and see” 
approach. The good news is that across the nation, many colleges and universities are 
rising to the occasion. They are proving that it is possible to be both rigorously truthful 



about our problems and optimistic about our future. This strategic, investigative look at the 
sector shows pockets of transformation that can be scaled and adapted. Every challenge 
identified here – from funding cuts to student disconnection – has colleges somewhere 
that are beating the odds through creativity and commitment. Our task as a community of 
educators is to learn from those exemplars, borrow the strategies that work, and avoid the 
pitfalls that ensnare others. 

It bears repeating that higher education is not broken; it is evolving. And evolution, while 
sometimes painful, is necessary for survival and growth. The leaders who navigate this era 
successfully will be those who engage their faculty, staff, students, and stakeholders in 
honest dialogue, data-informed decision-making, and bold experimentation. They will 
focus relentlessly on the mission – educating students and creating knowledge for the 
betterment of society – while being flexible about the models used to achieve it. In a time 
of chaos, clarity is a leader’s best asset: clarity of purpose, clarity of communication, and 
clarity of strategy. 

In closing, the Spring 2026 outlook for higher education is one of guarded hope. The pain 
points are real: budgets are tight, fewer teenagers are coming, publics are skeptical, and 
campuses face internal strains. But the potential is enormous: to educate in new ways, to 
reach learners previously unreached, to leverage technology ethically for human gain, and 
to recommit to the public good in tangible ways. Higher education still holds the keys to 
individual opportunity and collective progress – if we can adapt and reaffirm our value. As 
this report has detailed, the path forward is being illuminated by data, innovation, and a 
shared determination not just to survive, but to lead. Let us move forward with clarity and 
courage, knowing that the actions we take now will shape not only the future of our 
institutions, but the futures of millions of learners who depend on us to get this right. 
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