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Agenda
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The Problem

Operating Environment Has Changed

• Budget deficits that are unsustainable

• Enrollment growth is inconsistent, not equally 

distributed

• Expenses growing through inflation, regulation, & 

expectations

• Higher ed governance model is unique, makes cost 

management difficult
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The “Solution”: The Program Review

Purpose

• One-time evaluation of all academic programs

• Usually designed to sunset programs & address 

budget deficits

• Focus is on reduction of expense through cutting 

faculty positions for programs that are not profitable

• Effectiveness is mixed

Challenges

• Reactive, not proactive

• Follows the org chart; data gathering & 

interpretation in silos

• Violates expectations; little technical preparation

• Not vision-driven; not geared toward long-term 

advantage

A strategic planning approach 

addresses these challenges

Typically, more tactical than 

strategic
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Silos, Silos, Silos

• The “typical” program review tends to follow the org 

chart

• Data-gathering & interpretation happens in silos

• Different motivations & goals for each group

• Each group is focused on a different time point

• Different levels of technical preparation for process
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Motivations → Time Points 

Academic Affairs

Maintain accreditation​

Demonstrate rigor/quality​

Planned assessments of LOs​

Revenues/expenses​

Finance​

Balance the budget+​

Identify bloated expenses​

GL, financial statements​

Mission alignment​

Motive​

Goal​

Data

Sources​

Data Gaps​

Enrollment Management

Identify growth opportunities​

Build enrollment/brand​

Market insights/external​

Resources/feasibility​

Past Present Future
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Motivations → Outcomes

Academic Affairs

Maintain accreditation​

Demonstrate rigor/quality​

Planned assessments of LOs​

Revenues/expenses​

Finance​

Balance the budget+​

Identify bloated expenses​

GL, financial statements​

Mission alignment​

Motive​

Goal​

Data

Sources​

Data Gaps​

Enrollment Management

Identify growth opportunities​

Build enrollment/brand​

Market insights/external​

Resources/feasibility​

Often lack consensus on 

results/actions
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The Strategic Academic Plan 

Applying principles from strategic planning to your academic offerings:

• Requires a data-driven study of the past, present, & future of your offerings

• Requires a vision for the institution’s academic operation 

• Requires acknowledgement that survival in a crowded market will require some long-term advantage

• Requires ongoing effort & refresh on a regular basis, as operating environments change
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Finding the Right Program Data

Past, Present, & Future

Academic

• Student outcomes

• Faculty activities

• Cross-serving programs

• Capacity & bandwidth

Enrollment Management

• Applications & yield

• Applicant demographics & 

geographic position

• Advisory group & employer 

input

• Demand; subjective & objective

Economic

• Margins generated by 

academic programs

• Margin drivers – find a good 

tool to help you understand the 

why

Institutional

• Alignment with overall 

goals/vision/strategy

• Alignment with resources

• Giving & alumni engagement

10

All data points collected at 

program/department level
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Tip From the Field

Find a Good Tool – Margin Drivers

11

Program 

Economic 

Analysis
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Finding the Right Program Data

New Programs Matter Too

Academic

• Student outcomes

• Faculty activities

• Cross-serving programs

• Capacity & bandwidth

Enrollment Management

• Applications & yield

• Applicant demographics & 

geographic position

• Advisory group & employer 

input

• Demand; subjective & 

objective

Economic

• Margins generated by 

academic programs

• Margin drivers – use a good 

tool to help you understand 

the why

Institutional

• Alignment with overall 

goals/vision/strategy

• Alignment with resources

• Giving & alumni engagement
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Your academic plan should also codify new 

program/track launches based in similar 

data
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Tip From the Field

Find a Good Tool – Alignment With Resources
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• For new programs, understand the effect on 

your SoA

• Compare/contrast with each other

• How long until the program generates net 

revenue?

• How many students do you need per year to 

meet that target?

• What is the discount during Years 1-3? 4-6?

• How much capital is required? How much can 

you afford?
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Using the Data Productively

Past, Present, & Future

• Spend time to operationalize variables & agree to those definitions

• Avoid the temptation to focus only on past success, present state

• Establish consensus among Cabinet members

• Visualize data in a transparent dashboard or platform

• (More on this later – data hygiene needs to come first)

• Establish benchmarking policies

• Trends in performance – understand yourself & where you’re headed

• Trends in the environment – understand where you sit relative to the field

• Build a scorecard & track each year – green, yellow, red programs
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The Strategic Academic Plan 
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Avoiding Typical Planning Pitfalls

Your Strategic Academic Plan should not:

Be 

everything to 

everyone

Overemphasize 

what has 

worked well in 

the past

Be a one-time, 

every 10-year 

process

Sit on the 

shelf
Be 

independent of 

the budgeting 

process
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People & Process

Review Cycle
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Measure & 
track

Transparent 
reporting

Annual 
retreat to 
process 
results

Strategic 
initiative 

development 
based on 

results

Prioritization 
& validation 
of initiatives

• Process can be annual

• Touch every program every year to monitor trends

• Have policies for addressing low-performing programs

• Criteria to trigger remediation

• Runway to recover/improve

• Sync with budgeting process &/or hiring process

• Be aware of academic calendar deadlines, mechanisms 

for reporting to faculty
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People & Process

Who Will Do the Planning? 

Important Questions

• How will you kick off the process?

• Who will pull the data & be responsible for visualization?

• How will you establish a cross-functional team?

• Who should lead?

• Is there a standing committee? 

• Is it elected or appointed?

• How long are the terms?

• How will new members be brought up to date on the previous several years of data/decisions?

• What policies will this committee follow?
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People & Process

Accountability
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Know your goals & make them known

Appoint champion for each initiative

Document the process & be ready to share it

Develop policies & follow them

Don’t be afraid to revisit an earlier decision
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Tip From the Field

Know Your Goals
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How much margin should your 

portfolio generate to break 

even?

To allow for new investments?
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Tip From the Field
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Recommended 
Initiatives for 2025

Supporting 
Data

Associated 
Institutional 

Goals

Plan to 
Address Champion Goals/KPIs Timing/Schedule

Revise Schedule in 
Programs X, Y, & Z

Declining 
margins for 3 
years

Class sizes 
below 30th 
percentile for 
institution

1, 3, 4, 5

Re-write 
course 
schedules

Reduce 
number of 
sections to 
raise class size

VPAA

Target for average 
class sizes: 

Fall – 18
Spring – 16 

Review process at 
December 
department heads 
meeting

New schedules 
submitted by 
February for Fall 
2025

 

Launch New ABC 
Program

Market 
research 
indicating 
employer 
demand

Student survey 
indicating 
desire to stay 
at institution 
for grad school

1, 6

Develop 
business plan 
& evaluate 
curricula 

Dean of 
Engineering; 
CFO

Curriculum 
approved by 
Committee

Marketing strategy 
developed

First class enrolled in 
Fall of 2026

Document the Process
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Getting Started with Strategic Academic 
Planning
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1. Identify your academic vision

2. Study your position

• Margins (revenue – expense) & their relationship with overall 

institutional health 

• Enrollment funnel by program; trends & current state

• Opportunities – be strategic

3. Convene a kick-off task force

• Identify & define key metrics

• Write policies; create a formal charge for standing committee

• Shepherd approval process for new committee/formal structure

4. Start developing the communication & validation 

plan
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Higher Education Consulting Resources

Strategic Academic Planning Series: 

• Part 1 – Beyond the Program Review: The Case for Strategic Academic Planning | Forvis Mazars

• Part 2 – Strategic Academic Planning: Using Relevant Data | Forvis Mazars

• Part 3 – Coming soon

Additional Resources: 

• Focus on Your Institution’s Financial Health | Forvis Mazars

• Program Economic Analysis for Higher Education | Forvis Mazars

• Complimentary Higher Education Financial Literacy Training | Forvis Mazars
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Subscribe to Higher Education 

FORsights  to receive industry 

resources directly to your inbox!

https://www.forvismazars.us/forsights/2024/08/beyond-the-program-review-the-case-for-strategic-academic-planning
https://www.forvismazars.us/forsights/2024/11/strategic-academic-planning-using-relevant-data
https://www.forvismazars.us/forsights/2024/09/focus-on-your-institutions-financial-health
https://www.forvismazars.us/services/innovation/program-economic-analysis?utm_source=digital_ad&utm_medium=resources_slide&utm_campaign=sap_webinar
https://www.forvismazars.us/forsights/2024/10/complimentary-higher-education-financial-literacy-training
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The information set forth in this presentation contains the analysis and conclusions of the author(s) based upon his/her/their research and 

analysis of industry information and legal authorities. Such analysis and conclusions should not be deemed opinions or conclusions by 
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