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Cost-Saving Innovation
Creating cost-efficient new ways to access college degrees
Virginia cannot achieve the goal of 100,000 additional degrees by using only traditional methods. We 
must develop innovative new pathways to degree attainment and more efficient approaches for providing 
educational opportunities while holding down the cost to tax-paying and tuition-paying families. 

New technologies for distance learning and online study, more early-college opportunities in high schools, 
and more transfer options through the community college system are just some of the approaches for 
achieving greater access to a college education in new, cost-efficient ways.

Higher education restructuring legislation enacted in 2005 and other reforms have enhanced transparency, 
accountability, and cost-efficiency on Virginia’s college campuses. Greater managerial flexibility and relief 
from unnecessary and costly bureaucratic requirements could reduce costs still further. Most important, 
Virginia’s leaders need to enact a sustainable, long-term program of higher education investment and 
innovation that will enable our colleges, universities and community colleges to moderate tuition increases, 
plan strategically, and manage themselves efficiently.  

Employable Work Skills
Expanding job-specific training at community colleges
Virginians have great confidence in the community college system, which reaches to every part of the 
Commonwealth and serves a wide range of students. For many students—young people and older adults—
community colleges provide the opportunity to gain employable work skills that are required in today’s high-
tech economy for everything from healthcare and construction to auto repair and manufacturing.

Virginia’s community college system is a uniquely valuable resource that can help many more Virginians 
gain the education and skills needed to succeed in life. The Commonwealth should expand the system’s 
capacity and focus on creating more job-skill retraining and industry-specific courses for workers of all ages 
throughout their lifetimes. Collaborations between job-creating businesses and community colleges produce 
exceptional value for students, employers, and the Commonwealth, and should be pursued on the broadest 
possible basis statewide.

Research Partnerships
Increasing public-private collaboration on university-based research
University-based research attracts high-tech business enterprises, leverages federal and private grant dollars, 
helps recruit and retain top faculty, and creates outstanding educational opportunities for students. Public-
private partnerships that facilitate research and development programs often produce other tangible benefits, 
from creating clusters of industry-specific development to turning new discoveries into commercially viable 
products and processes.  

The return on investment in university-based research is dramatic, as both the Cooper Center’s recent 
Virginia economic impact analysis and numerous national studies demonstrate.  Higher education research 
in Virginia annually generates nearly $600 million in economic output, creates thousands of jobs, and 
produces $72 million in state tax revenues (far exceeding what the Commonwealth spends).  Virginia needs a 
clear and sustained program to promote public-private collaboration on research, especially in areas such as 
energy and healthcare where federal and private entities currently are investing heavily. 
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Regional Development
Enhancing economic development and workforce initiatives in each region
Strong and vibrant colleges, universities and community colleges are crucial for every region of Virginia. 
They improve the quality of life, ensure a skilled workforce, and provide a catalyst for economic development 
and business investment. 

In today’s knowledge-based economy, no regional strategy for economic development and job creation 
can hope to succeed without an active and ongoing partnership between the region’s higher education 
institutions, businesses, local governments, and economic development organizations, among others. To 
realize the distinctive potential of every Virginia region in this dynamic new economy, the Commonwealth 
must foster greater regional collaboration and public-private partnerships on workforce training, research 
initiatives, business recruitment efforts, small business development, and community enrichment. No 
institutions have greater potential impact across all of these aspects than the colleges, universities and 
community colleges in each region. 

Affordable Access
Making college affordable for low- and middle-income students and families
Virginia must make a firm and clear commitment of state support to ensure that a college education is 
affordable and accessible for all Virginians, including those in low- and middle-income families. Such a 
commitment will require reversal of the decade-long trend toward dramatically lower per-student funding 
at the state level.

While Virginians should be pleased that some state colleges and universities regularly receive high national 
rankings for value, the Commonwealth is in no sense a low-tuition state. To the contrary, tuition and 
educational fees at Virginia’s public four-year colleges and universities have more than doubled in the last 
decade, and in 2008-2009 were the 10th highest in the nation. Virginia likewise ranked 11th in the debt 
burden borne by graduating students. The average cost for an in-state undergraduate student living on 
campus in 2008-2009 was equal to 40 percent of Virginians’ per capita disposable income. 

These statistics reveal a system under extreme duress, with intolerable consequences for low- and middle-
income families that are already hard-pressed by tough economic conditions. While there are numerous 
potential strategies for making higher education affordable for more Virginians, three proposals are 
especially worthy of attention:

Codified Commitment – Enact a new state law expressing the Commonwealth’s clear commitment to 
enhanced educational attainment and affordable access, providing a long-term investment blueprint, 
and locking in a reliable funding source or sources.

Tuition “Rainy Day” Fund – Establish a reserve fund to ameliorate the impact of swings in state revenue 
collections and protect Virginia families from sudden and steep tuition hikes caused by the familiar 
boom-bust funding cycle.

Middle-Class Financial Aid – Increase student financial aid for low-income families and provide expanded 
eligibility for middle-class families.
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Join the Coalition 

We encourage you to join with hundreds of other individuals and organizations who support the 
goals outlined in this publication by becoming a member of the GROW BY DEGREES Coalition. 
If you belong to an organization that is not already a member of the Coalition, please ask the 
organization’s leadership to join with us by becoming a member, hosting a presentation on our 
efforts and letting members know about this important initative. 

To learn more about us or to join the GROW BY DEGREES Coalition, please visit our website at 
www.growbydegrees.org.

Join the Coalition	 Paul Shanks | 804.775.1440 | pshanks@growbydegrees.org
			   Mike Thomas | 804.775.1917 | mthomas@growbydegrees.org

Media Inquiries  	 Mark Hubbard | 804.775.1920 | mhubbard@growbydegrees.org  

General Inquiries 	 Tyler Bishop | 804.775.1916 | tbishop@growbydegrees.org

VBHEC		  Don Finley | 804.249.2889 | djfinley@vbhec.com

About the GROW BY DEGREES Coalition
Our Coalition is comprised of business, community, education, and economic development leaders and 
organizations from throughout Virginia. Though they reflect a variety of perspectives and backgrounds, Coalition 
members share a conviction that Virginians, regardless of income, should have access to the broader economic 
horizons opened by a college education. They also share a belief that only a sustained program of investment, 
reform and innovation in higher education—embodied in state law and in the business plans of our educational 
institutions—will make Virginia a national and international leader in attracting new business investment, research 
grants and excellent job opportunities in the new economy.

About the Virginia Business Higher Education Council (VBHEC)
VBHEC was founded in 1994 by Virginia business leaders on the principle that the prosperity of Virginia and 
the well-being of its citizens is fundamentally tied to access to a strong system of public colleges and universities. 
A nonprofit, nonpartisan partnership between Virginia’s business community and higher education leadership, 
VBHEC’s mission is to enhance the performance of Virginia’s public colleges, universities and community colleges 
and their funding by state government so they can produce the greatest possible positive impact on Virginia’s 
economy. VBHEC is committed to educating the public about higher education’s crucial role in Virginia’s economy, 
and it strives to secure the support needed for the Commonwealth’s colleges, universities and community colleges 
to rank among the nation’s best. 

www.growbydegrees.org


