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Executive Summary

Higher education in the LAC region is evolving 
amidst shifting demographics, technological 
advancements, and rising global competition. 
Empowered by technology, students demand 
flexible, accessible and impactful learning 
experiences, challenging institutions to adapt quickly.

During the Ellucian Latin America & the 
Caribbean User Conference 2024 (LACUC24), 
Dr. Joe Sallustio, Ellucian’s VP of Industry 
Engagement, facilitated a workshop with more 
than 25 regional higher education leaders 
to identify and prioritize their most pressing 
challenges. Using a focused methodology, 
participants first outlined their top five challenges, 
then narrowed them down to those that were 
most relevant and actionable for their contexts. 

This exercise uncovered common concerns 
such as inclusivity, curricular flexibility, and cost-
effective technology integration.

Sallustio’s extensive experience — spanning 
institutional leadership roles, podcast interviews 
with over 300 university presidents, and 
authorship of Commencement: The Beginning 
of a New Era in Higher Education — provided a 
foundation for exploring practical solutions. This 
white paper synthesizes the workshop’s findings, 
blending regional leaders’ proposals with 
Sallustio’s insights. While offering strategies for 
addressing challenges like retention, innovation, 
and digital transformation, it emphasizes 
the need for tailored approaches to fit each 
institution’s unique circumstances.
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1. Evolving Student 
Expectations: 
The Rise of the 
Consumer-Learner
Top institutions in Latin America and the 
Caribbean face critical challenges in higher 
education that threaten both student success 
and institutional sustainability. Among the most 
pressing concerns are student dropout rates and 
the evolving roles of educators.

Student dropout rates are driven by a 
combination of economic, academic, and 
psychosocial factors, with many students 
struggling to balance the cost of education, 
personal responsibilities, and academic 
demands. Retention is further complicated by 
a lack of adequate support systems, including 
financial aid, academic counseling, and mental 
health services.

Simultaneously, the roles of educators are 
undergoing a fundamental transformation. 
Faculty are increasingly expected to act as 
facilitators rather than traditional instructors, 
guiding students through individualized learning 
journeys. This shift demands significant investment 
in training programs that focus on pedagogical 
innovation, technological proficiency, and social 
competencies, ensuring that educators are 
prepared to meet the changing needs of students.

Joe Sallustio’s keynote insights provide 
actionable strategies that align with these 
challenges. His emphasis on the empowered, 
consumer-minded learner offers a lens through 
which institutions can rethink their approaches to 
retention and faculty development. 

1.1 Students in Control: 			 
Retention and Flexibility

Technology has given students the freedom to 
choose institutions that align with their unique 
needs, removing geographical barriers and 
empowering learners to demand flexibility. This 
shift directly impacts dropout rates, as students 
have the ability to leave institutions that fail to 
meet their expectations.

To combat dropout rates, institutions should 
offer flexible learning options, such as hybrid 
and asynchronous courses, which accommodate 
students’ work and personal responsibilities. By 
creating adaptable pathways, institutions can 
ensure students stay engaged and committed.

Faculty are increasingly 
expected to act as facilitators 
rather than traditional 
instructors, guiding students 
through individualized 
learning journeys.
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1.2 Beyond Personalization: 
Individualization for Retention

Sallustio emphasized that students expect 
individualized experiences tailored to their goals. 
This aligns closely with the need for educators 
to evolve their roles, as they must guide diverse 
learners through customized educational journeys.

Institutions can address academic challenges by 
equipping educators with tools and training for 
individualized teaching, including the adoption 
of artificial intelligence. This approach ensures 
that students receive the support they need to 
succeed, reducing dropout rates and fostering 
deeper engagement.

1.3 The Consumer Mindset: Value and 
Educator Roles

Students today treat education as an 
investment, carefully evaluating its cost against 
its potential benefits. Institutions that fail to 
communicate clear value risk losing students to 
more career-focused alternatives.

To address retention challenges, institutions 
must link their programs to concrete outcomes, 
such as job readiness and skill development. 
Educators can play a vital role by incorporating 
practical applications and career-focused content 
into their teaching, helping students see the 
relevance of their education.

1.4 Loyalty Through Innovation: Building 
Engagement

Building student loyalty is an effective strategy 
to improve retention. Sallustio proposed 
innovative solutions, such as loyalty programs 
and subscription-based learning models, to keep 
students engaged.

Programs that reward academic progress 
with tangible benefits, such as discounts or 
certifications, can motivate students to stay on 
track. Educators, as facilitators, can support these 
efforts by mentoring students and fostering a 
sense of community.

1.5 The Risk of Falling Behind: Adapting 
Educator Roles

Institutions that fail to adapt to changing 
expectations risk losing students to agile 
competitors, such as online platforms offering 
low-cost, flexible alternatives. This challenge is 
particularly relevant in a region where economic 
pressures already impact enrollment and retention.

Institutions must embrace speed, flexibility, and value 
in their offerings to remain competitive. By training 
educators to adopt innovative teaching methods 
and integrate technology effectively, institutions can 
create a compelling learning experience that meets 
students’ evolving expectations.
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2. Barriers to 
Curricular and 
Operational 
Innovation: Breaking 
the Status Quo
Higher education institutions in the LAC region 
are increasingly focused on curricular adaptation 
and flexibility as a critical challenge in higher 
education. The demand for individualized learning 
approaches and dynamic course offerings is 
growing, driven by the need to engage students 
and prepare them for a rapidly evolving global 
workforce. However, entrenched barriers such as 
bureaucracy, resistance to change, and outdated 
practices often hinder progress.

Joe Sallustio’s insights on fostering innovation 
provide actionable strategies to overcome these 
barriers and build curricula that align with student 
and market needs. Below, we explore how his 
recommendations address these challenges 
through practical approaches.

2.1 Bureaucracy: The Enemy of Agility

Rigid structures and outdated policies make it 
difficult for institutions to implement flexible and 
relevant curricula. Many programs are locked into 
outdated frameworks that fail to address current 
student needs or market demands. Sallustio 
suggested attaching the names of policy creators 
to each policy, creating accountability and 
encouraging regular review.

Institutions must evaluate and update curricular 
policies to ensure agility. By streamlining 
decision-making processes, institutions 
can adapt course offerings more quickly, 
introducing innovative programs that meet the 
diverse needs of students.

2.2 Resistance to Change

Faculty and stakeholders often resist curricular 
adjustments, even when they are necessary to 
keep education relevant. Sallustio described the 
“assimilation culture” in higher education, where 
systemic resistance discourages innovation and 
maintains the status quo.

Sallustio’s advice to “fight every fight” applies 
here. Institutions need to work closely with faculty 
to demonstrate the value of curricular relevance 
and flexibility, emphasizing how adapting 
programs to individual learning needs benefits 
both students and educators. Collaborative 
workshops and transparent discussionscan 
reduce resistance and build consensus.

Sallustio described the 
“assimilation culture” in 
higher education, where 
systemic resistance 
discourages innovation and 
maintains the status quo.
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Engaging students and educators 
in the decisionmaking process also 
can help ensure the curriculum 
reflects real-world demands while 
fostering trust and buy-in.

2.3 Overcoming Innovation Fatigue

Even when initial curricular changes are made, 
maintaining momentum can be challenging. 
Institutions may lose steam due to resistance, 
lack of resources, or unclear goals, leading to a 
cycle of stalled progress.

To combat fatigue, institutions should focus on 
small, manageable pilot projects that showcase 
the success of flexible, adaptive curricula. For 
example, testing modular learning formats or 
stackable credentials within a specific program 
can demonstrate value and build confidence 
for broader adoption.

2.4 Strategies for Breaking Free

Sallustio proposed several strategies for 
overcoming barriers to innovation, including 
revising policies, empowering change agents, 
and piloting new ideas. These approaches align 
closely with the goal of curricular adaptation.

Institutions should continuously review curricula 
to align with evolving workforce demands and 
student needs. Also, identifying faculty who support 
innovative teaching methods can help lead the 
charge for curricular change. Engaging students 
and educators in the decision-making process also 
can help ensure the curriculum reflects real-world 
demands while fostering trust and buy-in.

2.5 Leadership’s Role in Innovation

Strong leadership is vital for driving curricular 
adaptation. Sallustio emphasized that leaders 
must inspire their teams, articulate a clear vision, 
and empower others to innovate. Effective 
leadership involves collaboration and setting 
measurable goals to track progress.

Institutional leaders should prioritize curricular 
flexibility in their strategic vision, working 
with departments to ensure alignment with 
global trends. Regularly tracking outcomes, 
such as graduate employability and student 
satisfaction, can guide decisions and sustain 
momentum for innovation.
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As institutions must 
ensure their programs are 
relevant and competitive 
on an international scale.

3. Economic 
Pressures: 
Sustainability 
Through Innovation
Demographic shifts have led to declining 
enrollment rates, driven by economic and societal 
changes, forcing institutions to find innovative 
ways to attract and retain students. At the same 
time, operational and economic pressures — 
such as the high cost of technology and program 
maintenance — demand rethinking traditional 
models. Compounding these issues is the 
challenge of global competition, as institutions 
must ensure their programs are relevant and 
competitive on an international scale. Joe 
Sallustio’s insights offer practical strategies for 
addressing these challenges and adapting the 
constantly shifting landscape

3.1 Declining Enrollment and 			 
the Need for Equity

Enrollment is projected to decline significantly 
by 2030, particularly affecting small to mid-sized 
institutions that rely heavily on tuition revenue. 
Fewer students mean fewer resources to invest 
in services, creating a cycle that’s hard to break. 
Sallustio emphasized that the challenge is not 
just about numbers: “Enrollment decline isn’t just 
about fewer students — it’s about less revenue, 
fewer resources, and diminished capacity to 
serve the students who do enroll.”

To counter declining enrollment, institutions can 
introduce alternative learning pathways, such 
as stackable credentials or competency-based 
education. These options attract students who 
may be hesitant to commit to traditional, long-
term degree programs by offering shorter, career-
focused alternatives.
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3.2 Alternative Learning Pathways and 
Technology Integration

Alternative learning pathways are also key to 
addressing operational and economic pressures. 
Subscription-based models, where students pay 
a flat monthly fee for unlimited access to courses, 
align with modern consumer habits while 
reducing the upfront costs of education. While 
this is an emerging trend, consumer expectations 
are driving innovative cost modeling.

Exploring subscription-based models can help 
institutions balance affordability with quality. These 
models are very common in other industries and 
innovators within higher education are exploring best 
practices to bring this model to higher education.

3.3 Communicating Value Effectively

Students and their families are demanding 
clear vidence of higher education’s value. 
This challenge is magnified for underserved 
populations who may perceive higher education 
as inaccessible or irrelevant to their career goals.

Sallustio emphasized that institutions must 
clearly articulate the value of their programs, 
linking them to tangible outcomes like 
employability and career advancement. To 
compete globally, institutions should align their 

curricula with international standards and market 
demands. Highlighting metrics such as graduate 
employability and job placement rates can 
demonstrate value and attract both local and 
international students.

3.4 Funding Innovation in Tight Budgets

A common problem is the need for resources to 
innovate when budgets are already constrained. 
Sallustio highlighted the importance of prioritizing 
investments in tools and processes that offer 
measurable returns. Partnering with technology 
providers like Ellucian allows institutions to 
leverage external expertise while managing costs

3.5 The Consequences of Inaction 

Institutions that fail to address economic 
pressures and embrace innovation risk losing 
relevance and financial stability. Sallustio 
warned, “If we can’t adapt quickly, students will 
simply go elsewhere.” The rise of alternative 
education providers, including online platforms 
and private training companies, presents a 
direct challenge to traditional higher education. 
Other industries have already adapted to meet 
consumer needs. If institutions can’t provide 
the speed, flexibility, and outcomes that 
students demand, they will lose them.

Partnering with technology 
providers like Ellucian allows 
institutions to leverage 
external expertise while 
managing costs.
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4. The Role of 
Technology in 
Transformation
Other challenges identified by institutions are the 
integration of technology and the need to ensure 
inclusion and equity in education. Advanced tools like 
AI and CRM systems hold great promise for improving 
educational outcomes and streamlining operations, 
but their adoption is hindered by high costs and 
implementation complexities. At the same time, 
addressing social and economic disparities remains 
critical to building an equitable educational system. 
Joe Sallustio’s insights provide practical strategies to 
address these challenges while ensuring technology 
supports inclusivity and accessibility

4.1 Mapping Processes to Drive Change

One of the first steps in transforming how institutions 
use technology is understanding their current systems. 
Mapping processes like admissions, registration, and 
financial aid helps identify inefficiencies and areas 
for improvement. Sallustio challenges institutions to 
ask, “How long does it take?” for each process and 
compare it to the speed students expect in other 
areas of their lives. If students wait too long for course 
registration or transcript evaluations, they may choose 
another institution. Institutions need to evaluate these 
timelines and simplify wherever possible.

Streamlining processes with technology not only 
improves efficiency but also ensures equitable 
access for students. For example, simplifying financial 
aid applications with AI-driven systems can reduce 
barriers for underprivileged students who often 
struggle with complex administrative requirements.

AI tools can also promote equity by personalizing 
learning experiences and offering tailored 
support to students from diverse backgrounds. 
For example, early-alert systems and predictive 
analytics can help educators intervene when 
students face academic or financial difficulties, 
ensuring no one is left behind.

4.2 Simplifying Technology Systems

Many institutions face fragmented technology 
infrastructures that hinder progress. Disconnected 
systems and independently adopted tools 
create redundancies and inefficiencies. Sallustio 
described this chaos as a “five-year-old with a 
crayon.” Faculty may also independently adopt 
new tools, creating further complexity.

Simplifying and integrating systems is essential 
to reduce costs and improve accessibility. By 
adopting unified platforms, institutions can 
enhance both the student experience and 
operational efficiency, ensuring that resources 
are distributed equitably across all demographics.

4.3 Building for the Future

Institutions need to adopt a forward-thinking 
approach when implementing technology. Sallustio 
encouraged leaders to consider how their systems 
will serve students five to ten years from now, 
ensuring scalability and long-term relevance.

A strategic approach to technology integration 
ensures that it serves as a tool for inclusivity. 
Institutions can use data analytics to track disparities 
and adjust programs to meet the needs of 
marginalized communities, creating a more equitable 
learning environment over time 
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5. Practical Strategies 
for Institutional 
Success
Transforming higher education requires a thoughtful 
mix of strategic planning, smart use of technology, and 
a commitment to putting students first. Joe Sallustio 
emphasized the need for institutions to embrace 
innovation while staying focused on improving the 
student experience. Here are actionable steps for 
creating a sustainable and student-centered future.

5.1 Focus on Students as Individuals

Institutions often treat “students” as a single, 
uniform group, but this approach no longer 
works. Tailored offerings are critical to addressing 
demographic shifts and boosting enrollment. It’s 
important to recognize and cater to the distinct 
needs of different populations, like online learners, 
working adults, and traditional undergraduates.

Institutions can implement market-driven programs 
and rebrand offerings to align with specific student 
populations, such as modular learning for working 

professionals. These initiatives ensure relevance and 
help attract a broader range of students. Segmenting 
student populations and creating pathways that 
reflect their unique goals can make higher education 
more accessible and practical. For example, through 
stackable credentials and shorter certifications.

5.2 Speed Matters

Slow administrative processes can deter 
students and exacerbate operational pressures. 
Sallustio emphasized that students expect fast 
and seamless experiences, from admissions to 
financial aid. Long delays risk losing students to 
more agile competitors.

Some institutions propose to adopt automated 
systems for processes like admissions and 
registration. By streamlining operations with 
technology, universities can reduce delays and 
improve satisfaction.

Switching to digital systems for course registration 
or financial aid disbursement can significantly 
enhance the student experience. Institutions 
must prioritize speed and efficiency to remain 
competitive and relevant.
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5.3 Offer Flexible Learning Options

Flexibility is critical for attracting and retaining 
non-traditional learners. Addressing curricular 
adaptation requires institutions to provide 
modular, on-demand learning experiences that 
align with students’ lives and careers.

Introducing subscription-based learning models 
and iterated credentials could allow students to 
build their qualifications progressively. Programs 
should emphasize skill-centric education to meet 
the needs of the modern workforce. Institutions 
can also expand competency-based education 
(CBE) and flexible course formats to make lifelong 
learning accessible and relevant, especially for 
working adults seeking to upskill.

5.4 Build Loyalty

Unlike other industries, higher education rarely 
focuses on loyalty. Introducing programs that 
reward progress and keep alumni engaged can 
strengthen long-term connections. Building 
programs that celebrate student achievements 
can make alumni feel valued, which mitigates 
demographic shifts and enhances institutional 
sustainability through stronger connections 
with students and alumni.

While still far-fetched for many, implementing 
reward systems that reward academic 
milestones with points students can redeem for 
discounts or perks, or offering alumni benefits 
like career resources or workshops, can keep 
alumni tied to the institution.

5.5 Use Data to Make Decisions

Operational efficiency and student success 
hinge on data-driven insights. Institutions 
facing economic pressures must leverage 
analytics to allocate resources effectively and 
improve outcomes.

Use predictive analytics to track at-risk students 
and intervene early. Data can also inform 
curricular updates, ensuring programs stay 
aligned with industry needs and market demands.

Institutions should integrate analytics into 
every aspect of their strategy, from identifying 
enrollment trends to optimizing retention 
efforts. Clear metrics provide a roadmap for 
continuous improvement.

Institutions can also 
expand competencybased 
education (CBE) and 
flexible course formats 
to make lifelong learning 
accessible and relevant, 
especially for working 
adults seeking to upskill.
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5.6 Support Students’ Well-Being

Students can’t focus on learning if they’re struggling 
with mental health, housing, or food insecurity. 
Addressing these foundational needs is essential for 
their success. Institutions should prioritize student 
well-being alongside academic success, ensuring all 
students have the resources they need to thrive.

Collaborating with local organizations to 
provide holistic support services, including 
mental health counseling, emergency grants, 
and affordable housing, or operating a 
centralized Student Wellness Hub can serve as 
a resource for addressing these needs.

5.7 Work with Technology Experts

Navigating these challenges doesn’t have to 
be done alone. Institutions must ensure that 
technology investments align with their goals and 
address both operational pressures and equity 
gaps. They should also focus on systems that 
improve the student experience while supporting 
long-term institutional goals.

Institutions need technology partners who 
understand higher education and offer scalable, 
student-centered solutions. Forging partnerships 
to reduce the costs of adopting advanced tools like 
AI can make technology accessible to institutions 
operating on tight budgets.

Collaborating With Local 
Organizations to Provide 
Holistic Support Services

Mental Health
Counseling

Emergency
Grants

Housing

Centralized Student 
Wellness Hub

12

EBOOK

From Barriers to Breakthroughs: Strategies for Institutional Success in Latin America and the Caribbean



Conclusion

It is clear that transformation is not only 
necessary, but urgent, as higher education in 
Latin America and the Caribbean — like most of 
the world — faces pressures such as declining 
enrollments, technology integration, and the 
demand for more flexible curricula. Institutions 
need to adopt solutions that meet changing 
market demands and student expectations while 
remaining innovative. But making this transition 
requires more than internal work; it also requires 

trusted technology partners who can provide 
the expertise, resources, and support needed 
to drive sustainable change. To ensure long-
term success in a rapidly changing education 
landscape, schools can successfully integrate 
new technologies, streamline operations, and 
develop learning environments that meet the 
diverse needs of today’s students by partnering 
with the right experts. The future of higher 
education is high-tech meets high-touch.
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