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The Biggest Challenge Higher Ed Has Ever Faced: Building a Sustainable Future  

Peer Discussion event focused on how colleges and universities can build a more sustainable future.  

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  

August 8, 2016 [MONTREAL, QC + FAIRPORT, NY] – Forty college and university business officers 
tackled what could be the biggest question of their careers: how can schools build a sustainable future? 
First American Education Finance brought the attendees together in Montreal after the annual NACUBO 
conference in July. First American’s event featured small and large-group peer discussions and keynote 
speaker, Dr. Anthony Cortese, Principal of the Intentional Endowments Network. Dr. Cortese challenged 
the leaders to think outside the box.  

“You, as business officers, have to be the institutional memory for your universities,” said Dr. 
Cortese. “Our fiduciary responsibility is to the institution … and having the sustainability to 
positively impact students long-term is the mission, and purpose of the institution.”  

Business officers spent the evening at the Pointe-à-Callière Museum brainstorming ideas about how to 
preserve the best of an institution’s past – staying true to the core mission and values – while building to 
ensure a sustainable future at First American’s annual Peer Discussion event.  

Cortese, a pioneering leader in education for sustainability has been a co-founder and leader in many 
sustainability organizations for higher ed, including AASHE, Second Nature and the American College 
and University Presidents Climate Commitment (ACUPCC). Throughout the evening, Cortese dispelled 
common myths about the topic. 

“Unfortunately, we have devolved back into thinking that the sustainability is only about the environment – 
or primarily about the environment – and it is not. Solving this is the biggest challenge that higher 
education has ever had.” 

Cortese went on to say that in reality, sustainability is how we can create a healthy, just and stable 
society to sustain life on earth. As top finance leaders delved into the topic, they came to the conclusion 
that there are a few common themes they can take back to their school, such as:  

• Integration into the Mission: Identify ways that sustainability can be integrated into the mission 
of the institution, to create a healthy, just and sustainable society. 
 

• Strategic Planning: Develop and implement a long-term, strategic plan for this integration. 
 

• Evolution of the CBO: Realize the pivotal role business officers play, and use that influence to 
drive positive change. 

“If we are the institution that has been designed for the long run and we educate all professionals, we 
have a deep responsibility to try to fulfill the mission and face this challenge,” said Cortese.  
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“The topic of sustainability is important to so many schools and I think there more we can do to help,” said 
Chad Wiedenhofer, Senior Vice President at First American, “We spend a lot of time engaging with 
schools on sustainability plans and energy conservation measures, and investing in events like our Peer 
Discussion creates a unique opportunity for schools to collaborate with each around these key challenges 
and for us to listen and identify new ways to help support schools.”     

First American’s annual Peer Discussion event enables business officers to collaborate and think 
strategically about how to address common challenges in higher education. “The goal is always the 
same,” said Wiedenhofer, “Create an interactive discussion among peers around impactful topics that 
provide valuable insight and ideas for attendees to take back to their schools…that is at the heart of what 
we try to do with these events.” 

Video highlights from this year’s event can be found here: http://faeducationfinance.com/2016-
PeerDiscussion-NACUBO 

 

### 

 

ABOUT FIRST AMERICAN EDUCATION FINANCE 

First American Education Finance, is part of Los Angeles, CA-based City National Bank. First American is 
ranked among the largest equipment finance companies in the United States, and provides financing to 
schools across the country.  www.faeducationfiance.com  
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