
Experience, expertise, thought leadership in higher education are 

hallmarks of ACI corporate partner Baker Tilly 

Professionals in colleges and universities think about many things. Academic standards. 

Enrollments. Finances. Endowments. Scholarships. Accreditation. Safety. It's a big responsibility. 

To help meet these and many other responsibilities, some 300 higher education institutions 

have turned to one firm for help with accounting, tax and other management issues they face: 

Baker Tilly. The firm, based in Chicago, was founded in 1931 and employs more than 2,500 

people. Higher education is one of the firm’s focus industries with specialists working on a 

collaborative team.   Today, the firm employs about 200 specialized higher education 

practitioners, serving large private research universities, public institutions and small private 

liberal arts colleges. Thirteen of the top 25 national universities depend on Baker Tilly for a 

variety of services. 

 

One of Baker Tilly's principals involved in its higher education and risk advisory services group is 

Christine M. Smith. Since she joined Baker Tilly 18 years ago, Smith has advised several higher 

education clients including large public institutions such as the Oregon State University, 

University of Wisconsin-System, University of Michigan and Pima Community College, Tucson, 

Arizona, and  private institutions such as Loyola University of Chicago, Georgetown University 

and Carthage College. 

For many clients, Baker Tilly functions as the institution's internal auditor, says Smith. "As the 

internal auditor, we serve as an extension of the institution’s management team and are often 

brought in to help resolve issues that can range from strategic to financial to operational," she 

says. More than 75 higher education institutions are beneficiaries of Baker Tilly's internal 

auditing services. 



'Hot topics' an important part of Baker Tilly's work with clients  

Smith says the firm's relationship with higher education clients is more in depth than the 

accounting and advisory services provided. Baker Tilly serves as the advisory "go-to" for many 

clients. Baker Tilly higher education professionals pay close attention to "hot topics" that affect 

the industry, and facilitate discussions and roundtables with clients on diverse subjects such as 

research compliance, cybersecurity, campus safety, risk assessment, new health care 

regulations, fair labor standards and board governance. The idea is to help client institutions 

stay one step ahead of current issues and to anticipate and manage risk, Smith says. 

"It's really understanding key issues and potential opportunities from all angles -- strategic, 

operational, compliance and reputational," she says. "This happens by being aware of potential 

risks and effective ways to address them. We want to make sure everyone is aware of things 

that could set them off track, and have conversations about how to position their institutions to 

anticipate and manage these for the best possible outcome. This is what we mean when we say 

"manage risk.'" 

Recent examples of risk conversations include topics such as campus safety which span from 

risky student behavior to gun violence and protests. Baker Tilly experts help to facilitate 

conversations about required components such as campus security staffing, surveillance 

cameras, barriers and fencing, and relationships with local law enforcement and emergency 

personnel. "Our job is to make sure that the right conversations are happening, among the right 

people and at the right times to mitigate the potential for risk-related impacts," Smith says.   

One of the hot topics for colleges and universities currently is cybersecurity. "We're spending a 

lot of time educating about and assisting clients to implement key actions relative to 

information security compliance requirements. A very common dialogue we lead on this topic 

involves 'What are the top 10 steps required to position institutions to try to avoid a data 

breach?'  If a breach does occur, we help clients to ensure they know what is required to 

quickly identify what has occurred and put into place the necessary steps to resolve it," Smith 

says.  

Given the financial constraints and limitations many colleges and universities face, Smith says 

all institutions are looking at ways to reduce expenditures and grow revenue, and some 

colleges are partnering with each other to share "back office" services.  These partnerships 

typically develop relative to functions such as procurement, information technology, financial 

services and human resources. Baker Tilly helps to facilitate these cross –institution 

conversations, Smith says.  

Expertise comes from extensive experience in higher education 

Baker Tilly has been a corporate partner with ACI for more than three years, a partnership the 

firm values, Smith said. Baker Tilly professionals have interacted with ACI members, sharing 

solutions and ideas they have become aware of while working nationally with leaders from 



other higher education institutions. "We serve over 300 institutions, and have a valuable 

platform to bring ACI members new ideas and thoughts, and to share best practices that might 

be applicable to them in proactively identifying key solutions, she says. 

The subject-matter experts at Baker Tilly are able to advise college and university leaders 

because many came from higher education careers themselves, Smith adds. "We have an 

incredible group of people among the 200 specialized practitioners including people who once 

served as leaders in the university realm. Our combined experience and expertise includes 

decades of work in higher education across a variety of functions and institution types. Baker 

Tilly offers expertise through free webinars, newsletters and through our website – we always 

stand ready to help our clients and prospects." 

Because of the firm's wealth of expertise and record of professional service, it has earned high 

ratings among clients. The company's mid-year client satisfaction survey showed more than 98 

percent of its higher education clients would recommend Baker Tilly to others, placing it among 

industry leaders in client satisfaction.  

To learn more about this ACI corporate partner's capabilities, please visit www.bakertilly.com 

on the web, or contact Christine Smith at christine.smith@bakertilly.com or 608-240-2391. 
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