
THE SHB INTERVIEW

PUBLIC TO PRIVATE
Fred Pierce started his student housing career working with large public universities. Today, his 
company is a growing private owner of student housing projects.
Interview by Randall Shearin

ierce Education Properties has quick-
ly made a lot of ground in the student 
housing industry, partly because its 
president and CEO, Fred Pierce, is 

no stranger to the asset class. Before launch-
ing into student housing acquisitions and 
university-related development nationally, 
Pierce Education Properties served as the mas-
ter developer for more than 10 years for the 
College Community Redevelopment Project 
at San Diego State University. Pierce sat on 
the board of trustees of the California State 
University system for six years. Since taking 
its platform national in 2006, the company has 
positioned itself as a turnaround specialist for 
student housing and university-related hous-
ing projects. More recently, the company also 
has recently announced a $400 million core 
student housing acquisition program. 

SHB: Your background in the real estate indus-
try has changed over time. How did you become 
involved in university development?
Pierce: I started my career as a real estate con-

sultant with The Goodkin Group. I worked on 
every kind of real estate you could imagine, 
domestically and internationally. One of my 
consulting projects was to redevelop the land 
around San Diego State University. At the same 
point in time, I had started getting involved 
with volunteer efforts for San Diego State 
University. Through those efforts I developed a 
passion for higher education that continues to 
this day. It has carried me through being presi-
dent of five different university alumni orga-
nizations and serving on the California State 
University Board of Trustees. I also knew since 
my senior year in college that I had the desire 
to be a principal in the real estate business. 
Following a decade in the real estate consult-
ing business, in 1995 The Pierce Company was 
appointed the master developer of a $1 billion 
redevelopment of 131 acres around San Diego 
State University. At that point in time, the light 
went on to me as to what an influencer that 
universities are in their markets and, in partic-
ular, on the real estate immediately surround-
ing their locations. When that idea hit me, I 

realized I wanted to 
develop an institu-
tional caliber track 
record with that 
project so that we 
could leverage our 
platform nation-
ally. That’s exactly 
what happened. We 
took our platform 
national in 2006.

SHB: How did stu-
dent housing play a 
role in that develop-
ment and in your future?
Pierce: The redevelopment at San Diego State 
had, as its core component, student housing. 
From the get go, we were developing and 
operating student housing with the univer-
sity foundation. In 2006, we took our services 
national and really became an active player. 
We saw two real opportunities in being a 
national player. One was to develop mixed-
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Pierce Education Properties 
is property manager of 

Crimson Park, a 792-bed 
property near the 

University of Oklahoma 
in Norman, Oklahoma. 



use developments for universities, or adjacent 
to universities. We also saw that there were 
not that many national players who operate 
student housing. We saw a clear window of 
opportunity to take our expertise in operating 
student housing, coupling that with acquisi-
tion efforts. We set up a division that would 
buy, own, operate and manage student apart-
ments. That has proven to be fortuitous as we 
sit here in 2010 and development opportuni-
ties have ground to a halt. We are looking at 
2010 as being a potential banner year for us for 
acquisitions in student housing. 

SHB: Do you partner with capital sources? 
How are you able to acquire properties these 
days?
Pierce: Everything we own is through joint ven-
tures with institutional investors. Our biggest 
investor to date has been Fidelity Investments. 
We continue to work with high net worth 
individuals and institutional sources of capital 
for all of our acquisitions.  We have a $100 mil-
lion programmatic equity commitment from a 
high net worth investor to acquire core student 
apartments. We also have a stable of investor 
groups where we are a pre-approved opera-
tor/partner for value-added student apart-
ments. As opportunities come forward, they 
partner with us. At the entity level, we are 
one of ten or so companies that are affiliates of 
Hunt Realty Investments, the real estate sub-
sidiary of Hunt Oil Company in Texas. They 
are invested in us at the entity level, which 
gives us their immense resources to maintain 

and grow our platform. We have very deep 
capacity for the typical co-investment that is 
required for an operating partner. We couple 
the capital from that source with institutional 
capital for acquisitions.

SHB: What attributes do you look for in a prop-
erty you might acquire?
Pierce: We look for value-added opportunities. 
Our definition of ‘value-added’ is where the 
economic occupancy — the combination of the 
physical occupancy with the short-term leases 
— is less than 90 percent in a stable and solid 
market. We find that many of these properties 
are operated by companies who aren’t student 
housing specialists. The owner may have a 
management company who is operating the 
property the way you would a conventional 
multifamily property. Secondly, on a more lim-
ited basis, we are looking at underperforming 
assets in overbuilt markets. We are careful and 
cautious, but at the right price and cost basis, 
we look at those types of assets. Thirdly, we 
are looking for core opportunities, meaning 90 
percent or greater occupied that are stable and 
located in the Western U.S.

SHB: Do you have a certain type or style of 
property that you like to own?
Pierce: Our preference is the state-of-the-art, 
purpose-built, Class A, highly amenitized stu-
dent apartment properties. 

SHB: Are you interested in distressed assets at 
all?

Pierce: Irrespective of the way the opportunity 
comes to us, we are interested in any value-add 
opportunity in markets that interest us. That 
includes properties that come our way through 
special servicers, short sales and REOs. We are 
seeing more opportunities of that nature. But 
they are not always value-add opportunities. 
Sometimes the value has fallen short of the 
mortgage, but the property is new and it is 
fully occupied. There is little value to be cre-
ated in that. We recently looked at two fore-
closure sales which were 95 percent occupied; 
the price had to be adjusted to market, but the 
assets wouldn’t work for our value added pro-
gram because the property was stabilized.

SHB: Once you acquire properties, your spe-
cialty has been to invest more money in the 
property and turn it into a really top property 
with all the amenities. 
Pierce: We were in the student housing turn-
around business before that was the flavor of 
the month. Every property in our principals’ 
portfolio — 5,000-beds — was a turnaround 
opportunity. If you look at performance as a 
measurement, our net operating income on our 
operating portfolio since 2007 is up 78 percent. 
We’ve taken properties that were under-occu-
pied, by and large, and turned them around 
to stabilized occupancy. What differentiates 
us in this arena is that we have an experienced 
senior management team and each of the prop-
erties gets specialized attention from our senior 
management. If you have 30,000 or more beds, 
you can’t possibly have the attention of senior 
management on everything.

SHB: Is there a shining star in your portfolio 
that comes to mind?
Pierce: A tremendous success story is a portfo-
lio of properties we own in Michigan. We have 
the Village at Bluegrass at Central Michigan 
University and three properties at Michigan 
State University — the Landings, the Village 
and the Club at Chandler Crossings. We’ve 
been involved with those since 2007 and they 
are a phenomenal success story.

SHB: How has the landscape changed in your 
area of student housing over the last few 
years?
Pierce: Student housing caught national atten-
tion in 2004 and 2005 with the IPO of the three 
student housing REITs. Overnight, that made 
the sector an institutionally recognized sub-
set of multifamily. Between 2004 and 2007, 
the acquisition market was dominated by the 
three REITs. About two-thirds of the institu-
tional sales of student apartment properties 
were gobbled up by the three REITs. With 
GMH now acquired by ACC, and the markets 
the way they are, the REITs have not recently 
been as active with acquisitions. The next 
largest buyer of student apartments were the 
TICs [tenant-in-common structures]. Those 
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Amenities are high on the list when Pierce Education Properties turns around a project. 
Pictured is the clubhouse at The Village at Chandler Crossings, a 1,068-bed property 

the company owns in East Lansing, Michigan.
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are really struggling now. Many are not buy-
ers now. Those two factors open up that $2 bil-
lion per year marketplace of sales of student 
apartment properties to private companies 
like ours. Over the next 18 to 24 months, we 
think that will continue to be the case. A small 
handful of student housing operators, who 
have been able to attract institutional capital 
— are going to be the highest profile buyers.

SHB: A small handful of people say they are 
acquiring. We hear more about what good 
property managers people are these days.
Pierce: Capital has become smart. Student 
housing has been institutionally accepted. A 
large majority of institutional investors that 
would invest in multifamily will invest in stu-
dent housing. A growing number of institu-
tions actually have identified student housing 
specifically as one of their targeted areas for 
investment. The institutions are smart enough 
to know, when they acquire, that they want to 
partner with one of the small number of stu-
dent housing operating companies who know 
what they are doing. These assets are incred-
ibly management intensive.

SHB: How has student housing, as an asset 
class, changed during this recession? Have you 
seen more or less interest in it from investors?
Pierce: The bottom fell out of sales of student 
apartments in 2009, like every other sector 
of commercial real estate. There just was no 
transaction activity. There were over $10 bil-
lion in institutional sales between 2004 and 
2008, averaging more than $2 billion per year. 
In 2009, there was only $250 million worth of 
student housing transactions. It used to be 
said that student housing was recession proof. 
I would say that’s not accurate, but that stu-
dent housing is highly recession resistant. In 
most markets, occupancy and rents have held. 
Maybe you haven’t seen the same volume of 
rent increases during this economic environ-
ment. The change has come in miscellaneous 
income: administrative fees and move-in fees 
and the like have been largely waived as mar-
kets get more competitive. We believe that 
the interest in student housing as an invest-
ment will continue to grow moving forward. 
The availability of capital is a function of the 
broader capital markets in general.

SHB: What markets are you in? How are you 
stratifying the markets?

Pierce: There are about 6,400 post-secondary 
institutions in the U.S. Of those, there are 
about 1,000 that have an enrollment of 5,000 
or more students. The ponds that we fish in 
are approximately the top 100 universities in 
the country. If you are in a market amongst the 
strongest universities, unless the university is 
downsizing because of budget, the demand is 
going to be there. 

SHB: What are your thoughts on new 
development?
Pierce: The development side of the business 
has slowed down to a crawl. We expect that 
pace to endure for the foreseeable future. We 
haven’t seen companies fall to the wayside in 
droves, which is a positive sign. You see a lot 
of companies who were previously develop-
ers now concentrating on picking up property 
management contracts. 

SHB: In the news this week has been a flurry 
of student protests regarding tuition and fee 
hikes across the nation. Is there any worry 
among student housing owners that this could 
lead to lower demand for your product?
Pierce: The demand for a college education in 
the United States has never been higher. The 
2009-10 academic year had the highest level of 
college enrollments in the history of the country. 
There’s a variety of different projections going 
forward, but in my judgment, enrollments are 
going to continue to increase. That will be driv-
en by the echo of the baby boomers, as well as 
the rate at which high school graduates matricu-
late to college. The trend there has been the 
increase in females going to college. There is 
also a large number of international students 
coming to the U.S. for college. Things that may 

have a small effect — like the tuition hikes — 
are short-run phenomena. The California State 
University system has reduced its enrollment 
by 10 percent for the 2010-11 academic year to 
respond to budget challenges, and in order to 
preserve quality with the cuts they will have 
to make. That will not last long. The demand is 
intense for admission to universities. San Diego 
State University received 62,000 applications 
for this academic year for only 6,100 admission 
slots. When you have that kind of supply and 
demand situation, there won’t be any erosion in 
enrollment. Now, there is a ticking time bomb in 
student housing…

SHB:  What’s that?
Pierce: The aging inventory of on-campus 
dorms. There is an immense opportunity in 
that regard going forward for universities and 
entrepreneurs. There will be a huge need for 
significant renovation or demolition and new 
construction. Many large universities, typically 
speaking, have a bunch of 1960s-era dorms 
built when the baby boomers were coming 
through college. Many of the universities 
haven’t done much to them since. We have 
been looking at some situations where we 
would buy these dorms, then gut them down 
to their structural frames and reconstruct them 
with a product type that is more current and 
contemporary. Universities can accommodate 
the occupancy of these buildings if they have 
a freshman residence requirement. Many uni-
versities have realized though, that after the 
academic quality of the institution, the second 
thing prospective students look at is the qual-
ity of the housing.  SHB

The Landings at Chandler Crossings is a 936-bed property that Pierce Education Properties
 owns near Michigan State University in East Lansing, Michigan.
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