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North East Association for Institutional Research (NEAIR)

Annual Conference - Keynote

Sheraton Inner Harbor, Baltimore, MD

Good evening.  It is a pleasure to take part in the North East Association for Institutional Research’s 36th Annual Conference.  I was especially pleased to get this invitation because, as a group, you represent professionals that I and university leaders across the country have come to depend upon as perhaps never before. 

By way of background, the University System of Maryland—where I serve as Chancellor—consists of 11 degree granting institutions, as well as 2 specialized research centers.  We enroll over 140,000 students (both full and part-time) with roughly 7,800 faculty members and some 20,000 staff.   I had the privilege of serving as President of our flagship campus—the University of Maryland College Park—for ten years.  Prior to that, I was a member of the mathematics faculty for 24 years. I was also privileged to serve for four years as president of The Ohio State University before becoming USM Chancellor.

Over the past few decades, the work all of you do, institutional research, has become an indispensible  -- if still not fully appreciated -- element of the higher education enterprise.  Your efforts have become absolutely essential in both the day-to-day operations and the long-term planning of our colleges, universities, and higher education systems.  And, your work cuts across all aspects of our institutions…planning, budgeting, admissions, financial aid, enrollment management, HR, demographics, student life, facilities . . . the list goes on and on.  Our institutions’’ accountability and integrity are dependant on both what you do and on how well you do it.  In many ways, your efforts are “under the radar”.  Yet, interestingly enough, you are the radar when it comes to tracking progress toward stated goals and objectives.   

I have good news and bad news for you this evening.  First, the good news: As important as you have become to our institutions, the centrality of your role is going to increase significantly over the coming decade and I’ll discuss why in a few moments. Now the bad news: Our institutions are in such dire fiscal condition that they will find it difficult to increase their investment in what you do.  That’s not because you aren’t a priority; it’s because most institutions will be hard pressed to maintain their core missions at anything like their current levels.  Before I turn specifically to what I see as the elements of your increasing role in the business of higher education, I want to spend just a few minutes setting the context for the fiscal environment most of us will be living and working in for the foreseeable future.

This past week, I participated in a major conference held by TIAA/CREF on the future of higher education. University presidents, provosts, business officers, economists and other policy experts from across the country spent two days comparing notes and trying to define what was deemed “the new normal.”

Believe it or not, we spent some of the time talking about the alphabet!  At issue was, what letter best describes the present recession and anticipated recovery?  Will it be a “V” or a “U?”  Some argued it would be a “W.” The pessimists felt it would be an  “L,” as Japan experienced in the 1990s.  The most interesting description came from the keynote speaker, David Gergen.  David moved us away from the alphabet to the world of mathematics. As data experts, you will appreciate the symbol, if not the message he posited.  David was just back from spending time with White House economists.  One of them told him with convincing conviction that it would be like the “square root” symbol.  In other words, the economy will come part way back and then level off for a number of years.  The reason being that the market will likely rebound, but until unemployment rebounds, the tax base that supports our public institutions, namely income tax, will be under great stress.  Paul Krugman made a very interesting point.  He noted that based on past recessions, once employment rates start to grow again, we could expect to see unemployment drop a half a percentage point a year.  If that’s the case, it could take ten years to have unemployment back to pre-recession levels.  This ten-year cycle also aligns with the timeframe for the anticipated recovery period for endowments, which means that private institutions that use endowment for a significant portion of operating expenses will have a similarly long and slow recovery.

Since state support and endowment income are such important revenue sources for public and private universities, respectively, this raises the question of tuition as a buffer to our fiscal woes.  From my perspective, the tuition card has largely been played.  While some institutions may still have some tuition elasticity, most don’t.  I’m sure you have all seen the concern, if not anger, coming from the middle class over tuition increases.  Meanwhile, President Obama and other leaders, the Gates and Lumina Foundations, the report of a College Board Commission, which I had the privilege of chairing, and many others are calling for our nation to recapture global leadership in higher education completion by the end of the coming decade; and rightly so because it is hard to imagine the U.S. maintaining global leadership in other areas if we aren’t the leaders in educating our citizenry. But, this college attainment goal is a huge lift.  Presently, about 40% of our young adults end up with a two or four-year degree, which places us 10th among industrialized nations in college completion. To reach the President’s goal. we would have to reach a level of about 55% with a post secondary degree by 2020.  Juxtapose this goal with the reality of what is happening on our campuses.  Cal State, for example, just announced that it would turn away 30,000 qualified students this spring and raise tuition 10% because of inadequate funding.  Do you see a disconnect here?

My view of all this is that we are at a significant moment of truth for our nation.  We have grave challenges, some of which can only be solved by higher education.  We must respond to the call for much greater college completion rates.  If we fail to do so, I fear for the future of our children and grandchildren.  How can we be the nation we have been and want to be if we don’t have the best-educated citizenry in the world? We in higher education have to accept the fact that there will not be enough money to answer this call if we operate with “business as usual.” We must find lower costs means of delivering high quality education. I know many in higher education don’t like to hear this. My response to them is that nothing less than the future of our nation is at stake, so I say get over it and get on with it.  

The good news is that there are some ideas out there that show real promise.  Let me mention just a few:

· Shady Grove 

· AA completion for transfers 

· Course Transformation

Let me turn now to your particular areas of responsibility and offer some thoughts of where I see a growing need for your expertise in the coming decade.

Two imperatives will drive this need. The first is the society’s increasing expectations for accountability. Looking back, we can see this as an issue that has been evolving and gaining momentum for some time now, not just in higher education, but within K-12 education and the larger society as well.  

In business we saw Sarbanes–Oxley enacted to compel greater accountability in corporate accounting after some major scandals at Enron, Tyco, WorldCom, etc.  In the ultimate form of governmental accountability, just last month, the Treasury Department ordered steep pay cuts for the 25 highest-paid Wall Street executives at companies that received government bailouts.  

In K-12 education, when No Child Left Behind was enacted, it included a highly articulated “accountability system” based on academic standards and assessments of all students, which included sanctions and rewards to hold all public schools accountable.  If anyone thinks this was an articact of a Republican administration, just look at the accountability expectations being set  forth by the new Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan.

In higher education, the Spelling’s Commission report called for much greater accountability from higher education and this call has been heard.  We seen the development of the Voluntary System of Accountability (VSA) in the public sector and the University and College Accountability Network (UCAN) in the private sector.  Both are web-based instruments that, for the first time I am aware of, provide comparable data on insitutional performance.  I’ll say a bit more about the VSA in a few moments. 

These examples of increased accountability are, however, just the tip of the ice berg.  As we’ve discussed, public funds are going to become increasingly scarce and precious.  Governors and legislatiors will be compelled to demonstrate the “return on investment” for resource allocations.  This in turn will place significant new demands on our campuses and our IR operations.

I’d like to illustrate this point with an initiative we’ve unertaken within the USM called Effecitiveness and Efficicency, or E&E. E&E is USM’s concerted effort to control the increase in our costs.  For the past four years, we have looked, and continue to look systematically at our academic and administrative processes to see how they can be reengineered to operate at lower cost without impacting quality.   Today, if you walk onto any of our campuses and mention E&E, you’ll get a reaction . . . not always positive to be sure, but you’ll get a reaction.  It has become part of our culture.

While conceived by the Board of Regents, E&E was truly a partnership effort, with my office working hand in hand with our presidents, faculty, students and staff from across the system.  On the administrative side of the house, we began using the USM as a universal purchasing agent, rather than leaving that function to individual campuses, and achieved remarkable savings.  We also centralized many “shared services,” such as Audit, Construction Management, Real Estate Development, etc. We carefully managed enrollment demand by targeting growth our lower cost campuses and moderating growth at our most expensive campuses.

On the academic side, we streamlined time to degree, established a policy that on average students must earn 12 credits outside the classroom, and increased faculty teaching contact hours on average by 10%.  

All told, the USM has generated more than $100 million in base budget cost reduction since the inception of E&E four years ago.  This figure doesn’t include cost avoidance or alternative revenue enhancement; it considers only real money taken out of our budget.  And, we are on track to achieve additional savings in the years ahead.

The decision to aggressively and publicly reengineer our administrative and academic models has dramatically changed our relationship with the state and set the stage for the support the USM has received in recent years . . . both financial and rhetorical support.  The current governor, the previous governor, and legislative leaders have all singled out our E&E initiative for praise. Even more, they were willing to enter into a “partnership” with us.  In return for using our savings to drive down so-called mandatory costs (benefits, utilities, etc.), the Governor and legislature agreed to make targeted investments to expand enrollment capacity, buy down tuition, and support targeted workforce and economic development initiatives.  The results are quite remarkable.  Over the past four years, we have not raised instate undergraduate tuition and we have received a cumulative 32% net increase in General Fund support.  We’ve gone from being the state with the 4th highest tuition to the 18th highest.  Now, lest you think we’re all drinking Kool-Aid in Maryland, let me assure you that this run is about to come to an end.  The state simply does not have the funds to continue buying down tuition.  Nevertheless, I can say – unequivocally - that E&E has created a new sense of partnership with our state. Our visible efforts to hold down growth in costs have given us added credibility, and I can say for certain that our budget is no longer seen as a “balancing account” or a bulls eye target for cuts during these difficult fiscal times. 

We have now entered the second phase of E&E, which emphasizes  “continuous improvement” of administrative efforts.  A sample of the avenues we are exploring includes using technology to create and establish shared services and financial best practices, such as ubiquitous e-billing.  We are also expanding our efforts to centralize procurements, with energy as a particular “target of opportunity.”

Phase II of E&E also focuses on the academic side of the ledger as well.  We are aggressively using online education to allow increased enrollments without building new facilities; we’re piloting a trimester to allow for optimal use of facilities and three-year degree completion options; we’re expanding offerings at our Shady Grove and other regional education center: and, as I noted, we are utilizing the cost saving curriculum transformation strategies introduced by Carol Twigg. . 

As you have no doubt grasped . . . there isn’t a single element of E&E that doesn’t require a professional, fully-informed, fully-engaged IR team.  The fact is, it didn’t matter how good of an idea E&E was.  It took our IR professionals to demonstrate—to the Board, to our presidents & campus leadership, to the Governor & Legislature, to parents & students, to the media, and to the general public—that E&E was also an effective idea.

So effective, in fact, that earlier this year President Barack Obama made this observation at a White House press conference: “While our nation has a responsibility to make college more affordable, colleges and universities have a responsibility to control spiraling costs. And that will require hard choices about where to save and where to spend. So I challenge state, college and university leaders to put affordability front and center as they chart a path forward. I challenge them to follow the example of the University [System] of Maryland, where they're streamlining administrative costs, cutting energy costs, using faculty more effectively, making it possible for them to freeze tuition for students and for families."

The second imperative driving increased demands for IR expertise is the college compleiton mandate.  For decades, the emphasis in higher educatrin has been on access.  True, we’ve reported graduation rates and at times wrung or hands and caught some heat over the fact that they were not higher.  Still, the focus of university efforts has been on research to discover what would make our universities more attractive to potential applicants and then to invest in marketing strategies to achieve that end.  But, the President and now many governors have established completion rate goals, which I think is a good thing.  This means we are going to have to shift the emphasis of our instiutional research and give much more attention to measuring progress toward degrees, tracking students when they leave our isntitutions, and understanding why students drop out without a degree.  This simply cannot be done without the expertise of our IR professionals. 

A good illustration of the increased accountability expectations on the horizon is embedded in Presdient Obama’s $4.35 billion Race to the Top initiative. When this initiative was announced, Secretary Duncan made clear that if a state doesn’t have a longitudinal data system in place or under development there is no need applying for a grant.  By longitudinal data system, or LDS, the Secretary means a system that will enable states to track students from kindergarten through graduate school and into the workforce. As far as I know, only two states have such systems in place at the moment, Florida and Texas.  But, you can bet most states are scrambling to develop them right now. 

In Maryland, the Governor asked me to co-chair a task force to create such a system for our state.  Of course, I turned immediately to our exceptional IR professionals who, working with their colleagues in the K-12 and community college sector, have designed an LDS for Maryland.   

A primary purpose of these systems is to track students through the education system to understand why some drop out and why others succeed, all with the goal of ramping up completion rates.  These systems are going to produce extraordinary volumes of data.  And, who are we going to ask to mine this data and give us the policy guidance we need to move toward the President’s goal…our IR professionals, of course.

Let me conclude my formal remarks with a few more comments on the VSA.  In my view, it is a good first step toward making higher education more accountable to the public in meaningful ways. 

While there has been some resistance within the higher education community to the calls for greater accountability, especially on learning outcomes, I am proud to note that the USM has embraced this call for greater accountability, and in particular through its participation in the VSA initiative.  Participating institutions post provide transparent and comparable information—“Dashboard Indicators”— for prospective students, their parents, board members, lawmakers and others on the university’s website.  

The easily accessible information includes:

· descriptive data about the university, programs offered, and characteristics of students;

· a mechanism for the students to calculate their estimated net cost of attendance;

· data on time to degree;

· various success measures such as graduation rates and transfer rates;

· various measures of post graduation success;

· indicators of the engagement exhibited by the campus’ students in strategic areas; and

· measurement of the “value-added” by the university in three core educational areas: critical thinking, analytical reasoning, and written communication

The VSA material is organized into three components: 

· Student and Family Information;

· Campus Student Engagement, and

· Core Educational Outcomes

The fist two of these areas are relatively non-controversial and have been widely accepted

The third area, Core Educational Outcomes, is somewhat more controversial and represents a greater challenge.  The current VSA methodology requires random testing of freshman and seniors using an instrument such as the Collegiate Learning Assessment, or CLA, to compare the “value added” in the three core areas: critical thinking, analytical reasoning, and written communication.  Some argue that this methodology is too simplistic.  I have two thoughts on this matter.  We in higher education simply cannot avoid some credible means of demonstrating the consequences of spending as much as $200,000 or more to get one of our degrees.  The accountability world we’ve entered will not allow us to do otherwise. My second thought is that the CLA may not be perfect but until we come up with something more effective, it is certainly better than doing nothing.  Developing effective, credible means of assessing learning outcomes is an example of where our institutions will increasingly need to draw upon the expertise of our IR colleagues.  Quite frankly, I find this whole area enormously important.  I think it has the potential for higher education -- for the first in its existence -- to actually assess and understand the impact of its curriculum and its learning modalities.  Used wisely, I think this kind of assessment offers great potential to strengthen the quality of learning our students receive.

I will close with this observation.  Right now there is essentially a “national call to arms” impacting higher education.  The thrust of that call is for increased degree production.  The Lumina Foundation, the College Board, the Gates Foundation, the Obama Administration, and a wide swath of public interest groups have made degree production THE measuring stick.

Much of what we are doing—in Maryland and across the country—is focused on this goal . . . . but it is a daunting task.  You are on the “front lines” of this effort. 

· It is your research that helps us track students 

· Why did they leave? Where did they go? Did they eventually graduate?

· It is your research that helps us better understand WHY students drop out 

· Just as we invest heavily in marketing for new students, we need to devote attention and resources to figuring out why their graduation rates are not higher.

· It is your research that helps us identify “roadblock” courses

· And turn then into “gateway” courses.

As we strive to meet and master the challenge of College Completion, higher education leaders will rely more heavily than ever on your talents and efforts. 

Thank you for what you do and for inviting me to be with you this evening.

