PAGE  
20

Wednesday, December 8, 2010

Middle States Association 

Good evening.  I want to thank my colleague Jonathan Gibralter, President of Frostburg State University and Chair of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education’s annual conference this year, for the invitation to join you.

As the nation’s second oldest regional accreditation association, Middle States has a proud history.  And with the Middle States Commission on Higher Education accrediting more than 500 institutions—both regionally and internationally—the Commission’s impact today is more profound then ever.  As a bottom-up, non-governmental organization—recognized by the United States Department of Education and the Council for Higher Education Accreditation—the Middle States Commission on Higher Education is vital in both assessing institutional quality and ensuring that literally billions of dollars of federal financial aid money is deployed effectively to the students Middle States institutions serve.

I am Chancellor of a system with 11 Middle States accredited institutions, 3 of which are up for Middle States reviews this year, and I have chaired several Middle States accreditation visits, so I have a good sense of the important work this Commission does.

I appreciate this opportunity to speak with you this evening.  And for my time with you today, I would like to cover two issues.  

First, I want to speak to the broader issues facing higher education in America today.  From my perspective, we are at a critical juncture, with long-term funding pressures, rising external expectations of higher education, demands for accountability and transparency, and other concerns colliding in a way that necessitates truly fundamental change in many of the ways higher education meets its responsibilities to the larger society.

Second, I will turn my focus to the issue of accreditation and the changes—and challenges—that are impacting this function at an ever-accelerating rate.  I have been on both sides of the accreditation process, and do have a few thoughts I look forward to sharing with you.  

I will also leave ample time at the end of my comments in case there are specific issues you would like to discuss.

By way of background, the University System of Maryland—where I serve as Chancellor—consists of 11 degree granting institutions, a specialized research center, and two regional higher education centers.  We enroll over 150,000 students with roughly 8,000 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 (UMCP)—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.  
[PART I]

I hardly need to tell this group that the U.S. faces grave challenges in maintaining its leadership position in the world today—both educationally and economically.

As recently as the 1980s, the United States ranked first in the world in the proportion of adults with a college degree.  This educational preeminence gave the U.S. an enormous global advantage in the quality of our workforce and the innovation of our economy.  

Over the course of the past three decades, however, we have lost this position of leadership.  Today the U.S. ranks 12th among industrialized nations in college completion rates, with approximately 40 percent of American young adults holding an associates degree or higher.  Troublingly, this is roughly the same proportion of young adults with a college degree some three decades ago.  Thus, while we seem stuck on this number—40%–other nations are educating larger and larger proportions of their population through to a college degree with each new generation. 

Most troubling of all is the fact that on our current path, our college completion rate will continue to drop, both in absolute terms and in relation to the rest of the industrialized world.  In fact, given the demographic and educational trends and the lower participation and completion rates of the fastest growing segments of our K-12 aged population, the United States is on track to fall to last place among industrialized nations by 2025.  That means the U.S. will have gone from first to last in higher education completion rates over just a handful of decades.  

Turning this situation around is – in my view - the greatest challenge facing our nation and the greatest threat to our economic supremacy and national security.  Simply put, we can’t be the leader in the world in things that matter if we aren’t the leader in educating our citizens and producing a workforce that will make America the world’s leading innovation driven economy. 

And while we will not turn this situation around overnight, there are a few rays of hope on the horizon.  

First and foremost is the fact that there is—right now—a greater focus on college completion that I have ever seen in my lifetime.  President Obama has set a national goal of recapturing leadership in college completion by 2020.  In addition, the Gates Foundation, the Lumina Foundation, and other major foundations have made college completion a top priority, and are matching that rhetoric with substantial funding.  Also, the National Governors Association has embraced college completion as its number one goal and led an effort to create uniform college-ready, high school completion standards.  Efforts are now underway involving 48 states to develop curricula and assessments to insure high school graduates meet these college-ready standards.  

Complementing these efforts is the Department of Education’s Race to the Top initiative.  For the first time in my memory, the U.S. Department of Education has used the power of the purse to drive real reform in K-12 education.  To receive a Race to the Top award, states have had to commit to, among other things, producing highly qualified teachers for all classrooms, evaluating teachers on student performance, placing top teachers in under performing schools, developing longitudinal data systems to track students from pre-K into the workforce, and placing special attention on producing more high school graduates prepared to study the STEM disciplines of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math.
Casting an enormous shadow over these bright spots, however, is the state of the economy and its impact on public funding.  We have, of course, experienced periods of fiscal decline in the past, one as recently as the early part of this decade.  But, the current decline has a different character.  
In the past, economic downturns were followed by periods of economic boom and losses were recovered relatively quickly.  I know no one who predicts that will be the case with our current fiscal decline.  I suspect many of you saw the lead article in the New York Times on Sunday, entitled ‘Mounting Debts by States Stoke Fears of Crisis.’  The article paints a very bleak picture of the states’ fiscal situation and the probable scarcity of funds for public investment throughout this decade, even if the economy starts to rebound.  In part, this is because the states face a deficit of over $3 trillion in mostly “invisible” liabilities, such as unfunded pension obligations and unfunded retiree healthcare benefits.  So the prospects are dim, indeed, that we can expect a return to pre-Great Recession state funding levels for higher education any time soon. 
So, what are we in higher education to do?  Curse our fate, throw up our hands, cut back enrollment and try to continue business as usual as best we can? It is tempting to say, “well, if the states don’t feel it is important to invest in higher education, then we’ll serve fewer students and charge those we do serve a lot more money.”

 We must resist that impulse, attractive though it would be. We have to face the fact that our states really are in deep financial trouble, unemployment will stay high and tax receipts will be down for some time to come.  Moreover, our nation is facing an even greater long-term crisis in the education deficit we are building and the loss of competiveness we are experiencing in innovation . . . our historic economic strength.  One example of this loss is the fact that last year over half the U.S. patents granted went to individuals and companies domiciled in other countries.  Our nation is in a war we cannot afford to lose…and that is the war for talent and the education level of our citizenry.  This is a moment in time when we must respond to a higher calling than our specific individual institutional goals. 

So how do we square this particular circle - - produce more graduates with less funding?

I certainly don’t claim to have the answers.  And, in fact, I believe that the solutions will play out in a more local way, state by state, because of the widely differing higher education traditions, culture and funding strategies in our states.  Nonetheless, I do think there is a general approach we will have to adopt if we are to respond to this education and talent crisis.  We must develop a stronger sense of partnership with our states and our governors.  Governors understand the need to create jobs to grow the economy and they understand higher education is the key to workforce development and to the new innovations that will spur economic growth.  Indeed, as I noted, the National Governor’s Association has established a 55% college completion rate as its number one priority.  This provides a basis for developing a shared agenda between our institutions and our states.  To make this partnership work, however, we will have to demonstrate a willingness to make changes in our operations, to contain growth in the cost of our operations, and to find lower cost ways of delivering high quality education.  This is a tall order, but it can work.  Let me briefly describe our experience in Maryland in building a partnership, or new compact, with our governor. 

Like other states, Maryland faced serious budget issues at the beginning of this decade when I first returned as Chancellor.  While the economic downturn at that time was nowhere near as severe as the current recession, it was certainly signicant.  I know that in Maryland—and I think this is fairly representative—higher education budgets were being cut mid-year and we were told to anticipate additional cuts in succeeding years, yet enrollment was growing and demands placed upon us were increasing.  At that time, the USM was seen by the state as a large, discretionary budget item, essentially a “rainy day account” to balance the budget in difficult times. Sound familiar?

To change this situation—to alter the perception of higher education from being seen as a “balancing account in tough times” to a “public good”, worthy of additional funding—we felt we had to take the first step.

This came to fruition in what we called the USM’s Effectiveness and Efficiency (E&E) initiative.   Rather than remaining passive as we had in previous recessions—making a few modest cuts, hoping to ride out the storm, and waiting to return to business as usual—we aggressively applied the principles of cost savings, cost containment, and cost avoidance.  

I won’t go into extensive detail about our E&E efforts, except to note that the fiscal and academic results of these efforts speak for themselves.  

Administratively, we have found some $200 million in cost savings since the inception of E&E. Our actions have included reducing costs by purchasing major commodities as a system, not as individual campuses and by consolidating some “back room” operations.  Moreover, the Board of Regents adopted new academic policies aimed at reducing time to degree and expanding capacity. Most degree programs now have a limit of 120 credits, eliminating the degree “credit creep” that had occurred major by major over several decades.  A policy was also passed requiring students to earn at least 12 credits, 10% of their total, outside of the traditional classroom, through, for example, study abroad and faculty approved internships. This, in effect, freed up classroom space to serve more students. 

Academically, USM’s four-year and six-year graduation rates have been steadily rising since the inception of E&E and are well above national averages for public universities for both majority and minority students. Time-to-degree across the USM is at its best level ever, averaging less than 4-and-a-half years.  Also, since the first full year under E&E, enrollment at USM institutions has increased by 15,000 students.

Unquestionably, the E&E initiative has changed our relationship with the state.  Elected officials now see that we are focused on taking steps that provide more students with access to higher education at a lower cost, with technology often a vital component of these efforts.  One indication of the sense of partnership that we have established with the state is that since 2008, the year the Great Recession began, to today our state support has actually increased—not decreased—by about 7%. This has included funds to “buy down” tuition increases so that over this period we have had four years of no increase for instate undergraduate students and one year with a 3% increase. As a state, we’ve gone from having the 6th to the 19th highest tuition in the nation.

Our efforts to increase completion rates continue. We have extensive articulation agreements with community colleges, which guarantee that two-year graduates of these schools can enter our institutions as juniors with no need to take lower division courses. We also offer “dual admission,” so that students can begin getting advising and financial aid counseling from one of our institutions from the first day they set foot on a community college campus.  This approach not only enables greater access, but also enables four-year degrees at a much lower cost than traditional four-year institutions both for the state and the students.

We have also fundamentally changed the way we relate to the K-12 community.  We have rejected the idea of higher education as “the ivory tower,” separate and apart from the K-12 community.  We no longer tell the K-12 community it is their job to get students ready for college and then our job to get them through college. We now recognize that we have a vital role to play before students enroll in our institutions; we have an obligation to help prepare them on the front end. Individual campuses and our entire system have established meaningful K-12 partnerships to enhance teacher training and development, aligned high school graduation requirements with college entrance expectations, all aimed at keeping the promise of higher education degree a realistic, desirable, and attainable goal.

We are expanding the use of on-line instruction. Maryland is fortunate to be home to the University of Maryland University College, arguably the leader in the development of online education.  With over 195,000 on-line enrollments, UMUC has the nation’s largest number of online enrollments among the not-for-profit higher education institutions. When UMUC thinks about expansion, it is does so without the burden of facilities planning and the construction of new buildings.  Rather, it invests in IT infrastructure and in expanding programmatic capacity.  

The USM has embraced another promising innovation.  It is course redesign, following the model espoused by Carol Twigg and the National the Center for Academic Transformation. For most universities, course and programs are delivered today pretty much as they were decades, even centuries ago. The National Center model is to transform lower division multi-section large lecture courses into active learning classrooms using mentors, online tutorials and immediate classroom feedback to the students. We began working with the National Center three years ago.  As a first step, each USM campus redesigned a lower division, multi-section course.  In all cases, students in the redesigned sections did better and at the same or lower cost than the sections taught using traditional methods.

The “General Psychology” course at Jonathan Gibralter’s Frostburg State University is a great example.  The psychology department collapsed the course’s 18 sections into six, reduced in-class meetings by half, added computer lab time, and trained undergraduate learning assistants to provide tutoring.   The successfully redesigned course requires fewer faculty members, reducing the cost-per-student significantly and freeing full-time faculty to teach higher level courses.  Most importantly, student performance in these and in similarly redesigned courses out perform students in sections taught by traditional methods

Today the USM is transforming the entire roster of 50 or so “gatekeeper” courses across the USM into “gateway” courses.  This action will result in fewer failed students, improved learning, more degrees and  all of this at a lower cost.

[TRANSITION / PART II]

What I am hoping to convey with these examples is the way one system changed the relationship paradigm with its state leaders for the benefit, I believe, of both.  I’m sure other states and universities have found the means to build a stronger relationship with their state governments as well.

My point is that we must come to the table with state leaders, express the willingness to make change and acknowledge the need for cost containment.  In return, we must get our state leaders to make targeted investments toward our shared goal of eliminating our educational and competiveness deficits with the rest of the world. Time is running out. If we don’t start down this path now I fear for the long-term health and welfare of our nation. 

Now let me climb down from my soapbox and into the thicket of accreditation. 

Just as the past few years—and the current climate—represent a “perfect storm” for higher education financing . . . requiring us to dramatically change how we operate in order to meet the demands of affordability, access, enrollment, quality, delivery, etc., the current climate portends a perfect storm on the horizon challenging the notion that accreditation will continue to exists in its present form in the coming decade. 

It is no secret to anyone here that the effectiveness of institution-centered, mission-based, peer-review accreditation managed by non-governmental entities is coming under ever-increasing scrutiny.  

This threat is real, it is not going away, and will—in fact—get more intense.

Clearly the stakes are high.

Now, let me quickly note something.  As you may know, I serve on the newly reconstituted National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and Integrity (NACIQI).  But I stress that I am not here today as a representative of NACIQI.  The thoughts I will offer are my thoughts and perspectives as a life-long member of the higher education community and do not in any way represent the thinking of NACIQI.

That said, from my perspective, the time has come for real change in accreditation.

Questions about accreditation are being raised in the halls of Congress and among policy leaders in our states. Just this past summer, Senator Tom Harkin’s held hearings on for-profit colleges and their accreditation.  And the sense of the Senate seems to be that whatever rules apply to the for-profit sector must also apply to non-profit publics and privates as well.  

Now I understand the danger of “legislating by anecdote.”  And it is unfortunate that much of the focus in Washington seems to me on individual problems as opposed to the broader policy issues that genuinely matter.  But the fact remains, with so much attention on instances and areas where accreditation seems to be falling short, action must be taken.

I sense that Middle States has seen the writing on the wall and is adjusting.  I know that non-compliance actions taken by Middle States have increased dramatically in the past few years.  I noticed in The Washington Monthly just last week that the Middle States warned Elmira College in upstate New York that it might remove accreditation unless the school improves.  Earlier in the year, the Monthly reported that Middle States actually revoking the accreditation of Southeastern University in Washington, D.C.  This indicates to me that Middle States is increasing the rigor of the accreditation process. 

But, from my perspective, the pace and the scope of change must be swifter and broader.  We need fundamental change, moving from the current process of self-study, team visit, and peer review—which is being deemed insufficient by many of our critics—to a process that moves toward qualitative, comparable, benchmarked reference criteria for accreditation.

In the larger sense, this is another example of the growing importance of the ethic of accountability.  Looking back, we can see accountability as an issue that has been gaining importance for some time now, not just for higher education, but within K-12 education and in society at large.  For example, Sarbanes-Oxley was enacted in an effort to compel greater accountability in corporate accounting. I mentioned Race to the Top earlier, which has accountability at its core.   In today’s world, there is a societal expectation for accountability . . . especially when public funding is involved.  And with the Federal Government deploying $80 billion in loans and $30 billion in Pell Grants, we are talking about more than $100 BILLION in federal investment in our institutions.

Making certain people are getting value from what they and the federal government are paying for seems a difficult proposition to oppose. 

Let me be clear, I don’t want to see the accreditation function federalized or nationalized.  I think that would be a huge step backwards.  I believe that non-governmental, peer-review regional accreditation is essential. The six regional bodies are adapted to the unique characteristics of their regions and a singular standard developed in Washington, or anywhere else, would undermine that.  Moreover, one-size fits all approach would surely compromise the diversity of higher education institutions in the United States, one of our great national assets. Having said that, I want to note a few specific areas that I believe all regional accreditors need to address in order to respond to our critics and enable the current regional accreditation system to better serve our nation. 

The first issue is Graduation Rates.  I can report that this is an issue that Eduardo Ochoa, Assistant Secretary for Postsecondary Education in the U.S. Department of Education, specifically raised at the most recent NACIQI meeting.  While I understand that there is no one set of standards that should apply to all institutions, I can’t imagine anyone in this room would argue that an institution with history of 4- or 6-year graduation rates in the single digits meets anyone’s concept of a appropriate standards.  And with such national attention and emphasis on completion, we simply must give greater attention to this area. Rigorous metrics with respect to the completion rates of students must become a more prominent component of accreditation.

Related to this is the second issue I will raise: Learning Outcomes.  In many ways, this is a true “work in progress”.  Accrediting bodies are to be commended for moving away from examining what teachers teach and instead looking at what students learn.  Of course, it is significantly easier to do the former, but the current climate of accountability requires doing the latter.  However, the more prescriptive the language on demonstrated student achievement becomes, the heavier the administrative burden becomes on institutions and, as I will note in a moment, that burden is already too heavy.  I also know that—given the diversity of higher education institutions and missions—it would be a mistake to basically substitute one checklist for another - - shifting from “teaching A, B, & C” to “learning X, Y, & Z”.  We must not remove the aspect of peer judgments from the reviews.  

But the fact remains, Congress and the public are concerned about the “value added,” if I may use that loaded term, of a college degree.  We simply must find ways through the accreditation process to demonstrate in language understandable to the public and potential students the gain in knowledge, critical thinking and communication skills that institutions provide, and to be forthright in noting the absence of clear evidence when it is not present.  This area – learning outcomes - is perhaps our greatest challenge in addressing the concerns of our critics. 

The third issue I will speak to is the need to increase the transparency of the process.
Accreditation is historically a rather opaque process.  Once an accreditation review is complete, a very minimal amount of information gleaned from the process becomes available to the public; generally just a binary “yes” or “no” on the decision.  For a process as lengthy and information intensive as accreditation to yield so little accessible information to the public has raised legitimate questions in the minds of Congress and state legislatures.  I understand the arguments against publishing reports in full, but I also know that the public wants—not unreasonably I think—access to easy-to-understand, comparative information.  And again, with the amount of public money involved, these calls need to be heeded.  In addition, because the process is so inward looking and confidential, a lot of good things are kept out of the public eye and a lot of what should be “best practices” are kept concealed.

Making the findings—good and bad—public is the direction in which accreditation must move.   Allowing people to make informed comparisons would make accreditation more useful and more valuable.  And—quite frankly—for a marginal institution, increased transparency is  the best possible means of driving improved performance.  Another element of this might be additional gradations of accreditation as opposed to a “thumbs up” or “thumbs down.”  

The fourth area that needs attention is the burdensome bureaucratic nature of the accreditation process. We must find ways to streamline the process. The data collection costs, reporting requirements, etc. are quite burdensome. Perhaps making the process more data-centric, but with an emphasis on publicly reported data already available on institutional homepages rather than accreditation-specific data would be possible.  The enhanced use of technology can certainly reduce the time and workload devoted to the process.  I realize that details are important.  But faculties are often extremely taxed by the process and given the resources shortage gripping our campuses, faculty members and administrators are already stretched pretty thin.  I’m sure every accreditor has heard stories about institutions compiling reams and reams of paper, unsure of exactly why.  Surely in this technology and Internet age we can build a process that focuses more on substance and content and less on amassing volumes of accreditation specific data.

Now, I realize that on each of these issues I’ve raised—graduation rates, learning outcomes, transparency, and streamlining the process—I’ve only identified the problem, but I haven’t offered up any tangible solutions.  I have to defer to the knowledgeable professionals and to the boards to find these solutions, if they agree with my diagnosis. 

But this much is clear . . . across the higher education community there are calls for greater accountability and institutions—and accreditors—must embrace this call.  

From my perspective, a transformation in accreditation will occur.  We can lead the change and move to a system we design and believe will work or we can sit back and have new rules handed to us. That in my view is the choice we face. 

I for one don’t want to see the federal government substituting its judgment for peer reviews in terms of academic policy and institutional operations.  I don’t think, for example, the definition and/or value of a credit hour should become a proverbial “federal issue”  I want our regional accreditors to exercise their flexibility and develop processes that address the legitimate issues raised by our critics and at the same time respect institutional missions and diversity.  

What I believe is called for is a concerted effort by accrediting bodies working in partnership with institutions to build on the existing model in such a way that it responds to the concerns of critics while honoring the mission of regional accreditors.  

And institutions have to stand behind—in a real and rock-solid way—the regional accreditation agencies as change occurs.  This must become a “common enterprise”.  In partnership we can find ways to embrace the required role of addressing the issues I have raised today and others that need attention, based on time-tested concepts of  continuous improvement, while preserving the institution-centered, peer-review process.  If that takes place, everyone will benefit.  The institutions will improve, accrediting bodies will be stronger, and the public will be better off.

Of course this will be a challenge, but not so great a challenge that it cannot be accomplished.  

As I open up for questions and comments—and I hope there will be a few—I just want to again acknowledge the tremendous work and service Middle States and other regional accreditors perform.  The professionalism and commitment they and those of you who participate on review teams demonstrate are extremely valuable to our institutions and the students they serve.  We don’t need to start with a clean slate.  What we need is a good-faith effort to build on existing models and develop the next generation of institution-based, mission-centered, peer-review accreditation by non-governmental entities.

