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‘ Executive Summary

It is time to examine how we can get the most out of our na-
tional investment in higher education. We have a responsibility
to make sure our higher education system continues to meet our
nation’s needs for an educated and competitive workforce in the
21st century.

n September 19, 2008, with these words U.S. Department of Education

Secretary Margaret Spellings announced the formation of a Commission

on the Future of Higher Education. Over the next two years, the
Commission’s activities were comprehensively reported and widely debated in the
media, and vigorous discussions of the Commission continue. The high visibility
of the process and the sometimes acrimonious public debates about its recom-
mendations have fueled a good deal of interest within the academy and beyond.
The Commission’s Report and responses to it have also generated important ques-
tions about the dynamics of change in higher education. Assessing the Impact of the
Spellings Commission provides a review and analysis of the Commission’s activities,
the outcome of its work, and the impact of its recommendations, and considers the
lessons learned from this process for advancing theory and practice in planning,
communication, and change in higher education.

This publication takes the form of a case study. Information for the analysis
comes primarily from three sources: 1) a broad review of print and electronic
media articles, reports, statements, press releases, and commentaries published
by the Commission, the U.S. Department of Education (the Department), na-
tional higher education associations, and accrediting associations discussing the
Spellings Commission and its work; 2) interviews with 36 individuals selected be-
cause of their leadership roles and perspectives; and 3) a content analysis of 1,363
core articles and responses published in higher education outlets, journals, and
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online sites. Those interviewed include Commission members, U.S. Department
of Education senior staff, higher education association and accrediting agency
leaders, senior college and university executive officers, and key individuals from
higher education media.

The case study begins with a description of the formation and membership
of the Commission, an overview of its work for the first year, and a summary of
the Commission’s Report and recommendations. Soon after its publication, the
Report was recast as a “plan for action.” Using information from interviews with
individuals in different sectors of the higher education community and from pub-
lished sources, the study analyzes reactions to the Report and its call to action,
focusing on issues of both substance and tone.

Building on this particular case, this study considers broader questions of
impact and puts forward a model of the dynamics of planned change. The study
explores a number of “lessons learned” and discusses possible alternate ways of
responding to the Report by the academy. The study uses these analyses to eluci-
date some broader higher education issues related to jurisdiction, autonomy;, criti-
cism, communication, and leadership challenges. This report also considers ways
in which the Commission and Department of Education might have enhanced the
effectiveness of their efforts.

This volume concludes with an appendix that provides background materi-
als, including a list of Commission members and their affiliations, Commission
charter, fact sheet for action plan, list of issue papers, list of organizations and in-
stitutions that provided information to the Commission, and the Commission’s
Preliminary Action Analysis—Updated January 2008.

INTRODUCTION

In announcing the formation of the Commission on the Future of Higher
Education, Secretary Spellings charged the Commission with “developing a com-
prehensive national strategy for postsecondary education that will meet the needs
of America’s diverse population and also address the economic and workforce
needs of the country’s future””

The 19-member Commission met nine times over the next year
and solicited input from representatives from across the higher
education community and the general public, sponsored studies
to gather information on key topics, and provided opportuni-
ties for input from the general public. The Commission’s final
Report, A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher
Education, was released in September 2006.
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The Commission offered broad recommendations for improving student
academic preparation; making financial aid more accessible and the financial aid
system simpler; creating and sustaining a “robust culture of accountability and
transparency” for higher education; enhancing continuous innovation and quality
improvement in colleges and universities; targeting federal investments to areas
critical to America’s global competitiveness; and developing a strategy to encour-
age lifelong learning.

The work of the Commission, the drafts and the final version of its Report,
and various follow-up activities by the Department of Education were covered
extensively in the higher education media, and have been the topic of consider-
able dialogue within the higher education community at the national, state, and
campus levels.

Given the high level of visibility of the Report and the many subsequent re-
sponses, conferences, and conversations, this case study addresses the following
basic issues:

«  How has the Commission’s work been perceived by key constituen-

cies within the higher education community, and more generally?

« How do the various constituencies value the themes and specific
recommendations advanced by the Commission?

o Whatis it about the work of the Commission and its Report that has
stimulated such vigorous and continuing reaction?

«  How have groups within the higher education community—national
associations, accrediting agencies, and institutions—responded dur-
ing the months following the release of the Report?

«  Will the work of the Commission, and the reactions and responses to
it, result in significant and lasting change?

While the influence of any government-sponsored commission is limited and
closely tied to the tenure of policy leaders, the Spellings Commission raised critical
issues that are well established as important topics for the present and for some
time to come. Therefore it is useful to identify the enduring themes and issues
arising from its work. Furthermore, by analyzing this single initiative, the authors
seek to develop more generalized insights about the dynamics of organizational
and sector change that may be abstracted for use in other contexts. A thorough un-
derstanding of the dynamics of the Commission’s work and a systematic analysis of
its impact will also help inform future planning initiatives and reform efforts.

The study identifies six major issues:

1. Isthere a higher education “system™?
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2. Did matters of jurisdiction and style override issues of substance?
3. Are autonomy and locus of control the fundamental issues at stake?

4. Do we embrace criticism of our own purposes and institutions as we
advocate its importance for others?

S.  Should we expect the highest standards of discourse where higher
education is involved?

6.  What, precisely, are the leadership challenges and solutions facing the
higher education community at large?

The research report provides a perspective on each of the issues that should
prove useful to the practice and study of change in higher education.

THE COMMISSION: FORMATION AND LAUNCH

To assure a broad-based dialogue, the Department envisioned a Commission
composed of individuals who would represent a variety of key constituencies and
relevant perspectives on higher education. The panel included former and current
public and private college presidents; former elected officials; representatives of
Fortune 500 corporations and the financial services industry, for-profit education
companies and nonprofit education foundations and associations; and distin-
guished scholars.

In addressing its charge, the Commission undertook an extensive review of
documents from approximately 175 organizations, agencies, and institutions,
including white papers, opinion pieces, and research reports of past blue-ribbon
commissions. In addition, the Chair commissioned issues papers and testimony on
diverse topics, including complexity and inconsistency in financial aid programs,
accreditation reform, accountability and consumer information, federal regulation
of higher education, and quality assurance in higher education.

The U.S. Department of Education’s Web site was a primary communication
channel for conveying information about the Commission’s formation and the
conduct of its research and deliberations.
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THE REPORT—THE DOCUMENT AND ITS DISSEMINATION

To address what it termed “urgent reform needs,” the Commission in its final re-
port offered six broad recommendations:

1. Student academic preparation should be improved and financial aid
made available so that more students are able to access and afford a
quality higher education.

2. The entire student financial aid system should be simplified, restruc-
tured and provided with incentives to better manage costs and mea-
sure performance.

3. A“robust culture of accountability and transparency” should be culti-
vated throughout the higher education system, aided by new systems
of data measurement and a publicly available information database
with comparable college information. There should also be a greater
focus on student learning and development of a more outcome-
focused accreditation system.

4. Colleges and universities should embrace continuous innovation and
quality improvement.

5. Federal investments should be targeted to areas critical to America’s
global competitiveness, such as math, science, and foreign languages.

6. Astrategy for lifelonglearning should be developed to increase aware-
ness and understanding of the importance of a college education to
every American’s future.

The Department of Education issued the Report along with a message indicat-
ing that the Secretary of Education would be considering these and other proposals
and would prepare an “action plan for the future of higher education” to be formally
released on September 26, 2006, at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C.
The plan would “outline a course forward as we begin our work together towards
solutions that will best meet the needs of all consumers of the system—educators,
institutions, taxpayers, parents, and students.” The Commission’s findings were to
result in an action plan, not merely a blue ribbon report.
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THE AFTERMATH—REACTIONS AND FOLLOW-UP
ACTIVITIES

Higher Education Responds

As with the formation and launch of the Commission, the U.S. Department of
Education’s Web site was the primary channel used for distributing the Report.
The site also provided a convenient point of access to the full range of related in-
formation that had been generated from speeches, press releases, issue papers, and
other supporting documents.

The involvement of many individuals from the higher education community
facilitated the rapid diffusion of information about the Report through personal
and professional networks. In addition to the Web site, The Chronicle of Higher
Education and Inside Higher Ed were key channels for disseminating news. Other
public and professional media also published articles and letters on the initia-
tive and reactions to it. In subsequent weeks and months, information about the
Commission and Report was disseminated to a progressively larger number of in-
dividuals within the higher education community. The Department of Education
reports that from 2005 through February 2008, there were more than 190,000
visits to the Spellings Commission Web site and roughly 95,000 downloads of the
Commission draft and final reports. (See Appendix.)

The Report highlighted the distinguished tradition and the continuing con-
tributions of U.S. colleges and universities to teaching and learning, research, and
outreach. As a result, it could be seen as providing precisely the kind of national
attention that many within higher education felt was clearly needed. Troubling
declines in public support—financial and sometimes attitudinal—had been the
topic of discussions throughout the higher education community.

The issues and challenges identified by the Commission were not unfamiliar
ones. The importance of a commitment to higher education quality, increased
accountability, greater transparency, heightened attention to institutional perfor-
mance and learning outcomes assessment, refined approaches to financing and
financial aid, improved access and transferability, an intensified commitment to
continuous improvement and innovation, and overcoming complacency and re-
sistance to change—were familiar ones to members of the higher education com-
munity. All of these ideas had been the subject of numerous books, articles, task
forces, commissions, and conference panels and presentations within the academy
in recent years.

Indeed, as this study documents, most higher education leaders saw the rec-
ommendations of the Commission as generally positive and quite significant to
the future of higher education.
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Emphasis and Interpretation

The Report did indeed bring focus and attention to higher education, trumpeted
its accomplishments and value, and reaffirmed many of the challenges and needs
already identified as priorities. But the initial reaction from the higher education
community did not focus on these positives. Instead, almost from the moment of
its release, responses to the Report targeted areas of concern and disagreement.
As a consequence, there was little opportunity for the higher education community to
leverage the accolades or develop a shared agenda for addressing needs and priorities.

The intention of the Commission may well have been to offer a reflective anal-
ysis of a national problem and a thoughtful and mobilizing call to collaborative ac-
tion. But, in spite of its laudatory comments and efforts to describe the problems as
shared challenges, many—if not most—within the higher education community
regarded the Report as an attack on U.S. colleges and universities.

Initial and subsequent reactions from the higher education community in gen-
eral, and specifically from the individuals interviewed for this study, generally sup-
ported this interpretation. Study participants noted that overall, the Commission’s
work was perceived unfavorably—with cynicism and annoyance—by many, if not
most, within the higher education community.

But all sectors did not respond identically to these events. Based on personal
interviews, the study describes differing perspectives of those associated with
higher education, including administrators, board members, alumni, presidents,
students, members of Congress, representatives of state governments, members
of the business community, and the media. According to those interviewed, the
harshest reaction came from the Washington-based higher education organiza-
tions; the responses from the six presidential associations and various other as-
sociations and agencies were characterized as “considerably more negative than
in other parts of the higher education community”—ranging from “skeptical” to
“openly hostile”

Media coverage of the Commission and its work was quite substantial. The
authors of this study identified, categorized, and analyzed 1,363 online or paper
articles and responses published from September 5, 2005, to September 7, 2007.
They concluded that the majority of articles and responses were “persuasive” in
nature, generally displaying positions critical of the Commission. Over a quarter of
the responses/comments to articles did not comment directly on the Commission’s
work or process, but focused on critiques of other responses and comments.
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Substance and Tone

The initial critique of the Report within higher education focused on both sub-
stance and tone. From the perspective of substance, any initial enthusiasm about
the Report’s praise of higher education dissipated quickly among most higher
education readers when more specific details were considered.

The higher education community seemed to reach a consensus that the Report
offered too much of a “one-size-fits-all” approach to the challenges identified, and
did not take into account or value the diversity of missions within the commu-
nity. National associations, accrediting agencies, and institutional leaders were
particularly concerned about this approach to the complexities of assessment. The
Commission Report and Department statements suggested that outcomes should
receive greater emphasis—that assessment should shift from a primary emphasis
on reputation, input, and resource measures to a focus on measures of perfor-
mance, impact, and outcomes. Higher education leaders expressed fear that if a
single approach were put in place, standardized methods and measures would be
applied across all types of higher education institutions without regard to their dif-
ferences, especially differences associated with mission. Further, they feared that
simplistic and potentially damaging comparisons would be broadly publicized, in
the name of transparency. These reactions were immediate and intense, and served
to galvanize resistance to the Commission, the Report, and the Department of
Education.

Interpretations differ as to whether fears over the one-size-fits-all approach
were justified or not, and whether such fears arose at least partially as a consequence
of planned communication efforts by some organizations within the higher educa-
tion community, designed to intensify resistance. Whether by design or default,
concerns about a one-size-fits-all approach had important consequences. One in-
terviewee noted: “At least in my perception of the higher education community—
that’s probably the most contentious issue.”

Furthermore, there was a general resistance to what many higher education
leaders believed was an overly harsh critique of the current state of higher educa-
tion. They expressed opinions in public media and association Web sites that the
gap between the present and desired state of higher education is not as wide as the
Commission implied in its Report. Many indicated that the Commission saw itself
chronicling a crisis, when, in fact, the concerns it voiced were not particularly new,
were being addressed, and were not a cause for alarm or panic. This created yet
another source of friction and resistance between the Commission and the higher
education community.
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The study documents differing perspectives on priorities and methods ad-
dressed in the Commission’s Report, noting that most of the recommendations
were not viewed as especially controversial or innovative. The study provides a
close look at how different segments of the higher education community respond-
ed to each of the Commission’s recommendations.

Most of the recommendations are sufficiently general that they enjoy a con-
siderably broad level of support—in the abstract. For example, there has been
widespread agreement about the need to address improving academic preparation,
removing barriers, and increasing student aid. Similarly, there has been support for
restructuring the financial aid system and improving measurement and manage-
ment of costs and institutional productivity, and promoting a culture of continuous
innovation and quality improvement in pedagogies, curricula, and technologies
to improve learning. Most agreed that it is very important to develop a national
strategy for lifelong learning. Finally, there was strong support for increases in fed-
eral investment in attracting the best students to strategic areas, critical to global
leadership and competitiveness, specifically, to science, engineering, medicine,
and other knowledge-intensive professions.

The recommendation that generated the most controversy concerns assess-
ment: “creating a robust culture of measurement, accountability, and transparency.”
This recommendation fostered considerable discussion—in published documents
and in interviews for this study—about a potentially enlarged role of accrediting
agencies and an intensified focus on institutional and learning assessment goals
and outcomes, the need for clearer communication of such indicators to the pub-
lic, the value of developing more standardized approaches for reporting, and the
importance of increasing attention to the assessment of institutional effectiveness
in terms of productivity, efficiency, and cost effectiveness.

In addition to issues of substance, there were also reactions to what might best
be termed tone. An early draft, released in June 2006, had considerably harsher
language than the final version. Largely the work of a commissioned writer, the
document became public before it had been reviewed and edited by most of the
Commission members. The Department of Education reported that the distri-
bution of this early draft was accidental—that the draft was being reviewed by
some members and was inadvertently released. Because the accidentally-released
draft was quite widely circulated through informal e-mail and other channels, the
Department decided to post that version on its Web site.

Reactions to the early release were mixed. Though most of those interviewed
believed that the early release of a harsh first draft was accidental rather than stra-
tegic, there was agreement that the tone certainly contributed to negativity among
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those in the higher education community who had been following the activity of
the Commission—and that included many of the higher education associations
and agencies.

The final Report retained its use of what was regarded by most as very di-
rect and forceful language in discussing the challenges, the perceived problem of
complacency, and the assumed need for reform. Secretary Margaret Spellings and
Commission Chair Charles Miller made similarly strong public statements. Those
interviewed were in general agreement that the language of the Report and the ap-
proach, style, and critical comments made by Spellings and Miller were significant
factors in heightening both the visibility and intensity of reaction to the Report.
Others noted that the public postures and communication styles of the Secretary and
the Chair contributed to the climate of resistance within higher education. It should
be noted, however, that not everyone felt these strong pronouncements were inap-
propriate. A number felt that the Report’s hard-hitting rhetoric, personal examples,
and no-nonsense style were exactly what were needed to create a “wake up call”

In addition to reactions based on the substance and tone of the Report, de-
cisions by Commission members to endorse—or fail to endorse—the final draft
were also a factor in reactions to the Report. Controversy was heightened by the
knowledge that while the final version carried the signed endorsement of the
Commission, one member, David Ward, president of the American Council on
Education (ACE)—representing the association with the most global and inclu-
sive perspective on the higher education system as a whole—decided he could not
endorse, nor sign, the Report.

Context

The context in which the work of the Commission was undertaken and played
out also contributed to the array of reactions to the Report. There were concerns
about the political party in power, perceptions of the Bush administration, and
perspectives on the controversial “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) program. Some
expressed fear that the Report endorsed a version of the NCLB program for higher
education. Common themes of accountability, assessment, and transparency, cou-
pled with the inclusion of the NCLB logo along with the Department of Education
seal on the header of the official announcement of the Spellings Commission,
made this conceptual linkage predictable.

Other factors, more comprehensively discussed in the case study, include con-
cerns about loss of autonomy, anxieties about increased government intervention,
and the potential impact of the Report on the Higher Education Act reauthoriza-
tion legislation underway on Capitol Hill.
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AUTONOMY VS. ACCOUNTABILITY

The case study notes that the issue of autonomy was the most critical factor in
stimulating the intensity of initial and subsequent reactions to the Commission and
Report. This concern centers on the question of who has the responsibility and the
right to criticize, recommend, and/or initiate change within higher education. As
study participants noted in different ways, self-determination and autonomy are
among the most treasured values at all levels within higher education, and viewed
as essential to the success that U.S. colleges and universities have enjoyed.

The perceived threats to autonomy were exacerbated by a seemingly wide-
spread belief within the higher education community that enhanced systems of
accountability would inevitably lead to diminished autonomy. Some, however,
believed it would be possible to be accountable and transparent, while maintain-
ing autonomy. Recommendations that are perceived to threaten the autonomy of
higher education strike at the heart and soul of the academy. Particularly if a per-
ceived threat to that principle comes from outside the academy, and if it appears
that the outsiders may have the power to enforce change, vigorous resistance is a
predictable response. For many leaders in the higher education community, this
has been precisely the situation created by the Spellings Commission.

The Report Becomes a Plan for Action

A number of individuals interviewed in connection with this study said they be-
lieved that the initial goal within the higher education organizations and agencies in
Washington was to minimize the attention given to the Commission deliberations.
From a strategic perspective, the thinking was that the more the higher education
community responded, the more visibility the Commission’s work would receive.
However, with the level of public attention generated by the release of the Report,
it became apparent that this strategy would not be effective. It became clear that
not only would the Report continue to attract considerable attention, but also that
the Department of Education envisioned the Spellings Report as a component of
a broader agenda for change.

Legislative Activity: Positions Harden

The national higher education associations and agencies, with the support of many
college and university leaders around the country, sought to moderate, modify,
and ideally stall the Department’s and Secretary’s agenda for change—which was in-
creasingly depicted as “a one-size-fits-all” federalized program for higher education.
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One of the clearest examples of legislative countermeasures came in the form
of a widely circulated statement from Senator and former Secretary of Education,
Lamar Alexander on May 24, 2007. Senator Alexander made a strong appeal that
higher education, rather than the Department of Education, should take respon-
sibility for improvement. And Senator Edward Kennedy on behalf of the Senate
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions, urged the Department
to refrain from proposing new regulations on accreditation until after Congress
reauthorized the Higher Education Act.

THE DYNAMICS OF PLANNED CHANGE

What impact has the Commission and its work had? This study takes a close look
at this question from several perspectives. To a large extent, the answer depends on
how one thinks about the concept of “impact.” Most interviewees believe that the
work of the Commission and the Report have had a significant impact, but they
differ in their perspectives of what the impact actually is and whether the impact
will ultimately be positive or negative. A Department of Education member ob-
served that the community realized that “this may be the last chance they have to
getin front of this... if they don’t figure it out now someone is going to figure it out
for them.” Others noted that many of the issues cited in the Commission’s Report
have been discussed for a long time, and efforts to solve problems were underway
before the establishment of the Commission.

In addition to documenting these perspectives, this case study analyzes im-
pact by considering these issues within the larger context of organizational change
theory. Planned change efforts proceed through a predictable set of stages, de-
picted below. In assessing impact, this case study describes attention, engagement,
resolve, action, and integration and evaluates the extent to which the responses to
the Commission’s work meet the criteria for each stage. Successful change requires
completion of each phase—and change agents seek to bring their initiatives to the
final stage of long-term integration.

The authors argue that this model is useful for assessing the impact of the
Spellings Commission and that it helps to clarify and organize differing definitions
of impact. The framework also helps explain some of the underlying reasons for the
resistance and redirection that has occurred in this case. Each stage is comprehen-
sively discussed in the full research report; the analysis is briefly described here.
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Figure 1: Stages of Organizational Change

3. Resolve
4. Action

Source: Ruben, Brent D., Understanding, Leading and Planning Social and Organizational Change.
Washington, DC: National Association of College and University Business Officers, 2008 (in press).

Attention. Viewed from any of a number of perspectives, and considering vari-
ous source of evidence, the Spellings initiative and subsequent activities by the
Department of Education have had substantial success in directing attention to a
number of the issues and challenges facing higher education.

Engagement. Assessing the influence of the Spellings initiative as it relates to en-
gagement is more complex. Commission members and study participants from
the Department of Education acknowledged that they wished they had been more
successful in their efforts to foster engagement—particularly with the faculty and
constituencies outside Washington. Others agree that broader involvement and
engagement of the higher education community would likely have improved the
reception of the Report and of follow-up efforts by the Department.

Attention and engagement are inextricably linked; while gaining attention is
a first and critical step in the change process, the strategies used to do this may
have a lasting impact and consequence, well beyond their original purpose. The
manner in which attention is gained can facilitate and motivate engagement, or can
become an impediment to the dialogue, trust, and negotiation considered to be es-
sential for engagement. Elements of the substance and tone of the Report, and the
process through which it was released, ratified, and communicated, were perceived
to convey a degree of disrespect for the academy’s traditions, culture, and values.
Similarly, the “leaked drafts” and hard-hitting critique, which increased attention
by the higher education community, also seem to have antagonized, heightened
defensiveness, and intensified mistrust and resistance, making engagement all the
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more difficult. It must be acknowledged, however, that the adversarial climate that
surfaced during and after the work of the Commission, no doubt has origins that
precede the Commission, and to some extent may well be inherent in the cultural
relationship between higher education and any governmental agency.

Resolve. The resolve stage focuses on efforts to secure commitment to the prob-
lem as defined, and help to identify steps needed to work toward solutions. One
possible outcome could be a resolve to disengage. But in this instance, the outcome
has been greater engagement. Based on the research reported here, it seems clear
that the Commission and Report have become the impetus for a number of new
and energized discussions and planning efforts taking place within the higher edu-
cation community. The serious consideration of diverse voluntary initiatives—in
line with Commission priorities—provides evidence of some level of affirmation
by higher education associations and colleges and universities. At the same time,
study participants indicate that commitment at the ground level is uneven. Such
buy-in is a critical component of resolve and the subsequent stages of institutional
change.

Action. This stage considers progress towards identified goals. The case study
documents what may be described as “common ground,” which signals a resolve
that is being translated into actions of various kinds. The magnitude of this com-
mon ground can be seen in the completion of a number of initiatives that were
undertaken voluntarily by associations and agencies. It is also evidenced by the
number of institutions that have adopted or adapted these or similar institution-
generated initiatives at the local level.

Integration. This stage refers to institutionalizing change, so that reforms become
a permanent part of policy and practice. In this regard, it is useful to differentiate
between short- and long-term impact. While we can look at some of the immediate
repercussions of the Commission’s Report, it is premature to make any definitive
determination about its influence. Participants in the study were asked to specu-
late about the extent to which the influences of the Spellings Commission would
translate into lasting change. Interviewees generally expressed the view that the
Commission’s work will ultimately result in lasting change, and most stated that
the changes would be positive.

The understanding of planned organizational change elucidated through this
example can be generalized to help clarify and improve other planning and change
initiatives within higher education and beyond.
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The Outcome

There islittle doubt that the Commission, its work, and subsequent activities based
upon that foundation, attracted the attention of a substantial segment of the higher
education community, fostered a visible and vigorous national conversation on the
challenges and needs of higher education, and motivated or intensified commit-
ments to a number of voluntary actions that can be seen as direct responses to the
themes of the Report.

Viewed from the perspective of the Commission and the Department of
Education, the impact of the Commission and the effectiveness of the initiative
overall can be seen most clearly in: 1) the attention it afforded to the issues and
themes addressed in the Report and follow-up activities; 2) the dialogue that has
been stimulated by these efforts; and 3) the numerous voluntary improvement
projects and programs that have been energized and inspired during this period.
However, the effort has had considerably less impact and success in fostering the
kind of mutual respect, constructive collaboration, and engaged partnering that
seems necessary to unite the higher education community, Congress, and the
Department in the joint pursuit of a common agenda.

Much of the higher education community has taken considerable pleasure in
its success at resisting externally mandated and imposed regulations and in ini-
tiating voluntary efforts to respond to some of the most critical pressures points
identified by the Commission. But as study participants note, through its response
the higher education community has been less successful in effectively telling the
“higher education story” to the public at large, in presenting a unified response to
the issues and themes of the Report, and in easing disquiet among many external
constituencies about higher education’s presumed insularity and indifference to
concerns of the day.

LESSONS THAT COULD BE LEARNED

Nearly all of those interviewed, across various roles and perspectives, believe that
the higher education community could have responded more effectively than
it did to the Commission and the Report—Dbefore, during, and after its release.
Many expressed regret that the community had interpreted the issues raised by
the Spellings’ initiative more as problems than as opportunities, had appeared
defensive and reinforced images that the academy is resistant to change, failed to
use the situation as a platform for effectively telling higher education’s story, acted
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reactively rather than proactively, and missed opportunities to provide needed
leadership. The case study examines these issues in detail and provides compelling
evidence that higher education might have benefited with a different approach.
By avoiding defensiveness and the appearance of being resistant to change, higher
education might have been more effective in getting across the values and goals that
it deems important and that it believed were threatened by the Department’s ini-
tiative. With a more proactive stance and better coordinated leadership, the higher
education community might have mounted a clearer case for its own priorities.

Those interviewed also suggested ways that the Commission and the
Department of Education might have delivered its messages more effectively. They
noted that the Commission could have been more broadly representative, provid-
ed a clearer rationale for its existence and its recommendations, could have com-
municated in a more collegial manner with clearer signals, and could have more
broadly and effectively engaged the higher education community in the dialogue.
The case study examines these assertions in detail. With a broader engagement
and a different communication strategy, the Commission might have been better
able to putits concerns before the public and the higher education community in a
manner that would generate interest rather than defensiveness and that would have
avoided at least some of the anger and push back that garnered so much attention
in the media. A more collegial communication process may have elucidated the
many areas in which the Commission and the Department shared goals for reform
with the higher education community. With a recognition of these shared goals,
cooperative initiatives to improve higher education were—and still are—feasible.

Going beyond this particular case study, this study raises broader issues
about the higher education system, about posturing and politics, about criticism,
standards, and leadership. The case study itself illustrates the importance of juris-
dictional issues—at the bottom of the controversy lies the fundamental issue of
the right to criticize and initiate change. Key considerations are briefly considered
below.

One of the recurring themes in the comments of interviewees at all levels is
that more effective leadership approaches are needed within higher education to
inspire collaborative rather than confrontational politics in the face of challenges,
and ultimately to unite voices on behalf of higher education. More generally, effec-
tive leadership at all levels could help ensure that higher education’s perspective is
more effectively understood and appreciated by its many external constituencies.

External advocacy and cogent explication of critical issues are key challenges
for higher education. But, there is also a need for new leadership to enhance com-
munication and interaction among components within the higher education com-
munity. With new approaches to higher education leadership, the roles individuals
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play within our systems and institutions—from academics to student life and
administration—could be more effectively integrated to better serve operational,
financial, and communication challenges faced by institutions and the higher edu-
cation community at large.

A number of those interviewed suggested that the Commission would have
been more effective if it had identified a few key issues around which there was
agreement, such as the need for improvement in the awarding of financial aid, and
then had built on that common ground. Identifying common interests is a concept
that appears often in the organizational change literature. A strategy of principled
negotiation could then move the discussion from divergent positions to areas of
common interests. This is one of several available strategies that might have been
useful. The need to separate the people from the problem is another widely under-
stood principle of negotiation. This allows those involved to get away from over
identification with a person’s style and get to the issues under discussion.

Specific comments from study participants point to the need for articulate,
inclusive, proactive leaders—leaders who promote the highest standards of dis-
course and substantive dialogue—for clarifying needs and directions, for fostering
more genuine and productive engagement, for encouraging more holistic concep-
tualizations of higher education, for delivering difficult messages to those who may
prefer not to receive them, and ultimately for more effectively advancing the col-
laborate pursuit of shared purposes.

What general lessons about the dynamics of change within higher education
can be derived from this case? An analysis of comments by study participants in-
dicates that in addition to stages, there are a number of themes that are vital across
the various phases of the change process, among them leadership, communication,
culture, assessment, and planning. Extensive comments by study participants eluci-
date these ideas in the case study.

Looking Back, Looking Forward

The study concludes with a summary of the findings and a discussion of how
the analysis of the work of the Commission can inform our planning as we go
forward:
«  The Report and the recommendations are viewed differently by the
different sectors in higher education.
«  Within each sector, there were considerable variations among presi-
dents, chancellors, academic officers, and business officers as to how
the work of the Commission and the final Report is viewed.
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Figure 2: Cross-Cutting Themes in the Dynamics of Change
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Source: Ruben, Brent D., Understanding, Leading and Planning Social and Organizational Change.

Washington, DC: National Association of College and University Business Officers, 2008 (in press).

«  There was general agreement that it is important to separate the issues
identified from the politics surrounding the Report.

«  The strong language of the Report, the sharp edge, and the high po-
litical visibility were off-putting to many in the higher education com-
munity. These things did, however, gain the attention of the communi-
ty—in spite of, or more likely, because of—its directness.

«  The primarily positive value of the Report is that it put higher educa-
tion on the national agenda and with thoughtful responses, this could
be used to great advantage.

o The Report was viewed—Dby all parties—as something more than
simply a document for reflection; it was rather a call to action. This
factor, along with the potential threat of government intervention,
contributed significantly to the intensity of reactions from the higher
education community.

« A number of associations and agencies undertook an aggressive and
organized effort to clarify misunderstandings and to advocate for the
higher education community—efforts which were seen as “effective”
in blocking Department action, but perhaps less so in enhancing the
understanding and appreciation of the higher education community
at large among other constituencies.



Executive Summary 19

«  Many individuals indicated that their institutions were already ad-
dressing some of the initiatives raised in the Report and believed that
they perhaps, had not done a good job communicating the progress
being made in these areas.

«  The Spellings Report may have filled a vacuum created by unaddressed
concerns about the costs of higher education, the value added, and
higher education’s ineffectiveness representing itself as a public good
to the public.

«  The higher education community would have done well to treat the
Commission and Report as a set of opportunities, and to embrace
the issues and create meaningful responses, rather than to respond to
these primarily as problems. The opportunity to reengage and create
collaborative networks and partnerships across higher education and
with state and federal agencies is not lost. The creation of these ties
continues to be critically important.

« The Commission would have been more effective if it had made a
clearer case for the need for educational reform, if its communication
style had been more collegial, and if it had it been more successful in
creating alliances with the higher education community to promote
common values and goals.

Those who served on the Commission—leaders from the Department of
Education, the higher education associations and accrediting agencies, colleges
and universities—and all those who read and reacted in one way or another, un-
derstand both the accomplishments of and opportunities for improvement within
higher education. The challenge for those seeking to advance the purposes of
higher education is one of balance. Should the focus be on the many attributes, ac-
complishments, and achievements of the U.S. higher education community in the
hope of broadening public understanding and much needed support? Or, should
the emphasis be on improvement needs, gaps, weaknesses, and challenges, in order
to stimulate and mobilize the talent and resources to accelerate progress?

The Spellings Commission adopted a style and approach that primarily em-
phasized challenges, needs, gaps, and potential areas for improvement. The gains
and risks associated with this approach were predictable, and both have been real-
ized in some measure. The final outcome will be determined over time and it may
well be years before we can ascertain the extent to which the Commission had a
positive or negative impact on higher education.
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In looking back to draw lessons from this high profile initiative for education
reform, we are also mindful of the need to look forward. As the Commission made
clear, colleges and universities address economic and professional needs and pro-
vide benefits—for individuals and for the nation—that are critically important
for all of us. They also strive to make vital contributions through enhancing the
quality of students’ personal lives, relationships, and communities; promoting
civic engagement, ethical behavior, social responsibility, interpersonal compe-
tence, and intercultural appreciation; developing leadership and communication
skills; enhancing aesthetic appreciation, media and information literacy, political
participation, and critical analysis of contemporary issues; and building the many
important understandings, capabilities, and lifelong commitments that benefit all
of us.

The communication challenge here is of vital importance. There is a continu-
ing and compelling need to create and capitalize on opportunities for telling the
higher education story effectively—to thoughtfully explain its contributions to
economic, professional, and personal development through teaching, research
and discovery, outreach, and public service. To be effective, the story must be told
in a manner that takes cognizance of the needs, perspectives, and sensitivities of
the various constituencies whose understanding and appreciation of the multiple
facets of the academy’s work is critical.

As the analysis presented in this study so clearly underscores, leadership at all
levels is essential to the realization of these goals. There are vital and continuing
leadership challenges related to identifying, promoting, and leveraging innova-
tions and effective practices; identifying new initiatives where common challenges
can be proactively and cooperatively addressed; seeking new opportunities for col-
laboration between higher education and governmental agencies and offices; and
developing collective public voices to span and unite the various types of institu-
tions, associations, and agencies that define higher education in America.



Timeline of Key Events

U.S. Department of Education Secretary Margaret
Spellings forms the Commission on the Future of

September 19,2005 | Higher Education and charges it with developing a
comprehensive national strategy for postsecondary
education.

June 2006 Early draft of Commission Report is released.

Early Septemb

arly september Prepublication Commission Report is released.

2006
Spellings Commission Report, A Test of Leadership:

September 19,2006 | Charting the Future of U.S. Higher Education, is
published.

September 19, 2006 Department of Education issues first official
statement upon release of Report.

Department of Education releases statement that
Secretary Spellings would announce an action
September 22,2006 | plan for the future of higher education; Secretary

Spellings and Commission Chair Miller hold press
conference at the National Press Club.
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November 2006

Secretary Spellings convenes an Accreditation
Forum with 60 representatives of accrediting
agencies, colleges, universities, state leaders, private
sector, and higher education organization.

September to
December 2006

Professional education associations and college and
university presidents issue statements about the
Report.

Late fall 2006

Work begins on the formation of the Voluntary
System of Accountability, a joint project of the
American Association of State Colleges and
Universities and the National Association of State
Universities and Land-Grant Colleges. More than
70 institutions create VSA to help universities
demonstrate accountability and stewardship. By
April 2008, more than 23S institutions join the VSA
network.

Spring 2007 to
Spring 2008

Commission sponsors public events, including
summits, town hall meetings, and Secretary’s
College Tour.

May 25, 2007

Senator Lamar Alexander issues statement warning
of the dangers of federal control of higher education
and urging higher education to take responsibility
for its own improvement.

May 2007

Members of the Association of American
Universities Data Exchange agree to collect and
release information about undergraduate student
performance and costs.
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June 18§, 2007

Senator Edward Kennedy, on behalf of the Senate
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and
Pensions, issues letter urging the Department

to refrain from proposing new regulations on
accreditation until the Higher Education Act is
reauthorized.

July 2007

U.S. Senate passes S1642, Higher Education Act
reauthorization bill.

October 2007

FIPSE awards $2.45 million to Association of
American Colleges and Universities, American
Association of State Colleges and Universities, and
National Association of State Universities and Land-
Grant Colleges for collection, reporting, and use of
data to improve instruction and outcomes.

November 2007

The VSA launches “College Portrait,” a generic Web
page template that colleges and universities can
utilize to provide various types of information to the

public.

Late 2007

The University and College Accountability Network,
a project of the National Association of Independent
Colleges and Universities signs up 600 private
institutions to participate in the project to present
uniform information about their colleges and
universities.

January 2008

The AAC&U and CHEA issue “Principles for
Student Learning and Accountability,” as a
framework for accountability and to help higher
education institutions assess its contributions to “our
democracy as well as our economy.”
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February 2008

National Consortium for Continuous Improvement
(NCCI) recognizes first winners of its “Leveraging
Excellence Award Program,” for effective academic
and administrative initiatives that have been actively
leveraged for impact beyond one department,
campus, or institution.

February 2008

U.S. House of Representatives passes HR 4137,
Higher Education Act reauthorization bill.

Spring 2008

House and Senate are in “conference committee” to
work out the differences between their two versions
of a reauthorized Higher Education Act.




‘ Research Report

INTRODUCTION

On September 19, 20085, Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings' announced
the formation of the Commission on the Future of Higher Education, charged
with “developing a comprehensive national strategy for postsecondary education
that will meet the needs of America’s diverse population and also address the eco-
nomic and workforce needs of the country’s future.”

The 19-member Commission® met nine times in the subsequent 12 months.
During this period, in addition to extensive dialogue among members, the
Commission solicited input from representatives throughout the higher education
community and the general public, sponsored studies to gather information on key
topics, and provided opportunities for input from the general public. These efforts cul-
minated in the publication of a 55-page report entitled, A Test of Leadership: Charting
the Future of USS. Higher Education, which was released in September 2006.*

While acknowledging the traditional preeminence of U.S. higher education,
the Report raised concerns about the risks of complacency.

As we enter the 21st century, it is no slight to the successes of
American colleges and universities thus far in our history to note
the unfulfilled promise that remains. Our yearlong examination
of the challenges facing higher education has brought us to the
uneasy conclusion that the sector’s past attainments have led our
nation to unwarranted complacency about its future.

It is time to be frank. Among the vast and varied institutions that
make up U.S. higher education, we have found much to applaud,

but also much that requires urgent reform. ...
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The Commission offered six broad recommendations:

1. Student academic preparation should be improved and financial aid
made available so that more students are able to access and afford a
quality higher education.

2. The entire student financial aid system should be simplified, restruc-
tured, and provided with incentives to better manage costs and mea-
sure performance.

3. A‘robust culture of accountability and transparency” should be culti-
vated throughout the higher education system, aided by new systems
of data measurement and a publicly available information database
with comparable college information. There should also be a greater
focus on student learning and development of a more outcome-
focused accreditation system.

4. Colleges and universities should embrace continuous innovation and
quality improvement.

S.  Federal investments should be targeted to areas critical to America’s
global competitiveness, such as math, science, and foreign languages.

6. Astrategy for lifelong learning should be developed to increase aware-
ness and understanding of the importance of a college education to
every American’s future. °

Each recommendation was accompanied by extensive discussion, supporting
documentation and suggestions for action. The higher education media® covered
extensively the work of the Commission, the Report, and various follow-up activi-
ties by the Department of Education. At the same time, the higher education com-
munity at the national, state, and campus levels engaged in considerable dialogue.

Important Questions

Nearly two years after its release, the Report continues to attract interest and at-
tention in media, conferences, and conversations within the higher education
community. There have been a number of task forces and commissions on higher
education in recent times, but none has garnered this level of attention. Because of
the importance of the issues raised in the Report, and the level of interest generated
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by the activities of the Commission and the Department, this case is of importance
from operational, policy, and scholarly points of view:

«  How has the Commission’s work been perceived by key constituen-
cies within the higher education community, and more generally?

« How do the various constituencies value the themes and specific
recommendations advanced by the Commission?

o What is it about the work of the Commission and its Report that has
stimulated such vigorous and continuing reaction?

«  How have groups within the higher education community—national
associations, accrediting agencies, and institutions—responded dur-
ing the months following the release of the Report?

«  Will the work of the Commission, and the reactions and responses to
it, result in significant and lasting change?

Answers to these questions, an identification of enduring themes and issues
arising from the work of the Commission, and an appreciation of the process by
which these issues have been brought into the limelight through this effort are im-
portant for several reasons. While the tenure and influence of this Commission, and
of current Department of Education policy leaders and their educational philoso-
phies are limited, the issues raised by the Commission are likely to be of interest for
some time to come. A better understanding of the dynamics of the Commission’s
work and of the tensions within different higher education constituencies, as well
as a systematic analysis of the impact of the Commission, can contribute to policy
formation and communication well into the future.

Additionally, this analysis can be helpful in developing more generalized
insights:

o What lessons can be learned from this case about the dynamics of

change within higher education?

«  Cantheselessons form the basis of a set of change principles that can be

useful in other contexts and at other levels within higher education?

«  Will lessons from this case have applicability for understanding the

dynamics of change in other organizational or inter-institutional
change settings?

This understanding can be of practical significance for national higher educa-
tion association and accreditation leaders, as well as for academic and business
leaders within colleges and universities. This knowledge will also contribute more
generally to efforts to study the nature of change within higher education and
within other institutional settings.
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This Study

The purpose of this research project is to provide a review and analysis of the ac-
tivities and consequences of the Spellings Commission and its reccommendations.
Information for the analysis comes primarily from three sources: 1) a review and
evaluation of public communication about the Commission’s work and reports;
2) interviews with a cross-section of knowledgeable leaders with varying perspec-
tives on the case; and 3) a content analysis of core articles and responses published
on paper and electronically.

Based on the analysis, this report describes the Commission’s activities, goals,
and approaches, and summarizes perceptions of its importance and short- and longer-
term impact from multiple perspectives. Further, it seeks to provide insights into
principles of change within higher education, and to identify practices that may
be useful to leaders in their efforts to disseminate information, garner attention,
heighten dialogue, prompt action, and more generally, to effectively engage audi-
ences with varying levels of interest and enthusiasm in the consideration of new
ideas and directions.

As noted above, an effort is also made to examine the work of the Spellings
Commission in a broader context, one that considers general questions about the
nature and dynamics of change within higher education and in other institutional
settings. These are also topics that are important in the professional and academic
literature addressing issues related to sector, institutional, and organizational
change. It is hoped that the analysis of this case will contribute to knowledge in
these areas, and will also provide the foundation for further, long-term studies of
the impact of the Spellings Commission and similar initiatives.

DATA GATHERING AND ANALYSIS

This research study has three major elements.

1. An informal review of a cross section of higher education print and
electronic media articles appearing in higher education public media,
in combination with reports, statements, press releases, and commen-
taries published by the Commission, the Department of Education,
national higher education associations, and accrediting associations
between September 2005 through March 2008. Those documents
and the material they contain provide the basis for constructing the
descriptive account of the Commission, its charter, its composition,
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and its work. These documents also provide attributed statements
and quotes from the Secretary, the Commission Chair, Commission
members, and others in the higher education community. All quotes
attributed by name to specific individuals that are included in this
study are derived from these published documents.

Structured interviews with 36 purposefully selected leaders broadly
representative of the Spellings Commission, the Department of
Education, and higher education institutions and media.” This group
includes senior leaders from major higher education organizations and
accrediting agencies; institutional, academic, and administrative and
finance executives from a cross section of systems, universities, and
colleges;® and senior reporters/editors from The Chronicle of Higher
Education and Inside Higher Ed who were key figures in covering the
work of the Commission and related activities. The group consisted
of four members of the Spellings Commission; two senior leaders
from the Department of Education; four higher education association
presidents; presidents or executive directors of three accrediting as-
sociations; presidents or chancellors of two public university systems,
three liberal arts colleges, and one community college; and three chief
academic officers, fourteen chief business and administrative officers,
and two senior journalists from higher education media who had
primary responsibility for covering the Spellings Commission. (Two
members of the Commission were also representatives of other inter-
viewee groups listed.)

All of the individuals invited to participate in this study accepted
our invitations. The interviews consisted of a series of closed- and
opened-ended questions and each lasted an hour to an hour and a
half. Interviews were conducted by two of the lead authors of this re-
portoveraperiod of five months, roughly one year following the release
of the Spellings Commission Report. Interviewees were informed that
their responses would remain confidential and anonymous and not
reported in a way that would reveal their identities. With the consent
of the interviewees, the interviews were recorded and later transcribed
and edited in a manner that preserved anonymity and confidentiality.

Systematic sampling and content analysis of 1,363 core articles and
responses published online and/or in paper form between September
5, 2005, and September 7, 2007.° The Report presents results from

29
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a review and content analysis of articles and responses to articles
published by higher education media. Criteria used to select relevant
articles/responses for this study are as follows:

«  Corearticles were selected from the list of publications if the title,
abstract, or content of the article indicated a commentary on the
Spellings Commission on the Future of Higher Education, reac-
tion to the Spellings Commission, and/or a follow-up discussion
of the Commission’s work.

o Articles were selected if the title of the article indicated a com-
mentary on the Spellings Commission, reactions/responses re-
lated to the commission, and follow-up discussion as a result of
the Commission’s work.'’

o After core articles were selected, all published responses to se-
lected articles were also analyzed following accepted practices to
ensure validity and reliability.

THE COMMISSION—FORMATION AND LAUNCH

The formation of the Commission on the Future of Higher Education followed a
series of roundtables on higher education hosted by the Department of Education
in Washington and Colorado. Based on those meetings, Secretary Spellings con-
cluded that there was a need for national leadership on the issues facing higher
education, and the Commission was seen as a vehicle to help address this need."

Composition of the Commission

To assure a broad-based dialogue, the Department envisioned a Commission
composed of individuals who would represent a variety of key constituencies and
relevant perspectives on higher education. It was assumed that individual members
would speak for the groups they represented.'” Specifically, the formal documents
called for the Commission to include former and current public and private col-
lege presidents, representatives of Fortune S00 corporations, the financial services
industry, for-profit education companies, nonprofit education foundations, higher
education researchers, and other representatives the Secretary deemed appropri-
ate including former elected officials.”® Ultimately, 19 individuals were appointed
to the Commission.'* The Charter of the Commission called for the Secretary to
appoint one or more chairpersons from among the members, and Charles Miller,
former Chairman of the Board of Regents of the University of Texas System, was
appointed.
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Meetings and Activities

According to the charter, a minimum of three meetings were to be held in different
parts of the country during the course of the Commission deliberations, and these
meetings were to be open to the public except as determined otherwise by the
Secretary in accordance with statutes governing federal advisory committees. '* In
actuality, over the course of the Commission’s work, a total of nine meetings in-
cluding public hearings were held—in Washington, Nashville, San Diego, Seattle,
Boston, and Indianapolis.

Secretary Spellings broadly charged the Commission with developing what
was characterized as a “comprehensive national strategy for postsecondary educa-
tion that will meet the needs of America’s diverse population and also address the
economic and workforce needs of the country’s future.” Speaking at the University
of North Carolina in Charlotte on the day she announced the formation of the
Commission, Spellings described the challenge this way:

It is time to examine how we can get the most out of our na-
tional investment in higher education. We have a responsibility
to make sure our higher education system continues to meet our
nation’s needs for an educated and competitive workforce in the
21st century.

She asked the Commission to engage students and families, policymakers,
business leaders, and the academic community in a national discussion about
higher education, in general, and in particular, to consider such questions as:

o What skills will students need to succeed in the 21st century?

«  How can we make sure America stays the world’s leader in academic

research?

«  How can we make sure opportunities for quality higher education and

the best jobs are open to all students?

In that speech, Secretary Spellings further noted that,

...the achievement gap is closing and test scores are rising among
our nation’s younger students, due largely to the high standards
and accountability measures called for by the No Child Left
Behind Act. More and more students are going to graduate
ready for the challenges of college... and we must make sure our
higher education system is accessible and affordable for all these

students.'¢
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“The message here is simple,” she commented,

in today’s global economy, the best jobs go to the most skilled
and most motivated workers. Around 80 percent of the fastest-
growing jobs require at least some postsecondary education.
That means a college education is more important than ever....

The good news is that we still have the finest system of higher
education in the world. But we’re at a crossroads. The world is
catching up. In 1970, America produced more than 50 percent
of the world’s science and engineering doctorates. But if cur-
rent trends continue, by 2010, we will produce only around 15
percent.

As taxpayers, we all have a stake in the higher education system.
Most people don’t realize that federal dollars make up about
one-third of our nations total annual investment in higher
education....

... unlike K-12 education, we don’t ask a lot of questions about
what we’re getting for our investment in higher education. And
as a result, we're missing some valuable information to help
guide policy to ensure that our system remains the finest in the
world. And parents have a tough time getting answers about the
way it all works.

A few weeks ago, I dropped my oldest daughter off at college to
begin her freshman year.... I found plenty of information on
dining hall food, intramural sports, and campus architecture. I
learned at one school that you can attend a Jimmy Buffet Bash
and a toga party all in one year. Who knew?

... I didn’t find much information on what courses to take, how
long it takes the average student to graduate, and whether it’s a
better deal to graduate from a less-expensive state school in six
years or a private school in four. I learned just how confusing the
college process can be for parents....

The federal government is part of the problem, too. We have
around 60 different Web sites for federal financial aid and dozens
of different toll-free phone numbers. We're working on a plan to

streamline the process....
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Parents need better information. And so do policymakers. It’s
hard to make good policy without sound data on what’s working
well and what needs to work better.

We all have a part to play at the federal, state, community, and
private levels. I'm not advocating a bigger role for the federal
government, but it’s time to examine how we can get the most
out of our national investment. We have a responsibility to make
sure our higher education system continues to meet our nation’s
needs for an educated and competitive workforce in the 21st
century.

That’s why today I'm announcing the formation of a new com-
mission.... The goal is to launch a national discussion on the
future of higher education and how we can ensure our system
remains the best in the world and provides more opportunities
for all Americans.

In recent years, there have been many good studies and recom-
mendations on different aspects of higher education.... It’s time
to review this work and take stock of where we stand. We must
have a plan for moving forward. We must develop a comprehen-
sive national strategy for postsecondary education...."”

A number of issues that were to be considered by the Spellings Commission
had been of growing concern within Washington. The 1998 Amendments to the
Higher Education Act of 1965, for example, called for a study of transfer policies,
and established a committee to review and advise on accreditation standards and
practices.'® It also called for the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
to conduct a study of expenditures by institutions and prices paid for a college
education by students and their families." Given this context, it was not surprising
that there appeared to be bipartisan support for the launch of the Spellings initia-
tive, and Senator Edward Kennedy released the following statement on September
19, 2005:

Iapplaud the Secretary’s effort to look at the long-term strengths
and weaknesses of our postsecondary system. More than ever,
our colleges and universities are vital to our ability to meet the
new and dynamic challenges of our time. We need to ensure that
every student has the ability to go to college and that they gradu-

ate ready for the jobs of the 21st century.”
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To address its charge, the Commission undertook an extensive review of
documents from a variety of sources including white papers, opinion pieces, and
research reports of past blue-ribbon commissions. Information was solicited and
received from approximately 175 organizations, agencies, and institutions.*'

As a part of the information-gathering process, Chairman Charles Miller com-
missioned 15 issue papers on topics that were considered central to the delibera-
tions. These papers covered a range of themes including: eliminating complexity
and inconsistency in financial aid programs, the need for accreditation reform,
accountability and consumer information, federal regulation of higher education,
and assuring quality in higher education.”” As described in the Report, these is-
sue papers were prepared “by various experts and their purpose was to spark a
national dialogue, educate the public, generate debate, and inform the work of the
Commission surrounding key postsecondary issues.” The Commission was careful
to point out that the issue papers did not necessarily represent the opinions of
Commissioners or the Department of Education, and were not formal recommen-
dations.” In addition, the Department of Education hosted a number of events, for
instance a roundtable discussion with accrediting agencies and state higher educa-
tion leadership, to identify the major challenges facing accreditation in carrying
out its mission of promoting and assuring quality in higher education.

Communication about the Commission

The U.S. Department of Education’s Web site** was a primary communication
channel for conveying information about the formation of the Commission and
the conduct of its research and deliberations.* Public and professional electronic
and print media also devoted considerable attention to the initiative.

THE REPORT—THE DOCUMENT AND ITS DISSEMINATION

In September 2006 the Department released a prepublication version of the
Commission report, followed shortly thereafter by the release of the final report.
The “Preamble” of the Report entitled, A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of
U.S. Higher Education, began in this way:

Three hundred and seventy years after the first college in our
fledgling nation was established... higher education in the
United States has become one of our greatest success stories....
Whether America’s colleges and universities are measured by
their sheer number and variety, by the increasingly open access
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so many citizens enjoy to their campuses, by their crucial role in
advancing the frontiers of knowledge through research discover-
ies, or by the new forms of teaching and learning that they have
pioneered to meet students’ changing needs, these postsecond-
ary institutions have accomplished much of which they and the
nation can be proud.

Despite these achievements, however, this Commission believes
U.S. higher education needs to improve in dramatic ways. As we
enter the 21st century, it is no slight to the successes of American
colleges and universities thus far in our history to note the un-
fulfilled promise that remains. Our yearlong examination of the
challenges facing higher education has brought us to the uneasy
conclusion that the sector’s past attainments have led our nation
to unwarranted complacency about its future.

It is time to be frank. Among the vast and varied institutions
that make up U.S. higher education, we have found much
to applaud, but also much that requires urgent reform....

To be sure, at first glance most Americans don’t see colleges and
universities as a trouble spot in our educational system.... For
a long time, we educated more people to higher levels than any
other nation.

We remained so far ahead of our competitors for so long, how-
ever, that we began to take our postsecondary superiority for
granted. The results of this inattention, though little known to
many of our fellow citizens, are sobering. We may still have more
than our share of the world’s best universities. But a lot of other
countries have followed our lead, and they are now educating
more of their citizens to more advanced levels than we are.
Worse, they are passing us by at a time when education is more

important to our collective prosperity than ever. >
To address the “urgent reform” needs that were identified, six broad recom-
mendations were offered by the Commission:

Every student in the nation should have the opportunity to pur-
sue postsecondary education. We recommend, therefore, that



36

ASSESSING THE IMPACT OF THE SPELLINGS COMMISSION

the U.S. commit to an unprecedented effort to expand higher
education access and success by improving student preparation
and persistence, addressing non academic barriers, and provid-
ing significant increases in aid to low-income students.

To address the escalating cost of a college education and the fis-
cal realities affecting government’s ability to finance higher edu-
cation in the long run, we recommend that the entire student
financial aid system be restructured and new incentives put in
place to improve the measurement and management of costs and
institutional productivity.

To meet the challenges of the 21st century, higher education
must change from a system primarily based on reputation to one
based on performance. We urge the creation of a robust culture
of accountability and transparency throughout higher educa-
tion. Every one of our goals, from improving access and afford-
ability to enhancing quality and innovation, will be more easily
achievedifhigher education institutions embrace and implement
serious accountability measures. We recommend the creation of
a consumer-friendly information database on higher education
with useful, reliable information on institutions, coupled with a
search engine to enable students, parents, policymakers, and oth-
ers to weigh and rank comparative institutional performance.

With too few exceptions, higher education has yet to address
the fundamental issues of how academic programs and insti-
tutions must be transformed to serve the changing needs of a
knowledge economy. We recommend that America’s colleges
and universities embrace a culture of continuous innovation and
quality improvement by developing new pedagogies, curricula,
and technologies to improve learning, particularly in the area of
science and mathematical literacy.

America must ensure that our citizens have access to high qual-
ity and affordable educational, learning, and training opportu-
nities throughout their lives. We recommend the development
of a national strategy for lifelong learning that helps all citizens
understand the importance of preparing for and participating in
higher education throughout their lives.
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The United States must ensure the capacity of its universities to
achieve global leadership in key strategic areas such as science,
engineering, medicine, and other knowledge-intensive profes-
sions. We recommend increased federal investment in areas criti-
cal to our nation’s global competitiveness and a renewed com-
mitment to attract the best and brightest minds from across the
nation and around the world to lead the next wave of American

innovation.”’

Official Statement by the Department of Education

The Department of Education issued its first official statement upon receipt of the
Commission Report on September 19, 2006,*® and on the same day a summary of
the Commission’s findings was issued by the Department in a separate statement:

Over the past year, the Commission—comprised of public of-
ficials, researchers, and leaders from the academic and business
community—held a series of public meetings and hearings
across the country, engaging Americans from all walks of life in a
robust national dialogue.

The Commission’s Final Report determined that while America’s
colleges and universities have much to be proud of, they are not
well-prepared for the challenges of an increasingly diverse stu-
dent population and a competitive global economy. Our system
ofhigher education has become dangerously complacent despite
the fact that, in the Commission’s words, “Other countries are
passing us by at a time when education is more important to our

collective prosperity than ever.”*

The release reiterated the following additional points from the Commission
Report:

College access, particularly for low-income and minority stu-
dents, is limited by inadequate academic preparation, a lack of
information, and persistent financial barriers;

The current financial aid system is confusing, complex, and in-
efficient, and is therefore frequently unable to direct aid to the

students who need it most; and
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There is a shortage of clear, comprehensive, and accessible infor-
mation about the colleges and universities themselves, including
comparative data about cost and performance.

Too many Americans just aren’t getting the education that they
need. There are disturbing signs that many students who do earn
degrees have not actually mastered the reading, writing, and
thinking skills we expect of college graduates.*

The statement included a brieflisting of the six recommendations, and indicat-
ed that the Secretary of Education would be considering these and other proposals
and would prepare an “action plan for the future of higher education” to be for-
mally released on September 26, 2006, at the National Press Club in Washington,
D.C. The forthcoming plan, the release indicated, would “outline a course forward
as we begin our work together towards solutions that will best meet the needs
of all consumers of the system—educators, institutions, taxpayers, parents, and

students.”3!

Dissemination of the Report and Related Information

As with the formation and launch of the Commission, the U.S. Department of
Education’s Web site*> was the primary channel for distributing the Report. The
site also provided a convenient point of access to the full range of Commission-
and Report-related information that had been generated from speeches, press
releases, and other supporting documents.

Those who had been following the work of the Commission were very familiar
with this Web site, where a variety of materials, including the text of the issue pa-
pers, had been posted throughout the year. The involvement of many individuals
from the higher education community during the preceding year facilitated the
rapid diffusion of information about the Report through their own personal and
professional networks. The Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Ed were
the most visible formal channels for disseminating news of the Report. Other
public and professional electronic and print media also devoted attention to the
initiative. In addition to formal channels of communication, the informal network
of e-mails, attachments, and Web sites were then, and have continued to be, ex-
tremely significant in the diffusion process.

As knowledge of the Report spread, the Department and its Web site was in-
creasingly significant as a source for archived information for those who were seek-
ing to better understand the history of events associated with the Commission. As
of January 2008, the Department of Education had distributed more than 12,000
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copies of the Report to a wide array of stakeholder groups, including states, institu-
tions, governing boards, associations, students, and parents. More than 7,000 cop-
ies were mailed to U.S. college presidents in September 2006. Another 4,000 cop-
ies were requested through EdPubs for individual use, and more than 1,000 copies
were distributed to participants at the national and regional higher education sum-
mits and town hall meetings held throughout 2007.%* According to Department of
Education records, there were nearly 75,000 visits to the Spellings Commission
Web site in 2006 and more than 95,000 in 2007. There were approximately 36,000
downloads of the Commission draft and final Commission Reports on the Web in
2006, and 53,000 in 2007.3* Clearly, the availability of Internet-based communica-
tion channels is a factor that helps to explain the high level of initial and sustained
interest in the Commission, its Report, and its work.

AFTERMATH—REACTIONS AND FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITIES

Predictably, news of the release of the Report spread from those most closely in-
volved with the work of the Commission to those who were interested but not in-
volved. In subsequent weeks and months information about the Commission and
Report was disseminated to a progressively larger number of individuals within
the higher education community. Among those interviewed in the study, there was
a general sense that members of higher education associations and agency lead-
ers, as well as higher education academic and business leaders, became aware of
the Commission, and its work early on; others, including board members, faculty,
students, and alumni were much less knowledgeable.

Report Recommendations and Comments by Study Participants

Those who came to the Report without a particular point of view found its open-
ing paragraphs quite reassuring because of their strong reaffirmation of the value
and importance of U.S. higher education:

Higher education in the United States has become one of our
greatest success stories. Whether America’s colleges and univer-
sities are measured by their sheer number and variety, by the in-
creasingly open access so many citizens enjoy to their campuses,
by their crucial role in advancing the frontiers of knowledge
through research discoveries, or by the new forms of teaching
and learning that they have pioneered to meet students’ chang-
ing needs, these postsecondary institutions have accomplished

much of which they and the nation can be proud.*
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In highlighting the distinguished tradition and the continuing contributions
of U.S. colleges and universities to teaching and learning, research, and outreach,
the Report could be seen as providing precisely the kind of national attention that
many within higher education felt has been sorely needed. Troubling declines in
public support—financial and sometimes attitudinal—had been the topic of dis-
cussions throughout the higher education community—particularly as they affect
public institutions. As Katharine Lyall and Kathleen Sell noted,

Whether measured by real (inflation-adjusted) state appropria-
tions per student, by the share of state budgets spent on higher
education, or by the investment per $1,000 of state income
devoted to higher education, state investment in public higher
education has been shrinking for more than a decade.

Public institutions enroll 77 percent of all American college students. In the
1980s roughly S0 percent of their operating support came from taxpayers, while in
the current period, that number has dropped about 30 percent on average—to a
low of 10 percent at some prominent state universities.*

Indeed, it was the lack of national attention to the accomplishments and also
the needs of higher education that led the American Council on Education (ACE)
to initiate its “Solutions for Our Future” campaign (www.solutionsforourfuture.
org). On March 14,2006, ACE, with support from its corporate partners, launched
what was described as a “first-of-its-kind” campaign to publicize the benefits of
higher education to society and to address three primary goals: 1) increase aware-
ness of the public benefits of higher education; 2) enable every campus to do its
part in meeting the nation’s needs for higher education; and 3) make higher educa-
tion a public policy priority.*’

Other elements of the Commission’s Report also seemed to resonate with the
agenda of concerns within higher education. Even the most basic issues and chal-
lenges identified by the Commission—the importance of a commitment to higher
education quality, increased accountability, greater transparency, heightened at-
tention to institutional performance and learning outcomes assessment, refined
approaches to financing and financial aid, improved access and transferability,
an intensified commitment to continuous improvement and innovation, and the
need to overcome complacency and resistance to change—were not new ones to
the higher education community. All have been themes of numerous books, ar-
ticles, task forces, commissions, and conference panels and presentations within
the academy in recent years.*®
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While the themes were not new ones, neither were they regarded as unim-
portant. Indeed, the general sense among all of those interviewed was that the
Commission, the Report, and the recommendations were quite significant to the
future of higher education. As might be expected, however, a variety of perspec-
tives and points of view on this issue were expressed during the interviews.

Most of those interviewed who represent the perspective of the Commission
and the Department were very positive in their assessment of the significance of
the Commission, its work, and the Report for the future of higher education. One
Commission member explained it this way, “I'd say on a relative basis [of ] what
a commission like this can do.... I'd have to give [this one] a high score.” Said
another Commissioner, “I think it’s extremely important,” because it prompted
“a conversation that this country really needs—not just for the citizenry, but for
our economy.” Offering a qualified endorsement, another Commissioner said,
“It’s been very influential, but in a rhetorical way [rather] than a pragmatic way””
However, another Commissioner expressed a very different view, “I don’t think
the Report itself is significant at all. I don’t think people are reading it. We might
have been very close to producing a really... interesting, important result, [but
that didn’t happen].”

Those who look at the work of the Commission from the perspective of the
higher education associations and accrediting agencies had quite similar assess-
ments. One person noted,

I'thinkit’s been very significant... but... Idon’t thinkit’s changed
the enterprise overnight. I do think that it’s had, at least to date,
[a] major impact on the conversation and what people are do-
ing... This is the single most significant look at higher education ...
in 20-something years.

Said another, “I [consider the initiative to be] very significant, but not every-
one agrees with me.” While a number of other association and agency leaders do
agree, there were also several individuals in this group who consider it to be only
moderately—and one who considers it to be minimally—significant.

Among institutional leaders, the perceptions were mixed. One system execu-
tive remarked,

[The Report]... provokes—and ‘provokes’ may be the right
word—an important conversation about how we should improve
higher education.... It’s caused all of the national groups to give
some thought to [a number of important issues for higher educa-
tion], and I think it reflects the great concerns that we have in the
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‘ country, about higher education, about access, affordability, and
I think all of us need to find ways to address... these issues.

Commented one chief academic officer,

I think this has the potential for really changing the landscape
of higher education in this country.... We don’t know where it
is going, but it reflects an attitude that is very pervasive—and is
not going away—about the perceived lack of accountability for
higher education and... we’re going to have to deal with this... I
see this in Washington, but also in [the state capitals].

A chief business officer, who sees the Report as very significant explained that

[It is]... a symptom. It doesn’t stand alone. It follows a series
of examples of the uneasy partnership between the federal gov-
ernment... society and higher education which is troubling....
What it reflects is a less-than-complete level of confidence in
what we do and how we do it, and we should figure out how to
respond.... The [Commission] used the terms ‘transparency’
and ‘accountability’ almost interchangeably. At least on the
transparency side of it... we do a [very poor] job. That’s hurting
us because we think we have a good story to tell.

Said another, “I would [consider it to be] very significant if the community is
able to implement some of [the recommendations].
Another who considers the initiative to be moderately significant noted,

I don’t know how important the Report will be actually in terms
of public policy.... It seemed like there was tremendous flurry
initially.... [but then activity seems to have dissipated] a little
bit... and... we are towards the end of the Bush administration,
so I don’t know whether it is going to be transformational [for]
higher education.

Several others expressed the view that the issue of significance comes down to
how it is embraced by the higher education community and the government.

Interviewees from higher education media who have been close to the work
of the Commission were mixed in their assessment of the significance of the initia-
tive, observing in one case that it may be five years before it is possible to meaning-
fully address this issue.
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Most of the study participants also believe the general themes identified in the
Commission’s six recommendations address areas that are important to the future
of higher education, but many also noted that there is a good deal of controversy
and disagreement about the way in which they should be addressed. Commented

one Commissioner,

We tried to talk about the future, and to look for the leverage
points that would change the current system so we didn’t have
as many specific detailed recommendations as some people
would have liked.... Everybody said focus on a limited number
of problems. That’s what we agreed on early... that we should
focus on a limited number of important problems and come up
with solutions.

Another Commissioner also offered a general comment,

They'’re all very important... I'm very concerned about the
number of high school graduates that aren’t ready for college.
I'm very concerned about the new dynamic of the 15-18 year
old population. I'm very concerned that we don’t have the ability
to enroll more working adults into some kind of experience that
gets them into their first credential.

And a third Commissioner noted,

The following sections list each of the six recommendations and provide a

The recommendations have never been treated as recommenda-
tions.... We never got them down to where they took bite....
These are generalized goals that are very hard to say aren’t good
goals. I wanted us to pick two or three major things and go forth.
Instead, we got six goals [at] 50,000 ft.

summary of the comments made about each by study participants.

1.

Improve preparation, address non-academic barriers, and provide

significant increases in aid to low-income students.

This recommendation was seen as very important for the future of
higher education by virtually all study participants. One higher educa-
tion association/accrediting agency member called it “the most signif-
icantissue” of the six, and one of the institutional leaders called it “cru-
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cial” Another institutional leader felt it was important to overcome the
disadvantages faced by lower-income families. A chief business officer
said it was “absolutely [number] one.” Another chief business officer
added that “getting them into the door and... hooked on the concept
of higher education is more important... even more important than
increases in aid is letting low income students know what the options
are for financing their education.” Expressing some pessimism about
this goal, one study respondent noted, “it was important, but it wasn’t
realistic... everybody’s been trying to do it anyway.”

Restructure the student financial aid system, and improve the mea-
surement and management of costs and institutional productivity.

With only a few exceptions, this recommendation was also seen as very
important for the future of higher education. Interestingly, however,
two college presidents said it was not particularly important in their
view. One Commission member called it “the most important thing.”
Even so, there were a few chief business and chief academic officers
who, while giving the recommendation an overall rating of very impor-
tant, separated out the issue of measurement and management of costs
and deemed it “not important.” One said, “I've got to separate that into
two questions. Restructuring the financial aid system, I consider to be
[extremely important] ... improving measurement, management costs
and institutional productivity [is relatively unimportant].” An institu-
tion leader focused on the problem with measuring costs, saying on
“any kind of productivity measure... the community college is... the
lowest cost and... the most efficient and... serves the most people....
Harvard or Princeton [spends] five times as much.... [ They provide]
incredible support for faculty and for students on a per capita basis...
but it’s all appropriate in their version of what they’re trying to do.”
Another respondent said, “colleges seem not to be price sensitive at all

. and...there’s no elasticity in tuition. It just seems to go up and up.
So everyone thinks you've got to talk about accountability and cost.”
The chief business officers interviewed had strong feelings about this
recommendation and the issues surrounding it. One said it was “very
important” and talked about student decision-making. For students,
“the bureaucratic complexity of financial aid and the steps that are
required make it almost impossible... often they arrive without the
ability to pay for their first semester or they have to defer a semester...
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alot of them lose momentum and they give up. It also is a problem for
adult students who typically register very late and... their ability to
access financial aid the way it’s currently structured makes it difficult”
Another talked about the importance of simplifying the FAFSA form.
A third chief business officer said that “restructuring the financial aid
system ties directly to the aid to the low income students... measure-
ment and management of costs could easily become the first issue that
is addressed because it’s one of those popular issues [for] politicians.”

Create a robust culture of measurement, accountability, and trans-
parency throughout higher education.

Almost all of those interviewed saw this as a very important recom-
mendation, but one where the adage the “devil is in the details” is
very applicable. A Commission/Department of Education member
said simply, “unless you have some sort of accountability system—a
transparency—you won't know if the other things are working.” One
higher education association/accrediting agency member articulated
a point made by several people, “everybody thinks that’s a good idea,
but nobody knows how to doit.” Another higher education association
member seemed to confirm this perspective by saying, “finding ways
to document curriculum is truly transformational [is important, but
it’s difficult].... One faculty member commented to me, ‘... you won’t
know if [a] liberal arts education has transformed the lives of these
students until 30-40 years out. And I said...‘that may in fact be true,
but the reality is... parents who are going to be paying money to send
their kids to these colleges and the students themselves don’t want to
wait 30 or 40 years.” A chief business officer suggested that “what’s
interesting is that there are a lot... of students who don’t make their
decisions based on the measurement and accountability and transpar-
ency of the institutions that they are looking at... measurement and
accountability and transparency would not have affected their choice
about where to come to school”

Promote a culture of continuous innovation and quality improve-
ment in pedagogies, curricula, and technologies to improve learning.

This recommendation received high marks from the Commission
and Department of Education members, as well as the chief academic
and chief business officers. A chief business officer said it was very
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important because “when you do this for... students they get a bet-
ter education, they’re better prepared to enter the workforce, they’re
more competitive, they’re more attractive to employers... in some
cases it just makes a difference between ... students dropping out and
a student persisting.” The institutional leaders and higher education
association/accrediting agency members offered more divergent
views. One institutional leader said, “I suspect a lot of my colleagues
would not give it that high of a mark. I think you’ve got to have a spe-
cial culture for a president and faculty to talk about innovation and
creativity” A theme that appeared across many of the groups was, as
one institutional leader put it, that “those things are happening in
higher education and will continue to happen. I'm not sure we’ll be
able to tie it back to the Spellings Commission.” One higher educa-
tion association member said it was “very important” but “universities
are doing that all the time and it’s a failure to recognize that it’s going
on... I don’t attribute it to the Report.” A chief business officer said,
“the thought that that’s not happening and won’t happen unless you
develop some standardized test is absurd.”

Develop a national strategy for lifelong learning to help citizens un-
derstand the importance of preparing for and participating in higher
education throughout their lives.

There were mixed reactions to this recommendation. The chief
business officers, chief academic officers, and media representatives
thought it was quite important, but the other groups had a variety of
opinions. One Commission/Department of Education member said
that a national strategy is “not the real issue... the bigger issue is how
do we align all these programs and resources and make it transparent
so that adults can maneuver the system... the system is too complex
for them” One institutional leader said, “it’s already happening...
adults are now... more than half the enrollment in the country. The
marketplace is responding... I don’t think the federal government
needs to tell us that we need to offer lifelong learning opportunities.”
A chief business officer said, “it’s very important [but] I'm not sure it’s
as important to the public as maybe it should be and I don’t see that
changing.”



Research Report 47

6. Increase federal investment in and efforts to attract the best minds to
strategic areas that are critical to our nation’s global leadership and
competitiveness, such as science, engineering, medicine, and other
knowledge-intensive professions.

This recommendation was perceived to be very important by the chief
business officers and chief academic officers, by the majority of the in-
stitutional leaders, and by all but one of the higher education associa-
tion/accrediting agency members. The Commission and Department
of Education members perceive it to be of considerable importance.
There were some comments on the role of the Commission in this
discussion. The higher education representative who said the recom-
mendation was not important said, “we’re all... working on continu-
ous innovation, we're working on lifelong learning, and we're clearly
working on the STEM area” and that the Commission didn’t cause
that to happen. But a chief business officer said, “achieving this is
critical. My hope is that the Spellings Commission report can really
help that get some traction.” An institutional leader suggested that “we
ought to be preparing the best minds.... that’s where I would spend
my money... to spend... a billion dollars on math and science educa-
tion to develop more advance science teachers, and more engineers
and more technicians.” A chief business officer said, “it’s very good
but we're going about it in the wrong way... when you can make more
money coming out of college... as a... personal trainer than you can
as a beginning engineer there’s something wrong. Well, how... are we
going to get the best mind[s] into it if that’s what the outcome is?... We
have to change the culture...”

Emphasis and Interpretation

While the Report did indeed bring focus and attention to higher education, trum-
peted its accomplishments and value, and reaffirmed many of the challenges and
needs already identified as priorities, little of the initial reaction from the higher
education community focused on these facets of the Report. Rather, almost from
the moment of its release, responses to the Report targeted areas of concern and
disagreement. As a consequence, the higher education community largely missed
whatever initial opportunities there may have been to leverage the accolades or
elements of a shared agenda of needs and priorities based on the Report.*
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The intention of the Commission may well have been to offer a reflective
analysis of a national problem and a thoughtful and mobilizing call to collaborative
action. In the words of Secretary Spelling, “We all have a part to play at the federal,
state, community, and private levels.... We have a responsibility to make sure our
higher education system continues to meet our nation’s needs for an educated and
competitive workforce in the 21st century”*’ In spite of the laudatory comments
in the Report, and efforts to describe the problems that were identified within it
as shared challenges, many—if not most—within the higher education commu-
nity regarded it as an attack on U.S. colleges and universities. It seemed clear from
initial reactions from the higher education community that the Commission’s
intended interpretation and the goal of a collaborative response were improbable
outcomes.

These observations were borne out in responses from study participants, who
acknowledged that overall, the Commission’s work was perceived unfavorably—
with cynicism and annoyance—by many but not all within the higher education
community. It appears that the harshest reaction came from the Washington-based
higher education organizations, where the responses from the six presidential as-
sociations and various other associations and agencies were characterized by those
interviewed as being “considerably more negative than in other parts of the higher
education community”—and ranging from “skeptical” to “openly hostile.” In the
words of one higher education association leader, “I'd say for the most part, [the
Commission] is viewed pretty negatively. I think the community, in general, be-
lieves that the Commission was not able to offer recommendations that reflected
[higher education’s] ... point of view.” Another leader from a higher education as-
sociation commented, “I think folks [believe] the Commission was created with a
bias, was carried out with a bias, and thus the recommendations of the Commission
are not on sound footing.”

Interestingly, one Commissioner commented,

[We heard] much more encouraging responses... in private
conversations.... I don't think the people in Washington nec-
essarily represent the views of many of their members. I think
they claim to, they want to. But I think theyre there to create
the level of anxiety that they create in order to justify their own

existence....

Many other interviewees also expressed the view that the response in
Washington has been far more negative than elsewhere. For example, reactions
were perceived to be less extreme and more balanced among college, university,
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and system leaders—depending to some extent on institution type. Unique per-
sonal perspectives of the individuals involved also accounted for differences. While
both campus academic and business leaders had a similar range of views, percep-
tions were seen as being generally more negative on the “academic side.” One chief
academic officer described the reaction of the higher education community as
ranging “from apathy to annoyance.” Some of those interviewed did acknowledge
that embedded amidst some of the negative reactions there is also the awareness
that elements of the Report address what are believed to be important themes.

Reactions of Key Constituencies

Study participants were asked for their perceptions as to how various key constitu-
encies within the higher education community have reacted to the Commission
and Report. A summary of their views is provided in the following section.

Faculty. The perception of the overwhelming majority of study participants is that
faculty members are largely unaware of the Report, but that those who have become
familiar with it have quite a negative reaction. Commissioners who participated in
the study believe that faculty members, in general, have been quite negative in their
reaction. One Commissioner explained that this may be the result, at least in part,
of not having had more faculty members directly involved in the work of the group.
The Commissioner believes that as faculty members learn more about the con-
cerns being voiced by various constituencies, they become increasingly attentive
to the issues raised by the Report. Another Commissioner echoed this sentiment,
“the issue with the faculty probably more than anything else is that they were not
engaged on the front end.... Their concerns about their lack of involvement were
justified” A third Commissioner expressed the view that faculty members gener-
ally “don’t know about it.... It’s not on their radar screen other than programs in
education” Interviewees from the Department of Education also perceived the
initial faculty reaction as quite negative, due largely to the fact that they weren’t
involved directly in the work of the Commission.

The overwhelming majority of leaders from higher education associations
shared the view that faculty reaction has been negative. A number of others, how-
ever, said that faculty don’t know much about the initiative,

I think most faculty don’t know what in the world was going
on. And that’s not a criticism of them, but as I travel and I make
speechesand all this... not verymany faculty [are] clued into this.
They... [see] it as something that was going on in Washington,
and a lot of things go on in Washington, and so what?
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One chief academic officer expresses it this way, “I think the faculty are not
sufficiently... aware of Spellings. They have a kind of superficial awareness of
what’s going on... but they’re not well educated and they don’t have a sense of how
potentially intrusive [it might be]....” One chief business officer observed,

I think faculty are... a little more cynical about this than other
groups are... I'm not sure that accountability and change are al-
ways things that a lot of faculty have comfort with.... Obviously
that’s a generalization [but] ... the group on our campus that has
probably been the least receptive or the least interested has been
the faculty.

Several campus leaders—particularly chief business officers—said they don’t
know how faculty have reacted. Another study participant thought that faculty
members were the most negative group, but “that is... in part, for some legitimate
reasons. I think the Commission largely ignored the role of faculty. To the extent it
addressed the role of faculty at all it was often from a critical perspective.”

Administrators. In characterizing the reactions of higher education administrators,
interviewees offered varied assessments, but generally believe that this group has
reacted more positively than faculty. One study participant commented, “There
are pockets [of administrators] where we have tremendous advocates... [be-
cause] many, I think are... trying to do innovative things within their own systems
whether it’s the chancellor with several institutions or the president.” Another said,
“That’s the group that I characterized as being first in dread, then cautious, and
then realizing it didn’t matter” A third commented, “I think... most administra-
tors... felt it was a threat to the historic relationship between government and higher
education.” Commented one senior academic administrator, “Most administrators that
I know on the academic side are pretty well aware and have a great deal of concern””
Another interviewee responded, “Administrators were more clued in, but for the most
part have it compartmentalized as a Washington issue [that might or might not affect
them.] You know, there’s always a lot of hot air that comes out of Washington. Here’s
another commission, big deal. Is anything really going to happen here?”

One business officer commented on the differences between the response of
an academic leader and the business leadership on campus:

Well, I've had discussions about this with our provost. We are at
very different ends of the scale [in our reactions]. I would think
that... [the more one’s role involves academic administration]
the less positive [their view] is. But then on the side of those that
aren’t academic, I would think [reactions are] very positive.
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But, not all business officers share this view. One said,

My experience with administrators, broadly defined, is people
don’t like the tone, they don’t like the federalization thing, ef-
forts to provide assurances [by the Department] notwithstand-
ing. If you start unilaterally declaring stuff, that is federalization,
no matter what words you want to use.... how we use the vocabu-
lary has a huge effect on how... [messages] affect us.

Another chief business officer sees the initial response as being quite negative
among administrative colleagues, “Those that have noticed it... with a knee jerk
reaction... [have reacted] unfavorably.”

Boards. Study participants were mixed in their views about how boards reacted to
the Report. Some believe that boards are generally positive, some feel boards may
be disinterested, and some indicate they have no clear sense one way or another.
One Commissioner notes that it depends greatly on whether the boards are of
public or private institutions, with boards of public institutions being more posi-
tive in their reaction than those of privates. “[ Boards of public institutions] are not
selected to necessarily represent the institution, where boards of ‘privates’ may see
the Report as having the potential to undermine their own authority” Leaders from
higher education associations and agencies also have a similar range of perceptions
regarding Board responses, and a similar sense that awareness of the Report among
boards may be limited. Notes one individual, “[Some boards are...] struggling
with ways to improve the reaction of the academy, and I think they’ve found some
things [in the Report] to be positive about.” Another person commented, “I think
Board members who were interested in participating at a national level... were fa-
miliar with it. I'd say they started being very negative, progressed to having a more
neutral view, and ultimately have ended up with a favorable perception.”

College and university leaders differ in their perceptions of board levels of
knowledge, interest, and reaction to the Report. Some see boards as more posi-
tive than other constituencies. “[Boards are] probably going to be... sympathetic.”
Several administrators described using the Report to engage their boards. A presi-
dent described board reactions, “My board is very involved because I got them
involved....” A chief business officer commented,

We talked about this with our [community college] board a bit....
[and] I think that it resonated very well [with them]. [ The Report]
emphasized their growing [concerns about] accountability... the
price of education and access and all those issues. So... at least
from my limited perspective it received a very positive reaction.
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Another explained,

Alumni.

One of the things [our new president] wants to change is get-
ting the board to be looking outward—to see our institution in
a national higher education context, not just as a single [unique]
institution. We [invited a Commission member to campus to]
open the session with our board by talking about the Commission
and the Report. [At the end of the process, we have a board that
is] pretty negative about the [tone of the] report, but more nu-
ancedly’ positive about the content.

Nearly all of those interviewed conjectured that alumni had little aware-

ness of the Commission. As one association leader said,

To the extent that alumni were aware of it [is] largely because
they were made aware of it by their presidents... talking at com-
mencement, or because they were themselves in some ideologi-
cal camp that caused them to take special note of it... largely a
conservative camp.

Students, parents, and the public at large. Commissioners, Department staff,
higher education association and agency leaders, as well as campus leaders had a
variety of views about the level of student interest and the nature of their reactions.
Most indicated that they believed students and parents were largely unaware of
the Commission, but not of the issues that were addressed. One Commissioner
said, “[ The Commission] met with parents and students the day before [each
Commission meeting]. They were so relieved to know someone was working their
agenda for them. But I don’t think we've made our recommendations matter to the
American public.” Campus leaders share this perspective, but note that the central
themes of the Report clearly resonate with students and parents. As one noted,

I don’t know that very many students, at least on our campus
would have read it. However, I think the issues that it raised par-
ticularly those dealing with financial aid and price... were very
important [to them] and to the extent that they were aware of
the Report, I think [they would have] a very positive reaction.
think it sounds right from the student perspective....
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Another chief executive expressed this in somewhat stronger terms,

I think members of the public are the ones that really feel
these issues. I think there’s great concern about the issues that
the Spellings Commission [raises] on the part of parents and
students and the public and I think it’s real and I feel it in [our
state] ... The Spellings Commission issues are the same issues
that sophisticated parents and public officials are [concerned
about].

Most interviewees perceive that members of the public at large have little
awareness of, or reaction to, the Commission or the Report. As one member of
the Commission commented, “I would say that we haven't made our case yet
to the American public.” Another noted, “These are the issues that the public at
large are talking about. Maybe not so much the Spellings Commission but these
are the things that are really bubbling up.” Several association and agency leaders
believe there to be some awareness in the general public. Most university leaders
shared the view that there was little public awareness, but several business officers
expressed the view that “those that are familiar with the Commission want to see
the accountability and all the measures.” Another business officer commented, “I
think they’ve embraced it positively.”

Congress. There is little disagreement among those interviewed that members of
Congress are well aware of the Report, but characterizing their response is not
simple. Some Commissioners and members of the Department of Education have
very positive views of the Congressional response. As one said,

Behind the scenes Congress is really behind us and wanting us to
continue.... Many members have been very supportive. These
are their issues.... If you look historically at what Congress has
tried to do in the past [their efforts have had] common themes:
increased transparency, increased accountability, increasing the
amount of funds for the needy students which were very com-
mon themes for the Secretary and the Commission. These are
issues that are important to them... while publicly it might not

look that way.”

A similar view was provided by a Commissioner who noted, “I think that many

»

applaud that we are looking at [these issues].” Another Commissioner expressed
a different view,
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I think [Congress] ... was very angry about [how the] Secretary
[tried] to greatly enhance the government’s role in the relation-
ship [between higher education and the federal government.] I
think they, too, were worried about the [way the Secretary was
trying to change the] relationship.

Leaders from higher education associations and agencies see mixed reac-
tions. One study participant observed, “it is hard to say if you look at Congress as
awhole. If you look at [certain individuals the response is] probably... favorable.”
Another interviewee commented, “I think that Congress has been really positive
to the Report. They haven't adopted all of its recommendations, but the folks
that we work with think they’re seeing the right direction.” And yet others see a
Congressional response suggesting that [the Secretary] “is trouncing on territory
they thought was theirs. Part of it is turf and part is perspective.” One senior leader
put it this way, “I think my view from people I talk to is Congress agrees with these
important issues.” Another study participant commented,

I think... all of us in higher education have heard a lot about...
[legislators who] ... feel we're not sufficiently accountable. You
hear it from general assemblies, you hear it from Congress. It’s on
both expenditures and on the quality of what we actually do. We
don’t measure it. We don't report it. So I think all of that was in
the air and was building, and so the Commission got formed.....
At least some people... realized that we've reached the point

now where we’ve got to do something....

A senior business officer said,

You know it’s... interesting.... You would think from the behav-
iors that they are actually... [annoyed], questioning whether
the Secretary has the right to push the agenda. [They seemed
annoyed at the] ‘how’ and the ‘who. [On the other hand... I
think there’s certainly a lot of Congressional enthusiasm for the

[directions being advocated].

Echoing some of the same sentiment, a business officer said, “I think they
do look at it positively as getting better accountability....” A similar set of themes
was expressed by an interviewee who has been paying close attention to the
Congressional response to the Report. “I think Congress is probably fairly favor-
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able—even the Democrats.... I think there’s a decent amount of continuity of
thought between what the Commission talked about doing and what Congress’
inclinations are.”

State governments. Many of the study participants believe that there is consider-

able interest within state government. As one Commissioner explained,

State governments at a much smaller level have to deal with the
same issues we're dealing with [nationally]. They’re having to es-
tablish accountability measures linked to their public priorities.
They’re concerned about taxpayer dollars and they’re concerned
about quality and educating their citizenry. It is on a smaller scale

the same set of issues. So they’ve been very supportive.

Several Commissioners and members of the Department of Education ex-
pressed the view that state governments have been interested and generally sup-
portive of the themes of the Report. But two Commissioners expressed an alterna-
tive view, that state governments have little interest. As one said, “I don’t think
they’re [taking much note of the Report] because... the document had nothing to
say about state government relationships. I think we’ve had very little evidence of
interest in state governments.” Several association leaders noted that state govern-
ments are very interested in the themes and directions of the Commission’s work
because they provide a much greater portion of the support for higher education
than does the federal government: “they’re a little concerned about the control
issue.... so the issue of control is largely one of the factors that’s influencing the
impact of the Report with this group.”

While several college and university administrators were uncertain about the
level of attention and nature of response of state governments to the Commission
and the Report themselves, most believe a good deal of attention has been devoted
to the issues addressed by the Commission and the Report. One study participant
noted,

. our... state offices... know what’s going on in Washington
[and there is a] kind of parallelism [in their interest in] account-
ability... access and control and all of those things—oversight....
They almost never refer to it through the Spellings. I think it’s
just they’re trying to put their own stamp on it... [but]... the

themes very clearly resonate with them.
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Business community. While interviewees differ in the extent to which they have
broad and direct personal evidence, there is a shared sense that the business com-
munity supports many of the issues addressed by the Spellings Commission.
Among those representatives from the business community who served on the
Commission, the response to the directions of the Report was very positive.
Commented one Commissioner,

Those that are at the table are highly supportive. And actually
it was the business community more than anybody that pushed
for the very strong tone that the Commission used. Many of
those business leaders had been involved in other reports such
as Rising Above the Gathering Storm, and others and felt the only
way to send a ‘wake-up’ call was through a very strong ‘in-your-

face’ message.

Leaders from higher education associations and agencies also see the business
community’s reaction to the Spellings initiative as favorable. Most campus leaders
who have an opinion, believe the business community’s response is positive—and
this is of some concern from the perspective of higher education: As one chief
academic officer commented,

I only get that through board members who come from a busi-
ness side, and they... [often have only a] superficial understand-
ing of [the issues, and so the Report resonates with them] until
you explain to them the kind of nuances and particular risks that
it represents.

A number of other study participants said they really didn’t have any percep-
tion of how the business community might be reacting to the Spellings initiative.

Media. The media are generally viewed as neutral, but because they often focus
on controversy, they tend to give visibility to particular issues that encourage (ac-
cording to some interviewees) or undermine (according to others) support for the
directions being advocated by the Commission. One Commissioner said, “I think
the Commission chair and [the media] have had a wonderful love fest because
he’s controversial, not [so much] because of what he says, but because he makes
statements about higher education that are inflammatory. I think they love it for
headlines.” Another interviewee—looking at the situation from the point of view
of the Department of Education—voiced a similar concern, but with a different
view of those whose purposes have been served,



Research Report S7

You know maybe the answer is the media [like to] point up the
controversy.... And I don’t get why this is so controversial. I
really don’t. [While the Department] is certainly interested in
accountability, [we have] no interest in federalizing K-12 and
going for national standards [we have] even less desire to do that
for higher ed. So [I don’t understand why the Secretary’s] efforts
on the Commission, her action plan and ... even negotiated rule-

making [were] viewed [with such] suspicion.... It bothers me.

Others from the Commission and Department indicated that they had not
thought much about the issue, but noted one, “I don’t know that the media has
ever been really supportive, but.... I think they have provided this effort a great
deal of coverage....” Said another, “Other than the higher educational media I'd say
there’s no reaction.” One higher education association leader made the same point,
“... Inside Higher Ed and the Chronicle—[have covered the initiative extensively]

. and “they have given a balanced view of it. Other than [these publications],
I don’t know that the topic has received much visibility” Said another, “I think
they’ve done a good job.” The general sense among campus administrators is that
the media coverage has been quite balanced. One chief academic officer noted,
“[... from what Isee] ... it has been very good... and fair”
The comments from journalists were interesting:

To the extent you talk about media’s opinion... I think the re-
porting was what you'd expect.... It focused on some of the more
exaggerated and extreme recommendations. [Media tended to]
respond to Charles Miller’s every word.... But... if you talk
about the media’s view of the Commission, I'm guessing the edi-
torials have run pretty positively towards acknowledging there
are problems.... [One problem is that while journalists] don’t
always look for the loudest voices, that’s certainly the default.
And so, too often [the media] ended up [concentrating on] the
chatter [between two members of the Commission who voice
very different viewpoints, in this case, Charles Miller and David
Ward] ... and the media are drawn to the conflict...
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Media Content Analysis

For the analysis of higher education and public media coverage of the Spellings
Commission and Report, we identified and analyzed a total of 1,363 online paper
core articles and responses, published between September 5,200S, and September
7,2007.4

As Table 1 indicates, we characterized the majority (56 percent) of the ar-
ticles and responses as “persuasive,” and most of these took positions opposing
the Commission. Slightly more than half of the articles and responses analyzed
included a focus on the “merits of the proposal” and discussed whether the ideas
and proposals of Spellings were on target and should be embraced further. (See
Table 2.) “Jurisdictional” themes—articles and responses that focused on whether
the government has the authority and/or should undertake some aspects of what
Spellings is proposing—representing the second largest category. These themes
were present in slightly more than 13 percent of the articles and responses we
analyzed. Over a quarter of the responses/comments to articles did not directly
comment on the Commission’s work or process, but focused on a critique of other
responses and comments.

Substance and Tone

The initial critique of the Report within higher education focused on both sub-
stance and tone. From the perspective of substance, any initial enthusiasm about
the Report’s praise of higher education dissipated quickly among most higher
education readers when more specific details were considered.

In particular, representatives of the national higher education associations
and accrediting agencies generally felt the reaction in their associations was some-
what unfavorable. At the same time, there was variation with some who saw the
Report as very unfavorable and others who saw it as very favorable. One person,
whose organization’s reaction was “pretty critical” said, “I would probably say that
we have endorsed the recommendations and ignored the Report.” Others talked
about trying to educate the Commission about the challenges and the need for
additional flexibility. Several of the associations indicated that they had prepared
some kind of formal written response, either as a letter to their members, a letter to
the Commission, a resolution by their board of directors, or as written testimony
for the regional hearings that followed the release of the Report. Some of these
responses were made available on association Web sites.

The institutional leaders interviewed also described varied, though generally
more favorable responses. Many indicated that they were already in the process of
developing the types of measures discussed by the Commission. One spoke about



Research Report 59

Table 1: Focus of the Article / Response

Focus of Article Percent of Data
Primarily descriptive 9.0%
Primarily persuasive supporting Commission 19.7%
Primarily persuasive questioning or refuting Commission 36.3%

Balanced persuasion pointing to positives on various “sides” of issue ~ 6.2%

N/A to Commission (e.g., remarks directed to another response
regarding tone or grammar etc.) 28.8%

Table 2: Persuasive Themes

Theme Percent of Cases
Merits of proposal 51.0%
Credibility/experience/expertise of Spellings Commission 7.8%
Motives—discussion of Spellings Commission motives 5.9%
Jurisdictional—discussion of government authority 13.3%
Truth of facts—i.e., accuracy of Spellings data/information 3.2%
Critique of logic— i.e., correct interpretation of data 5.6%
Process of Commission — i.e., good, useful, fair process followed 4%
Future directions—what ought to be steps going forward 2.7%
Call for action to resist Spellings 4%

Call for action to implement Spellings 4%
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using the recommendations to push forward on assessment by saying, “my mantra
has been... motivating our faculty to develop these approaches to documenting,
providing evidence about our student learning outcomes... or else the govern-
ment will do it for us.”

Most of the chief business and administrative officers interviewed indicated
that the reaction was neither very negative nor very positive. The remainder was
fairly evenly divided between somewhat favorable and somewhat unfavorable.
Similar to the comments made by institutional leaders, several indicated that they
already have assessment efforts in progress. One said,

We've acknowledged that there are some good recommen-
dations... we have already got initiatives underway, so [it]
reinforce[d] those things to have us do more and faster. But at
the same time I think we’ve pointed out that there are some areas
that we're not comfortable with.

One chief business officer noted, “we have had discussions at the president’s
executive committee at staff meetings but no real examination of the Spellings
Commission,” while another said, “we talked about it in public places, stakeholder
groups.” None of the chief business and administrative officers interviewed indi-
cated that their institutions had issued a formal response, except through their
associations.

In making sense of the varying reactions to the substance of the Report, the
adage “the devil is in the details” seems to apply. That is, it was at the level of detail
that any shared perspective on merit and implications of the Report began to fade
away.

The Higher Education System

The Commission had made an effort to broadly address the issues of higher ed-
ucation—which it viewed as a system. At this global level of analysis, concerns
about the economic and current workforce needs, an educated citizenry, and how
higher education can best continue to meet our nation’s needs for an educated and
competitive workforce in the 21st century are logically of great concern.* Indeed,
a number of these same issues had been highlighted in other reports such as Rising
Above the Gathering Storm (2007)%, A Nation at Risk (1984*); and the publica-
tions of the Kellogg Commission (1996-2001%), and the Washington-based high-
er education presidential associations acknowledged the importance of many of
these issues in their joint response to the Report, issued on September 21, 2006.%
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While there was general acknowledgement of the relevance and significance of
the broadest themes presented in the Report, in many of the formal statements by
national higher education associations, and even more so in informal communica-
tion, much of the emphasis was placed on the areas of disagreement. The critique
typically addressed issues that were less global, system-level issues, highlighting
instead matters of concern to specific segments and types of institutions. For ex-
ample, the American Association of Universities, a group of distinguished public
and private research universities, noted that the Commission Report focused al-
most exclusively on undergraduate education, devoting very little attention to the
importance and challenges of research universities.*” The Association of American
Colleges and Universities, dedicated to advancing liberal education, expressed re-
gret that the Report “focuses almost exclusively on workforce preparation, narrowly
defined.”* In a parallel manner, the formal response of the American Association
of Community Colleges expresses disappointment that the Commission report
“does not adequately address the critical role of state and local funding—which
provides the majority of the revenue to support community colleges”—and the
“sustained exploitation of students by [the] proprietary school sector.

Accrediting associations expressed concern that their accreditation models,
standards, and approaches were not fully understood nor fairly represented, and
suggested that the proposed changes could have deleterious consequences. The
American Association of University Professors (AAUP) devoted much of its re-
sponse to what it asserted to be unfair “attacks on faculty and their work,” noting
that references to “faculty appear only once... as a bullet under the heading that
includes the recommendation that ‘higher education must change from a system
primarily based on reputation to one based on performance.”® The National
Education Association emphasized the need for more state and federal funding,*'
while the American Federation of Teachers® conveyed its “disappointment” at
the incompleteness of the Report for failing to acknowledge the academic staffing
crisis and decline in state funding.

Thus, as specifics of the Report were examined by various higher education
segments, there was growing agreement that the Report failed to give full attention
to the issues, needs, and accomplishments of the specific segments in the higher
education “system.” Each type of association, agency, and institution, however, had
its own perspective on what was left out, overlooked, under- or over-stated, already
being addressed, or not applying to their particular component of the higher edu-
cation system given its distinct and unique character, mission, or purpose.
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“One-Size-Fits-All”

As implied in previous comments, what began to emerge as a general consensus
within the higher education community—perhaps the only one—was that the
Report offered too much of a “one-size-fits-all” approach. For example, the na-
tional associations, accrediting agencies, and institutional leaders were particularly
concerned with the issues of assessment. As articulated by one study respondent,
“The most worrisome aspect of this is the presentation of it as if one-size-fits all.”

The Commission Report and Department statements suggested that outcomes
should receive greater emphasis in the assessment process—that assessment
should shift from a primary emphasis on reputational, input, and resource mea-
sures to focus instead on measures of performance, results, and resource utiliza-
tion and impact. Fear was expressed that what was being advocated was a single
approach, standardized methods and measures that would be applied across all
types of higher education institutions regardless of the mission, and results that
would be broadly publicized—"transparent, without regard to inter-institutional
differences.”

From the perspective of higher education, there was much to dislike and
criticize about such an implication. Reactions to this scenario were immediate and
intense, and served to galvanize resistance to the Commission, the Report, and the
Department. As described in the response of the Washington-based presidential
associations, it is the responsibility of each of their member institutions to “tackle
the... issues [raised by the Spellings Commission] individually based on... [its
own] mission and educational objectives,” recognizing that “decentralization... is
the hallmark of American higher education...”* As one higher education association
leader in the study put it, “I think obviously [the reaction to] ... one-size-fits all was
very strong. ... because many of [the] community college members were just as up-
set as some of the private small colleges.... [ This also reinforced] feelings of different
institutions that their... niche position was not well understood.” A chief business
officer summed it up by saying, “Or, to put it the other way around, [the problem I
see is] the lack of appreciation for the value of the diversity of higher education.”

Many seemed to interpret the Commission recommendations as implying
that student learning would necessarily be measured through a federal initiative
involving quantitative, standardized testing. This interpretation is exemplified in a
forceful statement by William G. Durden, president of Dickinson College, issued
shortly after the release of the Report.** It is also seen from a faculty perspective,
expressed by members of a panel on assessment at the 2007 annual meeting of
the American Anthropological Association. As one panelist articulated, “I know
when I do a good job and I know when I do a bad job. Why do we need to quan-
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tify everything?” Another commented, “I'm a skeptic of mandated programs for
assessment ...

Indeed, the need for greater attention to outcomes, comparative analysis,
accountability, public transparency, accreditor oversight, and coordination and
integration of this information had been themes in the Commission’s solicited is-
sue papers, the final Report itself, public statements about the Report, and later in
language proposed by the Department in discussions of the role and regulations
associated with accrediting. Noted one study participant, “I think people were
concerned that every institution would be held to the same standards. Anytime
you have standards for all institutions to follow, it’s really difficult given different
missions.”

Interpretations differ as to whether fears over the one-size-fits-all issue were
justified or not, and if such fears arose naturally, or at least partially, as a conse-
quence of planned communication efforts by some organizations within the higher
education community designed to intensify resistance from that community. An
interviewee from the Department of Education said, “... even though this was not
[a] fact-based [concern], it created fear.... If you look at... all these alert letters
[sent out by] the associations... to their members, [you would conclude that] this
was a ‘very calculated strategy.”

The presumed goal was to create anxiety about the issue, the work of the
Commission, the Report, and more generally to the Department’s intentions.
Whether by design or default, concerns about a one-size-fits-all approach had
great consequence in the minds of most of those interviewed in the study. One
interviewee noted, “At least in my perception of the higher education community
— that’s probably the most contentious issue.”

Public and media-based statements by the Secretary, the Department, and
some Commissioners were intended to offer reassurances that a “one-size-fits-all”
model was not being proposed. However, these seemed to have negligible impact
on reactions and public rhetoric within higher education, as dialogue about learn-
ing outcomes assessment and the possibility of comparisons of outcomes of vari-
ous kinds across institutions exacerbated tensions.

How Big the Gap; How Great the Urgency

Based on the commentary in public media and association Web sites, it appeared
that higher education generally viewed the gap between the present and desired
state of affairs to be much less substantial than that implied by the Commission,
creating another source of friction and resistance to the Commission and its
Report. The sense in many of these documents is that the Commission failed to
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fully capture and acknowledge the many areas where innovation and progress are
apparent. Richard Ekman, president of The Council of Independent Colleges put
it this way, “The Commission report rarely capitalizes on the significant progress
already being made by the voluntary actions of colleges and universities, individu-
ally and together, on many of the issues that the Commission thinks are most prob-
lematic.” Ekman goes on to enumerate a number of the issues on which he believes
significant progress was not acknowledged by the Commission, including access,
financial aid, cost controls, productivity, accountability, transparency, institutional
effectiveness, and innovation.*®

Many of the individuals interviewed believed that the Commission saw itself
as chronicling a crisis, when, in fact, from the perspective of those within the high-
er education community, the concerns voiced were not particularly new, nor was
there any particular reason for alarm or panic. This point of view was articulated
quite clearly in statements from the Washington presidential associations, as for
example, from the American Council on Education, which noted,

The assumption underlying the recommendations... is the need
for change.... We agree that there is a need for change. This is
not new. It is important to note that reassessment and change
is a continuing process in American higher education. Many of
our [leaders/institutions] are already working on the challenges
facing higher education in a careful and systematic way.

ACE made a similar point in comments about accreditation: “All accreditors
now make student learning outcome a central component in the accreditation re-
views, and this will continue.”’

Reactions to Report Recommendations

Many of those interviewed in the study indicated that specific changes proposed
in, or inferred from, the Commission Report were controversial.

Giving more attention to assessing learning outcomes. People interviewed in
every category, almost without exception, felt that increasing attention to learn-
ing outcomes was very important, with one institutional leader calling it “the
most required element at the end of the day” However, what form these should
take—and whether the Spellings Commission, Department of Education, or ac-
crediting agencies should be involved in the process—was a matter of contention.
One higher education association/accrediting agency representative who called
it less important said, “I do think we assess learning outcomes... we give grades.
Obviously [it] is important. To suggest that the assessing of learning outcomes as
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inferred from the Spelling Commission is very important is a different matter” A
chief academic officer said, “if we do it voluntarily then it’ll be okay... but... [the
Commission] could have gotten a group of people together and maybe come up
with something really innovative and creative and gotten all of higher education...
to say [it’s a] great idea.”

There was also a question of the role the accreditors played in the debate on
learning outcomes. One chief academic officer said, “the accreditors are basically
fighting for their lives.... they would be very happy with some kind of overlay or
national system because it takes the onus off of them and they just say that’s what
it is, you have to do it, and that’s part of accreditation.”

Changing the system of financial aid. Those interviewed noted the importance

of improvements in financial aid. In response to a question of whether the
Commission had actually made any change in the system, one Commissioner ac-
knowledged that “at one point, we got really close... [but] we never tackled any
of the tough issues,” noting that a colleague suggested, “why don’t we just scrap
federal aid and give every sixth grader in America a 529 account or $10,000 that
they can only spend if they stay in school and go to college.” Another possibility
was “a three year (baccalaureate).” One of the higher education association/ac-
crediting agency representatives indicated that “the emphasis on need-based aid
and the criticism of merit-based aid that the Report has provided is defensible and
important.” Presidents and chief academic officers also saw this as an important
issue, as did the majority of the chief business officers.

Developing external measures and/or peer comparisons to assess the effectiveness
of learning outcomes. While the majority of respondents saw the topic of external

measures and peer comparisons as important, there was a range of opinions. The
Commission and Department of Education members perceived this to be moder-
ately important. One said, “that will come over time.” The institution leaders saw it
as more important than did the higher education association/accrediting agency
representatives. One president was comfortable with things like external bench-
marking which are “part of Baldrige.” A chief academic officer who perceived it to
be of less importance did so “because I don’t think they’re ever going to be able to
do it decently” One chief business/administrative officer commented that it was
important to pay considerable attention to external measures and peer compari-
sons, “not because it’s really important but because were going to be asked to do
it. So it’s an important issue we’ll have to grapple with, but I think [from a] societal
[...point of view] it’s not all that important.” Another chief business officer said
that “giving attention to assessing learning outcomes [was important but] peer
comparisons and external measures are more important.”
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Developing external measures and/or peer comparisons to assess institutional
effectiveness. Presidents and chief business officers considered this to be an im-
portant agenda item, while the others had varied ratings, which tended to be lower

overall. A number of those who responded had concerns about the implication
of this recommendation, and how it might be implemented. One Commission/
Department of Education member suggested, “that has to evolve once they start
assessing learning outcomes.” One higher education association member pointed
out that there are “a lot of peer comparisons... from the national research council
rankings... comparison invariably leads to people taking a look at themselves and
deciding to make improvements.” One of the presidents noted that this goes back
to the “concerns [about] one-size-fits-all... We're working from a variety of mea-
sures in how to assess our effectiveness. And I don’t want anybody else telling us
how to do that.” Similarly, another president pointed out that

People’s missions and approaches are different... we have a con-
sortium of ... colleges that share all of our data. And we produce
a report so we can see where we are [but] it’s a confidential re-
port that only the [participants] get. But... Spellings... is going
to make it all public and that’s where you’re going to see some of

the problems.

A chief business officer noted, “I think that’s going to be more important to
either building or sustaining credibility with constituents.”

Clarifying institutional, general education, and major/programs teaching/learn-

ing goals. This item received high marks from the Commission/Department of

Education members, while with other groups, ratings were lower and more varied.
One Commission member called it “our biggest problem. We don’t have a com-
mon understanding of what all of these pieces are.” One chief business officer who
saw it as very important said, “you can’t do learning outcomes [assessment] if you
don’t have the goals.”

Enlarging the scope of accrediting agencies and the accrediting process to include
more attention to institutional and learning assessment and outcomes. The issue

of the appropriate scope of the accrediting agencies was considered very impor-
tant by the institutional leaders, but the opinions of other study participant groups
pointed to mixed views of the accrediting agencies, the accrediting process, and
the appropriateness and value of greater attention to learning outcomes assess-
ment. One Commission/Department of Education member said,



Research Report 67

I don’t know that I want to enlarge the scope of the regional ac-
crediting agencies solely. But I do think the accrediting process....
need([s] to include more attention to [institutional and learning
assessment]... 'm very concerned about role clarity across the
different types of accrediting agencies.

Another said, “I don’t think we need to give them more responsibility. Our is-
sue is that they just need to be doing what they’re supposed to be doing. This is not
a new thing.” A higher education association member said that it was important
“so long as that’s generated by the accrediting agencies and not the federal govern-
ment.” One of the presidents who had served on many accrediting teams said, “the
fact [that] we look at ourselves makes it suspect and I think on these accrediting
teams we ought to have some outside people... I think accrediting, as it is now; is
going to have to have some changes.” Another said, “I think there should be more
accountability of whether students are learning anything when people are paying
to learn something.” A chief academic officer who saw it as important said, “I don’t
know that enlarging the scope is necessarily the solution.” Another noted, “the ac-
crediting agencies are really feeling the squeeze because they need to be able to
be a positive professional force for universities to improve.” One chief business/
administrative officer suggested that accreditation is a “good old boy network...
if you had four CEOs from business come in, I don’t think they would have said
the same thing [as another college officer doing accreditation] ... Throw the whole
damn thing out and start over” Another said, “I'm not sure you need to enlarge the
scope. They’ve already got...standards on institutional assessment and a whole
standard on student outcomes assessment.”

More clearly communicating indicators of institutional and learning outcome
performance to present and prospective students, parents, and the public. Nearly
everyone interviewed saw this item as important; most perceived it as very im-

portant. A Commission/Department of Education member said that providing
information needed by students and parents was “a big part of making informed
decisions.” A higher education association/accrediting agency member described
it as “part of the transparency, which is important.” One president who described
it as very important, noted that, “we have to tell the story on that” But a chief
business officer, who gave it a lower rating, called it “dangerous because it’s hard
to understand.” A Commission member voiced a different perspective by saying,
“first we have to get the public interested in higher education. Then we’ll get them
to be smart consumers.” Different groups discussed in different ways the question
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of whether the existence of indicators implied that they would be used to compare
institutions. A higher education association member who felt it was an important
factor also said that it “raises the comparability issues... it may not be... perfectly
achievable” A chief business officer said, “it’s [about] clearly communicating, but
it needs some comparability as well.”

Developing more standardized approaches to data reporting for colleges and
universities. This item was considered less important than many other issues, espe-
cially by Commission and Department of Education members and chief academic
officers. The higher education association and accrediting agency members and
chief business officers generally rated it as important, with some calling it very im-
portant, but the overall ratings were somewhat lower than previous items. A chief
academic officer who ranked it as not important said that it isn't “necessarily...

going to lead to advancing excellence in higher education.” One Commission/
Department of Education member said it’s “not important. We don’t need stan-
dardized.... I don’t want standardized assessments.” A higher education associa-
tion/accrediting agency member called it “worth consideration.” While one higher
education association member said, “there is a lot of standardized data reporting
to the extent that data is available,” another noted, “the information that’s available
to parents and others is not necessarily information that they’re asking for” When
the comparability issue was raised again, one person noted, “people are able to in-
terpret information within [a] context and I think that that’s the best we can hope
for” There was concern about how the data would be used to compare institutions.
A chief academic officer called it important, but was concerned about “standard-
ized approaches... it’s not a-one size-fits-all.” A chief business officer said the issue
was not getting standardized data, “but more understandable information to be
gleaned from the massive amounts of data that’s already reported.” Another chief
business officer expressed skepticism about “the universities complying with the
standardized approach.”

Standardizing approaches used by colleges and universities relative to the trans-
fer of credit. Compared to a number of other issues, standardizing the transfer of
credit was not considered to be as important by Commission and Department of

Education members, chief academic officers, or by most higher education asso-
ciation/accrediting agency members. The institutional leaders gave it the highest
rankings, and the majority of the chief business officers saw it as of considerable
importance. The most polarized reactions reflect differences of opinion regarding
the transferability of credits from institution to institution. One Commission/
Department of Education member said, “[I] struggle with that one. Some would
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say that it’s a standardized approach to say don’t look at the source of the accredit-
ing institution ... it should be transparent. I don’t know that it should be standard.”
Another noted, “the Commission wanted to do that in a way that would be com-
pletely insensitive to the institution’s judgment.”

A higher education association/accrediting agency member made the point
that,

If a standardized approach to transfer credit... means that trans-
ter credits should be counted by all institutions in the same way,
then I'd say no that’s not important... that takes too much away...
I don’t think we do it all that badly right now. I think each in-
dividual institution and program evaluates the transcript of the
student coming in and decides which credits are given general
graduation credits and which credits are given toward a major
and they do it to some extent on their knowledge of the institu-

tion [from which a student is transferring].

The person interviewed suggested that “this [issue is being raised by] the for-
profit [institutions]. And there probably is something of a bias against granting
automatic credit to the for-profit institutions.” Another suggested that by consider-
ing all college courses as equal regardless of the source institution, “it turns higher
education into a commodity and does not serve the country well.” A similar com-
ment was that “the autonomy of institutions to determine what their policies are
going to be on accepting credit for students is important... I don’t think that the
approaches should be standardized in such a way that everyone should have to
accept everyone else’s credits.” Some of the presidents suggested that the real ques-
tion was about transfer credits from community colleges to four-year colleges. A
chief business officer who felt it was very important spoke of the way this impacts
community colleges, “I know a lot of students suffered when they got to four-year
schools and their credits didn't transfer... so that was a waste for them to have
even taken the course if it doesn’t transfer.” Another said, “I just can’t imagine tell-
ing a research university it has to take [courses from] a junior college.” A different
approach was taken by a chief business officer who suggested, “we should set a
standard for what the first year of college ought to be... what is the base under-
standing you want the student to have when they come out of their freshman year.
Regardless of what their major would be, regardless of where they are.... Then
you'd take care of the transfer problem.” Another chief business officer saw timing
as the problem by saying, “that’s very important. I've heard of students transferring
to our institution and it takes months after they get there to find out which of their
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credits are transferring. And that’s pathetic.” A very different approach was taken
by a chief business officer who said “ that’s very important... politically... were get-
ting killed by the anecdotes that people hear second and third hand which in most
cases aren’t true. So I think it’s important to just take that off the agenda.”

Devoting additional attention to assessing and improving the efficiency and cost

effectiveness of college and university operations. This issue was of considerable

importance almost across the board. Two higher education association/accred-

iting agency members suggested that colleges were already operating with high
efficiency. An institution leader who said it was very important stated simply,
“we’re not going to get more money from the states if we don’t.” A chief business
administrator said,

Much more of that goes on than anybody gives colleges and
universities credit for [but an area of concern is that] somebody
else will impose his or her definition of efficiency on us without
really understanding what we're trying to do. And whether that’s
Charles Miller or Margaret Spellings or somebody else that’s a
real worry. The answer for us is just get out in front and be better
at it than they would.

Language and Style... and Release of a Working Draft

In addition to issues of substance, there were also reactions to what might best
be termed, tone. The June 2006 release of an early draft, containing considerably
harsher language than the final version, was a significant factor in this regard.

The first draft was largely the work of a commissioned writer. As one
Commissioner explained,

An outstanding journalist was hired to prepare a draft of the doc-
ument. He was given only one set of instructions, ‘Look carefully
atall our [Commission] dialogue and the issue papers. Don’t pull
any punches in writing your draft’ Those were his instructions.
He wrote all that strong language. It wasn't all original. He took it
from other things. He wasn’t told to write it in a mean spirit. He

wrote it the way he wrote it.

Before the draft had been reviewed and edited by most of the Commission
members, it became public. The Department reported that the distribution of an
early draft was accidental—that the draft was being reviewed by some members
and was inadvertently released. And then the Department decided that because
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the accidentally released draft was widely circulated through informal e-mail and
other channels, the most appropriate action would be to post that version on the
Department’s Web site.

Commission Chairman Miller, in an e-mail that accompanied the document’s
release, called it a “very rough” draft. Like the final version, the early draft opened by
heralding the many accomplishments of higher education, and acknowledging the
international leadership role that U.S. colleges and universities have traditionally
played. But some Commission members and others perceived that the language
used in what followed was quite harsh and alarmist. For instance, one line in the
“Preamble” read: “Our year-long examination of the challenges facing higher edu-
cation has brought us to the uneasy conclusion that the sector’s past attainments
have led it to unseemly complacency about the future” The draft also described
higher education as “risk-averse, frequently self-satisfied, and unduly expensive.”®

There were a variety of reactions to fact, substance, and tone of the release
of the early draft. In a Chronicle interview, Commission Member and American
Council on Education President David Ward described the impact that the docu-
ment had for him in this way:

Although I'm not sure whether it was intended to be as negative
as it was, it certainly was received that way by many of my mem-
bers. It created a sense of distrust. That was a problem for me. I
never anticipated that the first draft would be quite so negative.
I was blindsided, to tell you the truth. I didn’t see it until it was
all done. And so, in some ways, had that not been the case or had
those dialogues been perhaps just oral and not written, I think
that would have been easier. That was what created the situation
where many of my members, who certainly weren’t telling me

how to vote, but were telling me how they felt, created a reserve
59

on my part from then on...

Though most of those interviewed believed that the early release of a harsh
first draft was accidental rather than strategic, there was agreement that the tone
certainly contributed to negativity among those in the higher education commu-
nity who had been following the activity of the Commission—and that included
many of the higher education associations and agencies.

The second draft, edited to incorporate the suggestions of Commission
members, had softened language. Gone were characterizations that colleges and
universities faced “grave” problems, references to grade inflation, and discussion
of the need for a “national”