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ile higher education, the federal government and the states have

Wustained a robust and valuable partnership to provide education to

millions of students each year, that partnership is sometimes strained by
differences around the key issues of academic quality and accountability. In the
current climate, higher education seeks to sustain important traditional notions
of academic quality (talented faculty, challenging curricula) accompanied by at-
tention to accountability primarily through self-regulation and self-responsibility.
Government officials at the state and federal levels see academic quality primarily
in terms of how well higher education performs and continues to press for greater
accountability based on expected results of higher education performance. At the
same time, there is a growing tendency for government at both levels to prescribe
how higher education operates in the academic sphere.

While the partnership and differences continue, four emerging trends are influenc-
ing the current climate of academic quality and accountability: universalization,
globalization, electronically-delivered distance learning, and electronic technol-
ogy’s impact on the availability and sharing of information. Both higher educa-
tion and government would benefit from reflection on these trends as a means to
examine how they will address academic quality and accountability in the future,
and how they might enhance their partnership through diminution of differences.

Introduction

Higher education, the federal government and state government have long been
joined in a common enterprise: the education of society such that individuals
can lead productive and satisfying lives, contribute to the common good, partic-
ipate in government and civil society, and enrich the social and cultural fabric of
the country. Higher education institutions provide the education which govern-
ment subsidizes considerably. If individuals can achieve their educational goals,

the nation and the various states also prosper.

At the same time, the participation of higher education and government in this

common enterprise is punctuated with some differences of opinion about two
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concepts fundamental to higher education and government alike: academic
quality and accountability. Higher education, the federal government and the
states sometimes agree about what constitutes quality and accountability. At
other times, their respective expectations vary considerably. The situation is
complicated by the interrelationship of quality and accountability: the definition
of quality can drive the expectations of accountability, and setting accountability

expectations is often tantamount to defining quality.

To examine these issues, we will look at higher education and the defining
features of academic quality and accountability. First, how do higher education
leaders approach these vital matters? Second, we will examine government
and perspectives of higher education: What do government officials expect with
regard to higher education’s responsibility for academic quality and account-
ability? Third, we will spend some time exploring the emerging trends that
affect academic quality and accountability: What is driving these issues at this
time? Finally, what recommendations can we offer about these emerging trends
and how higher education and government can address academic quality and

accountability in the future?

Current Higher Education Views
of Academic Quality and Accountability

Academic quality

Faculty and administrators, when asked about academic quality, usually refer

to the resources and processes needed for a vibrant learning environment. For
many, a traditional view of higher education academic quality is about a creden-
tialed and talented faculty, robust academic standards, research productivity,
and rich and diverse curricula. These characteristics of quality are buttressed by
adequate financial resources and physical facilities. In this context, there is often
discussion about fundamental academic values such as responsible institutional
autonomy, academic freedom and commitment to a mission-based system as

vital to the academic success of higher education.

This view of higher education rests on an acknowledgment that critical aca-
demic decisions should be and have been, for centuries, the province of faculty.
Faculty decide the content of curricula and academic standards. Faculty develop

new programs and revise existing programs. Faculty are responsible for deci-
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sions about transfer of credit. Faculty are pivotal in decisions about the organi-
zational structure of a college or university through which academic programs
will be offered. Faculty, through these acts, define the academic quality of the
higher education enterprise for millions of students.

Accountability

For those in higher education, “accountability” is often about self-responsibil-
ity and self-regulation of academic quality. Higher education is responsible for
assuring that institutions and programs meet threshold quality expectations and
improve over time. Faculty and administrators also maintain that they are being
accountable when they engage in periodic accreditation—a standards-based,
trust-based, judgment-based system of peer review of the quality of institutions
and programs. These same individuals believe that assuring the quality of higher
education in this manner means that they are also accountable to students and

the public. Accountability is about professionals judging professionals.

Institutional self-responsibility for quality dates back to the oldest of U.S. col-
leges and universities. Self-regulation through accreditation of institutions and
programs has been in place for more than 100 years. Based on this self-responsi-
bility and self-regulation, U.S. higher education has enjoyed significant indepen-

dence and self-determination of action throughout its history.

Current Government Views
of Academic Quality and Accountability

Federal Government

Academic quality

While the federal government does not have an official description of “academic
quality,” it does have expectations of the results associated with students enter-

ing and completing a higher education program, usually captured by calls for
reporting on graduation rates, job placement rates, transfer rates, and attrition and
retention. Officials tend to focus on these results to assess the performance of col-
leges and universities, yet have traditionally deferred to the higher education com-

munity about the role of faculty in determining how these results are achieved.

As the federal government continues to expand its financial support for higher

education—e.g., providing $69 billion in student grants and loans through the
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Higher Education Act in 2002'—this deference to higher education’s judgment
about academic quality is diminishing. Federal officials are becoming more and
more engaged in what they seek from higher education—going beyond their
interest in results to make judgments about how they want higher education to
operate in the academic arena. In the current reauthorization of the Higher Edu-
cation Act that has been in underway since 2003, for example, some members

of Congress are quite prescriptive about how higher education should address
academic matters such as transfer of credit, academic standards for distance

learning and student achievement, rather than deferring to higher education.

Accountability

For the federal government, accountability is about performance and results
(e.g., graduation, job placement), now accompanied by increasing attention to
how higher education carries out its academic responsibilities. Some members
of Congress and the executive branch are starting to display impatience with
faculty academic decision-making and the factors to which higher education
points as evidence of quality (e.g., the credentialing of faculty, structure of cur-
riculum). While these officials may acknowledge the value of this evidence, they
continue to expect higher education to also provide evidence of the results that
government officials think are more important. This approach to accountability
is not confined to academic quality; it permeates the government’s approach to

financial and other areas of operation (e.g., research) as well.

The federal government’s emphasis on results is affecting self-regulation
through accreditation as well. Government has relied on self-regulation of
higher education through accreditation for more than 50 years. However, there
is an increasing tendency for federal officials to pursue accountability by addi-
tionally regulating accreditation itself through the federal recognition process.?
Federal officials are placing more and more pressure on accreditation to play a
harder-edged accountability role. For example, in the current reauthorization,
members of Congress are seeking significant additional controls on accredita-
tion, using these bodies to assure that congressional prescriptions for academic
matters such as those mentioned above (e.g., transfer of credit and student

achievement) are realized.
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State Government

Academic quality

State governments spend $70 billion annually in support of instruction, re-
search, public service and student aid.? States, too, have evolved in their expec-
tations of academic quality, moving from deference to higher education’s own
definition of quality to additional state-level prescriptions about the contribu-
tion public institutions must make to meet state needs and goals. At the state
level, we hear more and more about higher education in the service of state
priorities, and especially the need for alignment of public higher education with

a state’s needs.

Accountability

States are using mechanisms such as performance funding, performance report-
ing and “report cards” to hold higher education accountable. In this context,
accountability is about appropriate use of state funds to meet state priorities and
the importance that states attach to higher education as a resource for economic
development. Arizona, Connecticut, Iowa, Kentucky, North Dakota and South
Dakota are among the states that have developed and are refining accountability

systems using these concepts.*

Higher education institutions and government, then, find themselves united

in commitment to higher education and its importance to society. They are
sometimes at odds, however, with regard to norms of academic quality and
what counts as accountability. This is driven to a significant degree by a shift in
government attitude: higher education may be too important a resource to leave
judgment of its effectiveness solely to higher education professionals. The key
features of the current climate of academic quality and accountability are (1) the
preference for higher education to sustain valuable traditional notions of aca-
demic quality with attention to accountability primarily through self-regulation
and self-responsibility, (2) a preference at the state and federal levels to press for
greater accountability based on expected results of higher education perfor-
mance, and (3) a growing tendency for government at both levels to prescribe

how higher education operates in the academic sphere.

Emerging Trends Affecting Academic Quality and Accountability
Four emerging trends are influencing the current academic quality and ac-

countability climate. These are: (1) the universalization of higher education, (2)
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internationalization of higher education, (3) the expansion of electronically-
based distance learning, and (4) electronic technology’s expansion of access to
information and communication. These trends punctuate the perspectives of
higher education and government. They have the potential for reshaping how
higher education and government address the vital issues of academic quality

and accountability in the future.

Universalization

Universalization of higher education refers to the ongoing expansion of par-
ticipation in higher education. In the U.S., universalization is, in many ways, a
product of the 1960s and the post-World War II baby boom. Universalization
also involves a well-documented sense of students, employers and the public
that some education after high school is essential to economic and social well-
being. As of 2000, 63 percent of high schools graduates go on to some form of
postsecondary education or training in the United States immediately following

graduation.® In the current climate, this percentage is likely to continue to grow.

Universalization encourages a pragmatic view of higher education as valuable
primarily because it provides a credential and leads to desired employment. This
is in contrast to a more traditional view of higher education as valuable based,
first and foremost, on its pivotal role in individual intellectual development.
Universalization has reinforced the vital importance of equity issues in higher
education. On the negative side, the demand for higher education associated
with universalization has also been a factor in the growth of fraudulent provid-
ers of higher education—degree mills and accreditation mills—that can coarsen

the value of legitimate degrees and the earning of accredited status.

Impact on academic quality and accountability

The higher education community has responded to universalization by expand-
ing access, diversifying programs and other offerings, and enriching its capacity
to serve more types of students more of the time, most recently through elec-
tronic delivery. A powerful example of higher education’s response to universal-
ization has been the establishment of the open admission institution, especially
the two-year community college. These colleges, as well as open admission four-
year institutions, have been the most responsive to universalization. Demand
associated with universalization has also been met through continuing educa-

tion programs, electronically-based distance learning and higher education-
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business partnerships focused on education for work.

In the main, colleges and universities have addressed academic quality by
continuing to set high academic standards in the context of universalization,
focusing on institutional mission and the student population being served. For
example, the graduation rates expected of open admission institutions are quite
different from the rates expected of highly selective institutions. At the same
time, the community has retained its commitment to core academic values of
responsible institutional autonomy, academic freedom and a mission-based

system.

For government, universalization has tended to reinforce a pragmatic and mar-
ket-driven view of the quality of higher education. Federal officials often speak
of universalization when they speak of higher education as a consumer good
that has value primarily when it results in a credential. Because of the demand
for higher education, it should be subject to market forces and thus consumer
protection is important. Higher education for work is more significant than

higher education for individual intellectual development.

Universalization lends weight to the quality and accountability perceptions of
government, both federal and state. Universalization reinforces government
arguments about quality defined as results and accountability. In this context,
the goal of universalization is about an educationally prepared citizenry. Atten-
dance at colleges and universities, however valuable, is not enough. Acquisition
of credentials is essential. This approach supports the call of both federal and
state governments for higher education aligned with federal and state priorities.

It underscores the need for attention to equity issues.

Internationalization

The internationalization of higher education is about expansion of curricula to
include additional language preparation, emphasis on studies that address a di-
verse array of societies and cultures, and increased study abroad. The centuries-
old international community of scholars and researchers is growing, through
faculty exchanges and appointments of faculty from countries outside the U.S..
Internationalization is also about institutional expansion: creation of programs
and campuses to operate in other countries, partnerships with colleges and

universities outside the U.S., and joint degrees.
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Internationalization has been buoyed by the availability of electronically de-
livered distance learning. This has had both positive and troublesome conse-
quences. On the positive side, countries with significant distance delivery capac-
ity (U.S., United Kingdom, Australia) have played a valuable role in expanding
higher education opportunity. On the other hand, the plethora of distance
learning providers are not all legitimate and there are few cues to potential stu-
dents in especially developing countries about how to distinguish reliable from

unreliable providers.

Internationalization has put a spotlight on private higher education. First, the
tradition of private nonprofit higher education, so familiar and respected in the
U.S,, is relatively uncommon in other countries. They have little experience and
thus understanding of the legitimacy of these types of institutions for their coun-
tries—although they view, e.g., Harvard, Stanford and Yale in the United States
as flagships of international quality. Second, there is a tendency internationally
to think that all “private” higher education is for-profit education—accompa-
nied by significant distrust of this phenomenon. The current result is confusion
about the role of private higher education and apprehension about exporting it,
especially when it comes from the United States. Unfortunately, the success of
some questionable for-profit providers (“degree mills”) is exacerbating this situ-
ation. And, at least to date, there have been serious limitations on what the U.S.

and other major exporting countries have been able to do to address this issue.

Internationalization has also injected market issues into deliberations about
higher education in an international setting. Trade negotiations, whether the
World Trade Organization’s negotiation though the General Agreement on
Trade in Services or other trade agreements, sometimes consider the availabil-
ity of higher education as one of the services of a negotiating country. This can
quickly lead to discussions of vital academic matters such as transfer of credit
and recognition of degrees. Some government officials and some in the higher
education community are raising serious questions about the appropriateness
of addressing these academic matters in the context of regulation of trade, and
about whether the market should emerge as the ultimate arbiter of these issues

in an international setting.

Impact on academic quality and accountability

For both higher education and government, internationalization is also about
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norms of academic quality. As students, faculty and institutions are increas-
ingly mobile, the issue of how to determine quality in an international setting
becomes more and more important. Who decides academic quality? Is it the
institution? The country in which an institution is located? Or, as some multina-
tional organizations (e.g., UNESCO, OECD) have suggested, should we estab-
lish a single set of international quality standards that provide a framework for

student, faculty and institutional mobility?

Internationalization has raised fundamental questions about the current role of
national governments in relation to higher education institutions and programs.
This is accompanied by a questioning of the national governments’ role in estab-
lishing conditions of academic quality and accountability. The issue centers on
the feasibility or desirability of setting international norms for higher education
and its quality that would supersede the work of national governments and
institutions of higher education. Advocates of such international norms some-
times point to the success of the business world’s International Organization

for Standardization (ISO), located in 153 countries, as one type of international

currency of quality.

Internationalization is affecting both government and higher education by
raising questions yet-to-be-answered about responsibility for cross-border
academic quality and accountability. Who is responsible for norms of academic
quality—is this the primary responsibility of individual institutions and faculty,
national governments or international bodies? With regard to accountability, to
whom does the higher education community answer—itself, national govern-

ments or international bodies?

Electronically delivered distance learning

The history of U.S. higher education is in part a story of embracing diversity—ac-
commodating and welcoming progressive variation in students, faculty, cur-
ricula and institutional types. We have also witnessed increasing diversity of
modes of instruction—how higher education is “delivered.” The most dramatic
diversification of modes of instruction currently underway is electronically de-
livered distance learning: synchronous or asynchronous instruction relying on

Web-based or Internet-based instructional tools and content.

Distance learning courses, programs and degrees have grown enormously in
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the last five years, along with the number of colleges and universities that have
chosen to engage this delivery system. Distance learning often involves a recast-
ing of curricula to engage students in a online setting. It has significantly altered
the faculty-student and student-student relationship. It has contributed to the
mobility of both faculty and students. During 2000-01, 2,320 of accredited, de-
gree-granting institutions offered distance learning courses, serving more than

three million students.®

Impact on academic quality and accountability

Distance learning has raised fundamental questions about academic quality.
The initial tendency within higher education and government was to use the
quality expectations of site-based education as the basis for judging the quality
of distance-based delivery. The quality of distance learning was often justified in

terms of being “as good as” site-based learning.

More recently, however, judgment about the quality of distance learning is
based on whether traditional indicators of quality (e.g., challenging curricula,
appropriate academic standards) are fully addressed through this alternative
delivery. For example, faculty who teach in a distance learning mode are com-
mitted to an effective working relationship with students. However, the way this
relationship plays out in a distance learning setting is different from how it plays
outin a classroom setting. The former involves considerable skill in written com-
munication (e.g., e-mail, chat rooms) while the latter relies more heavily on skill

at verbal exchange.

With regard to accountability, both higher education and governments have
worried about how to assure quality in an distance learning setting. Accredited
colleges and universities that offer distance learning have been able to readily
address this through faculty leadership in developing distance learning cur-
ricula and standards of achievement. Both federal and state governments have
relied on the work of these institutions and their accreditors to assure that gov-
ernment funds supporting students are going to reliable providers of distance

learning.

At the same time, there is a universe of other distance learning providers for
which we do not have evidence of quality. The federal government seeks to pro-

tect the public against fraud and abuse, wanting some restrictions on distance
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learning in this regard. The 2004 Senate hearings on federal employees who
have obtained degrees from distance learning “degree mills” are a case in point.
These hearings focused on those who are misled into believing that credentials
from degree mills have the same value as degrees from legitimate institutions,
and on those who knowingly obtain fraudulent credentials and may not have
appropriate skills for the work they are employed to do, thereby endangering the
public.

State governments have a difficult time overseeing distance learning. This is
because distance learning crosses boundaries, allowing providers to easily oper-
ate independent of a state. Although site-based higher education providers must
be authorized at the state level in order to operate, distance-learning providers
can easily by-pass this obligation. The Internet is not state-controlled. On the
one hand, most of the distance learning currently available is offered by site-
based institutions that are subject to state scrutiny. On the other hand, there is a
burgeoning world of totally virtual distance-learning providers that escape such
scrutiny, some of which may be classified as “degree mills” harming students
and society by issuing bogus degrees and conducting other activities that are

considered fraud and abuse.

Distance learning, then, challenges higher education and government to con-
sider alternative norms of quality as well as to think about appropriate account-
ability measures, especially when working with providers that fall outside the

scope of federal and state authority.

Electronic technology and the impact on information and communication
Electronic technology is having an impact on academic quality and accountabil-
ity in more systemic ways, going well beyond distance-learning delivery. First,
there is a dramatic increase in the availability of information about very nearly
everything. Second, the ease with which this information can be communicated

has increased significantly.

Technology has expanded both the amount and the type of information avail-
able. Higher education institutional Web sites continue to grow as sources of

information about the college or university resources and operations. As more
information about an institution becomes available electronically, the institu-

tion is operates increasingly in a national or international domain, and becomes
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less local or regional. For example, college and university presidents who, until
recently, garnered only local attention now are scrutinized by a national audi-

ence. Intriguing faculty behavior is similarly affected.

Federal and state governments are accumulating more and more information
about their public colleges and universities, in part because of the expanded
ease of reporting using electronic means. In some states, this is taking the form
of a focus on student learning outcomes and institutional performance. There
are a number of state-level projects such as the National Forum on College-
Level Learning that is establishing a common set of measures for goals, plans
and outcomes to allow cross-state comparisons.” Measuring Up 2004 evaluates
and grades the 50 states based on their higher education performance.? Govern-
ments are becoming less dependent on individual institutions of higher educa-

tion to provide and analyze information about quality.

Technology also has expedited the communication of this information. For
example, instant information about graduation rates has enabled the Educa-
tion Trust (www.collegeresults.org) to provide a service allowing anyone who
is interested to obtain the graduation rates of any higher education institution
in a federal database. Even more significant, one can massage the data for
comparative purposes, such as to compare graduation rates among institu-
tions in a state, a region or by type of institution. It is easy to envision a future
in which expansion of information accompanied by common definitions
applied to academic and other higher education functions can yield a treasure

trove of comparable data.

Impact on academic quality and accountability

The potential impact of the expansion of information and communication on
academic quality can be profound. Until recently, an individual higher educa-
tion institution was the best source of information about its performance and
work with students. The institution was the main arbiter of its quality. However,
as access to information expands, institutions may be giving up their positions of
expertise. Collection of data, whether by government or another outside source
(e.g., U.S. News and World Report) can have the effect of shifting the expertise
outside the academy. This loss of control of information about academic qual-
ity can mean that other sources ( e.g., the government or U.S. News and World

Report) can and are developing their own norms about quality.
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With this new opportunity to define academic quality, government and other
sources can significantly expand their call on institutions to be accountable
based on expectations of quality different from those decided by an institu-
tion. For example, the current emphasis on institutional performance defined
in terms of “rates”—graduation rates, transfer rates, retention rates—is more
and more attractive to federal and state governments. And, this is not limited
to quality issues. The current effort by the federal government to track rates of
tuition increases (as proposed by the House of Representatives) would be very
difficult to do without the expanded access to information and distribution of

that information.

Some Recommendations: The Emerging Trends and
Addressing Academic Quality and Accountability in the Future
These emerging trends and their effect on the climate of academic quality and
accountability can provide opportunities for higher education and government
to reconsider their respective approaches to these issues. The following recom-
mendations are based on the assumption that higher education can and should
continue to maintain a leadership role in defining academic quality and ac-
countability—a contention that may be challenged by federal and state officials.
While many other initiatives can be undertaken, the following would sustain the

robustness of both academic quality and accountability:

1. A Dialogue about Academic Quality. Higher education, federal and state
officials need a dialogue on their differences about academic quality. We
need a series of national and state level discussions about differences in
views and how we want to address these issues in the future. The goals of
these discussions would be to enhance understanding and perhaps find
some common ground. Absent this dialogue, the traditional faculty role in
defining academic quality is at risk of being overtaken. Given the commit-
ment of the higher education community to responsible institutional auton-
omy, academic freedom and a mission-based system of higher education,
how do we assure the vibrancy of faculty leadership in the determination of
academic quality? Are federal and state officials persuaded that higher edu-
cation leadership can adequately address academic quality in the future?
Or will these officials, lacking such conviction, continue to pursue a path of

prescribing what counts as academic quality?
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Strategic Use of Technology to Enhance Higher Education’s Academic Leader-
ship Role. Higher education faculty and administrators need to undertake a
strategic analysis of the impact of technology on information and commu-
nication, especially focusing on the implications for who determines aca-
demic quality. This analysis should address whether there is an emerging
competition about who is the primary authority on academic quality and
how to address this. For higher education, the goal here would be to capture

the technology to retain a leadership role in defining academic quality.

Addressing International Norms for Quality and Accountability and Creat-
ing a U.S. Voice. Higher education and government need to address the
challenging issue of international norms for academic quality and account-
ability. This needs to be done both nationally and internationally. The goal
would be to position U.S. institutions and government with regard to these
issues and to assure that the U.S. is a significant participant in ongoing
international discussions. At present, the U.S. role (whether government or
higher education) in international deliberations is episodic and without a

policy framework.

Attention to Degree Mills and the Role of Distance Learning. Higher edu-
cation and government need to explore and develop means to protect
students and the public from degree mills and fraudulent credentials, both
nationally and internationally. The goal may ultimately be additional legis-
lation particularly focused on distance learning, but colleges, universities
and accrediting organizations are central to deciding what the legislation
would be. Absent some effort, we are on a path toward devaluing legitimate

higher education through our lack of attention to questionable providers.
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