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Sometimes gifts come in the strangest packages.  Very briefly, I am going to make a case that we – St. Lawrence in particular and the nations best liberal arts colleges in general – can make some serious lemonade out of this lemon we are calling the “Spellings Commission Report.”

I always read with a pen in hand.  Books and essays and reports are always like dialogues to me: I write back.  You can measure the extent of my engagement with a text by the amount of ink I contribute in the margins.  As I looked back at my marginalia for the Spellings Report, I find my comments are all quite emphatic, and fall into three categories.  Some comments are effusions, because I do think the Report has named some very serious issues in American higher education.  Some are angry scratches, where I am aghast at how wrong-headed the recommendations are.  But most repeat a two word response: “Not us!”

You see, I think the Report was written without knowledge of the state of teaching and learning at America’s best liberal arts colleges.  This is understandable, since we represent a small subset of the whole industry.  But their mistake is our opportunity.  What I’ll argue, and what I hope we can talk about, is that I think they have opened a huge door of opportunity for us to engage in a campaign of aggressive, focused marketing.

Let me offer an allegory.  Imagine a critical report written on the state of the American beer industry.  I regret some of the resonances here, but I really think the metaphor works.  The findings might read like this:

· The American beer industry is what, “in the business world, would be called a ‘mature enterprise”: risk averse, self-satisfied, and complacent;

· There is no leadership in the industry, no real product differentiation;

· It is a race to the bottom for quality; the product is watery, and lightweight, and the results are altogether profoundly disappointing.

· Finally, of course, we are failing in the global marketplace.

What is missing in this critique?  What is missing, of course, is that it is written with no acknowledgement of microbrews.  If you look at mass production you will be lead to one set of conclusions, while if you look at the small market of elite micro-production, the conclusions would be very different:

· American microbrews are daring and ambitious;

· They exist in a market niche of continuous innovation;

· This niche is fiercely competitive and therefore the opposite of complacent;

· The results are complex, differentiated, and distinctive;

· They cost more to produce but the results are worth it;

· And in terms of quality, they are the best the world has by a long shot.

I won’t belabor the allegory, but I am sure you get the point.  The Spellings Commission Report has provided an opportunity, through marketing, to distinguish ourselves in the market of higher education.  Far from being anachronisms, the nations best liberal arts colleges create and define the cutting edge of innovation and effectiveness in teaching and learning.  In fact, we are outstripping many of the Reports recommendations by a long shot.  I will mention a few.

1) ACCESS: I won’t say much about the issues the Report raises about access to higher education because Dan has addressed this in his responses and Terry’s white paper goes over our strategies with great clarity and depth.

St. Lawrence extends discounts in the form of financial aid each year equal to a quarter of our budget - some $28 million this year - and we do this we use this specifically, intentionally, and strategically to provide access to students.  Consider the following graphs:
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Much of this aid goes to meet financial need and a good portion of it is used to attract students from groups historically underrepresented at St. Lawrence, and in liberal arts colleges, and in higher education.  In other words, we are demonstrating our commitment to access by making choices to invest our resources in diversity – economic, racial and ethnic.

We are not – contrary to the findings of the Report – spending our resources on remediation.  We do, however, contrary to the Report, devote significant resources to supporting students’ persistence, success, and graduation.  Let me just mention a few of our commitments – a few of our investments – in retention, student success, and degree completion:

· We have a very effective office of Special Needs, which supports students with learning differences, enabling them not only to graduate from St. Lawrence but to flourish here;

· We have an advising and academic resource team that will make peer tutoring available in every course, will teach students how to study, take tests, and organize their time;

· They also have an aggressive program of intervention for students who are not flourishing:

· They have protocols for faculty to report when students stop attending classes;

· They have protocols for faculty to give early warning to students who are doing less than satisfactory work;

· They have protocols for intervening at mid-term to catch students who are slipping in classes.

In short, we go to great lengths to make sure that we retain our students and support them along the way to degree completion, and we do this with a level of attention to individual students that other kinds of colleges and universities cannot even approximate.  We should boast about this and market it as a differentiating quality of St. Lawrence. 

2) LEARNING: The Report laments the decline of core literacy skills even in college graduates.  Again, while we are not satisfied, and we are certainly not complacent about this, we put enormous effort into developing core literacy skills in our students across the curriculum and throughout the four years.  What is more, we have evidence that we put more effort into developing core literacies than our peer institutions.


[image: image3.emf]Source:  HERI Faculty Survey 2004

Evaluation Methods Used - In "All" or "Most" Courses

SLU vs. NCG over Time

75%

44%

46%

15%

67%

37%

51%

8%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Essay Mid-Term and/or

Final Exams

Multiple Drafts of

Written Work

Term/Research Papers Multiple Choice Mid-

Term and/or Final

Exams

SLU 1998SLU 2001SLU 2004

NCG 1998NCG 2001NCG 2004



[image: image4.emf]Source:  HERI Faculty Survey 2004

Teaching at St. Lawrence …

… is more interactive and engaging

15%

17%

44%

34%

55%

55%

84%

20%

22%

46%

40%

59%

64%

89%

Reflective

writing/journaling

Recitals/Demonstrations

Extensive Lecturing

Group Projects

Cooperative Learning

(Small Groups)

Student Presentations

Class Discussions

SLU

NCG

In how many of the Undergraduate Courses that you teach to you use 

the following:  Percent "Most" or "All"


I also want to remind you that one of the foci of innovation in the academic program is the Rhetoric and Communication Initiative.  This is a multi-year project to improve our teaching of research, writing, speaking, and technological skills across the curriculum and throughout the four years.  It begins with a robust and longstanding commitment in the First-Year Program and concludes in the Senior-Year Experience.

How do our graduates measure up?  First of all, it is important to recall that faculty can and do assign a UW – which stands for Unsatisfactory Writing - to students whose writing skills fall below acceptable standards.  This is assigned independent of course grades and if students receive two of them in the course of their studies here they are required to work through a program at the Writing Center to achieve a level of basic competency.

Beyond this, we have our work cut out for us.  We assess our students’ core literacy skills in all kinds of ways, but we can do a better job in demonstrating outcomes and achievements.  Our assessment efforts will find focus here, but we are certainly not complacent about teaching and learning core literacies.  The amount of writing, public speaking, mentored research, and critical analysis that our students do compared to students at other kinds of institutions is different by orders of magnitude, as is the amount and quality of feedback they get on their work by faculty.  The attention we devote to core literacies distinguishes us and we can market that distinction.


This graph is but one dimension of assessment, since it represents students’ perception of their own growth.  Notice, however, what students think of the development of their writing ability, their public speaking ability, and their computer skills.  Notice, too, how they feel about their mathematical abilities.  There is much one could say about this graph and I invite you to make your own observations.  But nobody pays more or better attention to developing core literacies, and we should be bold in sharing that news.
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3) INNOVATION:  I admit that when I read the section on innovation I got a little excited…I think my kids came into to my home office to see if I was okay.  I love this paragraph:

We recommend that America’s colleges and universities embrace a culture of continuous innovation and quality improvement. We urge these institutions to develop new pedagogies, curricula and technologies to improve learning, particularly in the area of science and mathematical literacy. 

What is irksome is that this could only be written by those unaware of the ferment of innovation in pedagogy, curricula, and technology that is going on at America’s best liberal arts colleges in general and at St. Lawrence in particular.  America’s best liberal arts colleges are the think-tanks, the R&D laboratories, for innovation in pedagogy, curricula, and teaching with technology.  Why?:  Our scale and resources.  The fact is that we have the wherewithal to innovate and our small size means that we are nimble enough to say “yes” to all kinds of good ideas.

The pedagogies, curricular innovations, and applications of emerging technologies in teaching are pioneered on the campuses of America’s best liberal arts colleges and then adopted, as best they can be, both nationally and globally.

Nowhere is this more true than in the teaching of science and mathematics. I won’t go into detail here because Dan addressed it in one of his responses, but liberal arts colleges produce more majors in science and math, and graduates of liberal arts colleges go on for Ph.D.’s in these fields at far higher rates than any other type of institution.  At St. Lawrence, we have strong programs in math and the sciences now, but fasten your seat belts because the near future is going to see fast growth in these areas.  We are already seeing that the Johnson Hall of Science is not only going to change how we teach science at St. Lawrence but also to whom, or to how many, we teach it.  Requests by first-year students for BIO 101 this year outstripped our capacity and we had to add staff to accommodate the demand.  I have good reason to believe this is just a harbinger.

Also, we are developing our plans to open the Quantitative Resource Center – another commitment to core literacies – to provide peer mentoring and consulting services in quantitative analysis.  We teach science and math here in ways that are simply impossible at larger institutions – even the nation’s best, and this is a very significant differentiator.  

The Report goes on to say:

At a time when innovation occurs increasingly at the intersection of multiple disciplines (including business and social sciences), curricula and research funding remain largely stove-piped in individual departments.
This is not true at St. Lawrence.  I remind you of our newer majors in neuroscience, biochemistry and global studies, all of which are interdisciplinary programs whose curricula are at the intersection of multiple disciplines.  Think also of the NCAT: The Newell Center for Arts Technology, whose descriptor says that it is “exploring the intersections among

digital technologies and the arts.” 

Let me also share one more piece of comparative data with you:
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Liberal arts colleges, again because of their missions and their scales, have advanced programs of interdisciplinary teaching and research, but even among our peers, St. Lawrence is distinctive.  Our introduction to liberal learning, the FYP, required of all entering students, is founded on team-taught, courses which explore the intersection of multiple disciplines.  This has created a culture which values and promotes interdisciplinarity.

Again, these are features of our practice that the Report missed, they differentiate us from the norm, and we can market that difference to our advantage.  I could go on about how much more we do for global preparedness, for civic engagement, and more.

The point, lest you have missed it, is that the Spellings Commission Report, by taking aim at such a large and heterogeneous target as American higher education, has missed us completely.  This miss has created a moment of opportunity for us, as liberal arts colleges in general, but as St. Lawrence in particular, to differentiate ourselves in the market of higher education.  

