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Welcome to this special luncheon session on “The Spellings Commission Report:  What it Means for Public Policy and for St. Lawrence.”  I’m going to get us started by highlighting the most important recommendations of the Spellings Commission report.  Then I’m going to say a few words about why I believe we need to pay attention to the Spellings report.  Then Grant is going to add his reactions and talk about how and whether it fits St. Lawrence.  Finally, I’m going to mention three or four things about the report that, over the summer and still today have me quite exercised and which were the subjects of four very short essays I wrote in response to it.  

Major Recommendations:

Let’s review quickly, then, the Spellings Commission Report’s major recommendations (summarized nicely in a short piece by the Association of Governing Boards [AGB]).  I’ve highlighted in red some points for noting.
1. Every student in the nation should have the opportunity to pursue postsecondary education. We recommend, therefore, that the U.S. commit to an unprecedented effort to expand higher education access and success by improving student preparation and persistence, addressing nonacademic barriers and providing significant increases in aid to low-income students.

 To address the escalating cost of a college education and the fiscal realities affecting government's ability to finance higher education 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.

Public providers of student financial aid should commit to meeting the needs of students from low-income families.  Policymakers and higher education leaders should develop, at the institutional level, new and innovative means to control costs, improve productivity, and increase the supply of higher education.
2. 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 education. Every one of our goals, from improving access and affordability to enhancing quality and innovation, will be more easily achieved if higher 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 others to weigh and rank comparative institutional performance. In addition to this consumer-oriented database, more and better information on the quality and cost of higher education is needed by policymakers, researchers, and the general public. Postsecondary education institutions should measure and report meaningful student-learning outcomes.

3. With too few exceptions, higher education has yet to address the fundamental issues of how academic programs and institutions 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. 

4. America must ensure that our citizens have access to high-quality and affordable educational, learning, and training opportunities 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.

Why is the Spellings Report Important to us?
· Its very negative and cynical view of American higher education contrasts in important ways with the views of the general public, as recorded in opinion polls, but it does represent pretty accurately, in my view, the views of legislatures, other political leaders, many major corporate leaders and other opinion leaders.  It is a powerful signal that the lack of growth and even in some years and states declining levels of government financial support of higher education are likely to continue and the increased attempt to regulate higher education in all sorts of new ways will also continue.
· At a time of significant challenges for us in higher education, where we do need to continue to get better at assessment, access, and in performance, this is a signal that we’re going to be left to do it on our own while fighting constant public criticism.  The next decade will see no rest for the weary in our work!
Let me turn the podium over now to Grant Cornwell, our Vice President of the University and Dean of Academic Affairs, for his views on how the Spellings Commission report does or does not describe St. Lawrence.  When Grant is finished I will return to give some views of what I believe are the politics and subtext of the Spellings report.
What is the Politics and the Subtext of the Spellings Report?
· The leaders and main authors of the Spellings Report see, correctly in my view, the large public and private comprehensive and research universities, where the bulk of undergraduate education in America happens, as inflexible, insufficiently committed to undergraduate education, unable to innovate, faculty- rather than student-centered, and not worthy of additional investment that would involve, in their view, throwing good money after bad.
· They do understand that some kinds of institutions, including especially independent liberal arts colleges, are more nimble, deeply committed to undergraduate education, and student-centered, but they do not understand why tuition goes up so much faster than inflation at these institutions, why elite institutions educate so few low-income students, and why we won’t increase our enrollment so that the supply of the kind of education we provide can increase for the good of the nation.  They also believe we overestimate our success at achieving our educational goals for students because we do not do enough honest assessment.  Indeed, in my experience, the most elite liberal arts colleges are most likely to operate with rose colored glasses on with regard to educational outcomes.  In the end, though, since we are a relatively small piece of the national action, they chose to ignore us in their report, figuring that the report won’t do us any harm ultimately (we are resilient) and might even make us angry enough to make our own case to the public better.  We are, ultimately, irrelevant from their point of view.
· Very importantly, the majority of the members on the commission believe that what needs to happen is what they believe works in for-profit sectors of the economy where the providers have gotten sluggish and ineffective:

· They believe things will get better if competition increases and if existing providers are challenged by a variety of newcomers, including for-profit providers.  Hence they advocate lowering barriers to entry in a sector with traditionally very high barriers to entry, including especially accreditation.

· They believe things will get better and everything will get more efficient if the amount of accurate information on costs and product qualities and outcomes is increased dramatically.

· They believe things will get better if government subsidizes the mediocre providers less and less, so declining government support is essential to fixing the system.

· They believe that things will get better if barriers to switching providers are lowered or removed so that students can move easily from one provider to another, seeking both higher quality and lower cost.  This is why so much attention is given in the report to ease of transfer from one part of the system to another.  They want to encourage students to take their first two years of study at junior and community colleges where the price per course is lower both because they do not believe the large comprehensive and research universities provide lower-division courses that are any better and because that is another way to starve the slow, lumbering, inefficient beasts that provide the majority of undergraduate education in America—starve them by encouraging student tuitions to go elsewhere.
· Again, it’s important to note that we—selective liberal arts colleges—are essentially irrelevant to all of this in the view of the Spellings Commission:  too small to make much of a dent in the national problem, using models for teaching and learning that are more expensive than the rest of higher education can afford and so not replicable (in their view) elsewhere as effective solutions, and unwilling (given the logic Gordon Winston explains to us
) to grow, thereby increasing the supply of our much better alternative.  
· This analysis is how I’ve come to imagine, though I have not confirmed their reasoning with them, why the several old and knowledgeable friends of liberal education on the Spellings Commission—e.g. Art Rothkopf, retired president of Lafayette; Charles Vest, retired president of MIT; Bob Zemsky, noted higher education policy researcher—could ultimately vote for the report, despite their understanding of what we do.  

 So What are my Major Criticisms of the Report?
· There is no vision of what kind of education students should be receiving for the 21st century.  Rather, reforms are advocated that will inevitably lead toward a cafeteria, grab and go undergraduate education lacking in coherence and depth.  See my summary of AAC&U’s Liberal Education:  America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative for a description of a real 21st century education.  The critique is most often that graduates of our colleges and universities don’t know enough (give examples), when our goals involve getting students to know important things for sure, but even more importantly getting students to graduate with the qualities of mind, analytical, and other skills necessary for them to be lifelong learners who are both motivated to keep learning and able to keep learning.
· There is no real grasp in the report of the significant improvements that have been made in undergraduate science and mathematics education nationally, and how those improvements were accomplished, and no grasp of the fact that these improvements have resulted in significant increases in science and mathematics baccalaureate production, especially among women.  The report could have recommended ways to build on this success.

· There is no evident understanding in the report of the differences between published prices (tuition, comprehensive fee) and net student costs, or any clear evident understanding of the differences between what students and families pay and what higher education costs per student.  The Commission spent a lot of time in its deliberations deciding ultimately not to recommend regulation of college and university tuitions which, if they had recommended it and it had been enacted would limit only what the wealthiest students and families pay at most campuses.
· Finally, the complete lack of attention to building and sustaining the nation’s college and university professoriate is very significant.  I believe it can be explained once one realizes that the Commission is really recommending the disestablishment of undergraduate education as we know it, having concluded that the vast majority of students are attending institutions that will not and cannot change, and that these institutions are essentially controlled by faculty—why reproduce and support the very people who have caused most of the trouble?  So, national strategy has to be “starve the beast” and free the market up to replace it with more efficient, flexible, and market responsive alternatives.  

� Gordon C. Winston, “Why Can’t a College be More Like a Firm?,” Change, September/October, 1997.  Winston argues persuasively that, because all students are subsidized and while therefore adding a student at the margin will increase net revenue but dilute the average subsidy per student, there is little to no incentive to increase enrollment because a decline in the average subsidy per student will decrease an institution’s admissions competitiveness.
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