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The relationship of higher education to the larger society has changed significantly over this century.  Yes; true.  Our fundamental mission is unchanged: the creation, preservation, and dissemination of knowledge through scholarship, research and teaching.


Still, the world and the role of higher education are irrevocably altered.  From the European side, the change was most recently evident in the joint declaration of the European Ministers of Education convened in Bologna this past June. The Ministers cleverly blended the world of the past with the reality of the future when they said:   "A Europe of Knowledge is now widely recognized as an irreplaceable factor for social and human growth and as an indispensable component to consolidate and enrich the European citizenship, capable of giving its citizens the necessary competencies to face the challenges of the new millennium, together with an awareness of shared values and belonging to common social and cultural space."


So it is that especially during the last quarter of this century, governments have begun to grasp a clearer understanding of the relationship of learning to individual life chances and to the collective economic competitiveness.  Education is now understood to be essential to the capacity to survive and thrive in the new knowledge based, technology driven age.  And as a result, pressures for access to higher education, for wider choice among the many options, for quality assurance, and for comparability of credentials have escalated.  The very purposes of higher learning are being altered by governments, by the demands of students, and by institutions themselves.


A few months ago Alan Greenspan, Chairman of the U.S. Federal Reserve Board, spoke to college and university presidents assembled in Washington.  The occasion was of interest in at least two respects.  First, it was interesting that the academic community would choose to invite the Chairman of the Federal Reserve Board as a keynote speaker.  That had not happened before. And perhaps even more unusual, it was interesting that he should choose to come.  The explanation for the invitation and the acceptance became clearer as Greenspan spoke.  He talked of the gradual change of the U.S. economy from its agricultural roots of the last century to the industrial economy of the 20th Century, and its transition to what he argued is the conceptual economy of the present. 


In that new conceptual economy, Greenspan suggested, wealth is no longer measured primarily in terms of natural resources, raw materials, tons of production and other conventional means.  He pointed out, for example, that the actual weight of the US gross national product – its tonnage – had declined over the last decade, even during a period of unprecedented economic growth in the GNP.  The growth, he argued, was made possible by intellectual capital, human talent, creativity, knowledge and the greatly expanded capacity of people and complex systems.


If Chairman Greenspan has a valid point, then it follows that education – learning – at every level, has now taken on a new value; new social, economic and political significance.  If there is now a direct link between higher education and capacity for economic growth and competitiveness, it is not surprising that Greenspan should have chosen to speak to college and university presidents in the U.S. nor that the Ministers of Education of the European Union Nations should have assembled in Bologna, Italy, to consider the relationship of higher education to the continent's overall development.  The two events are part of the same global pattern.


This rise in the visibility and relevance of higher learning to the life chances of individuals and the prospects of nations and continents explains, at least in part, the growing concern for issues of comparability, and quality assurance.  Meeting these expectations however, is likely to be more taxing, more difficult, than in earlier, simpler days.


In a simpler world in which there were fewer providers of higher learning, in which higher education institutions served relatively homogeneous populations, in which the purposes of learning and the standards of quality were relatively well established and understood, and in which the methods of teaching and learning were relatively conventional, questions of comparability and transferability – arguably – were easier to resolve.  


But this simpler world has left us, both in the U.S. and in Europe.  New providers are appearing almost daily.  Wholly new populations of students – some young, some older, some gifted, some less so – now seek higher learning. In some instances, different purposes and different outcomes of learning are being sought by the new learners and the novice providers.  Technology has changed us too.  The computer opens up vast new possibilities for conveying information while at the same time altering both the form and substance of higher education.  The challenge of gaining "comparability" therefore has escalated and it is almost certain to continue to do so. 


There is now in the U.S. and worldwide a host of new providers of learning.  (Some may be in fact "new"; others may simply be "new" to the locale in which they now operate.) The Open University of the UK, for example, will commence operation in the U.S. this academic year.  The University of Phoenix continues to expand, not just in the United States but in Europe as well.  Over 1,000 (so called) corporate universities in the U.S. now offer learning opportunities to employees and increasingly they and their employers expect some degree of comparability and transferability with the traditional higher education system.  


To further complicate matters, some of the new providers are traditional not-for-profit groups, but increasingly – with the more obvious link of learning and earning power – the new providers are organized on a for-profit basis and supported by private capital.  At least in the US, policy makers tend to treat for profit and not for profit the same.  The vision of a more inclusive, responsive system of higher education therefore is also joined by the opportunity for fraud, for exploitation and misrepresentation.  So it is that this new world is exciting and inspiring; but it is also troublesome.


These new providers, both in Europe and the U.S., join an already complex, only loosely coordinated system of higher education.  For the U.S., for example, the some 3,600 campuses in 50 states have vastly differing missions, curricula, governing structures and constituencies.  They range from research universities such as Harvard, Yale, Berkeley and Illinois to some 1,200 community colleges, nearly 1,600 private liberal arts colleges and hundreds of regional and state supported universities and colleges from one end of the country to the other.  The "system", if one can call it that, operates with relatively little central control or oversight by the Federal government and, in the case of the hundreds of private colleges and universities in the U.S., it fights to maintain an arms length independence from governmental control.


The range and diversity of US institutions is immense. The variety of student interests, academic capabilities and desires is virtually endless.  And yet over the years the system has functioned in a flexible way in which all of these interests, purposes and desires have been more or less sorted out and met with a reasonable (although far from perfect) amount of mobility and transferability of students, faculty and credentials thoughout the system. The future in the U.S., however, is not so clear.


New providers such as the University of Phoenix, The Western Governors University, and new coalitions of corporate and academic providers, have been made possible by a sharp increase in the application of technology to teaching and learning.  The consequences almost certainly will strain and test the system.  It is not yet clear that the traditional mechanisms that have allowed a reasonable degree of "comparability", transferability and mobility within this diverse system will be capable of handling the new challenge.


Historically, voluntary accreditation in the U.S. – that is academic organizations created expressly for the purpose of overseeing and certifying academic quality and thereby enhancing mobility, transferability and comparability of courses, programs, students and faculty – has been a major tool in achieving comparability and mobility.  Begun decades ago by coalitions of respected U.S. colleges and universities, accreditation has operated largely outside of governmental control.  Accreditors' judgments, on the other hand, have been relied on by governments, for example in the determination of eligibility for student and institutional aid, and by employers and the general public in making the most basic judgments about quality.  But more to the point, accreditation has been useful to institutions in making judgments on the transfer of students, the acceptance of prior academic work, and in making judgments about comparability.  


For those of you who may not know this patchwork system well, there are three broad types of accreditation that operate in the United States.  Regional accreditors such as the North Central, New England, or Southern Association accredit whole institutions.  National accreditors also accredit institutions, but these institutions frequently have a narrower, more focused purpose, such as vocational or career schools or seminaries.  The third group of accreditors, specialized and professional accreditors, certify the quality of specific programs and schools within institutions, such as programs and degrees in engineering, medicine, nursing, law, or in disciplines such as chemistry.


The several groups tend to share certain common qualities. They are non-governmental, non-commercial, peer review organizations controlled by the academy itself.  Accredited institutions become "members" of the accrediting association, support it with their dues, and control its standards and policies through established governance mechanisms.  Accreditation relies on institutional self study and self-criticism in the assessment of quality.  And this, in turn, provides a base from which independent academic colleagues from outside the institution can examine the evidence and conduct a site visit to confirm or challenge the institutional self assessment of its academic quality and the learning outcomes of its graduates.


Who, one should ask, accredits the accreditors?  Again, for the U.S., the answer has been both the academy and the government.  Currently the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) is the oversight body maintained for this purpose by the academic community.  CHEA has standards by which it reviews accrediting organizations.  It "recognizes" (or fails to recognize) accreditors.  And institutions, in turn, can take CHEA action into account in deciding whether or not to seek accreditation from a particular group.


While the United States government does not directly accredit institutions or programs, the government does have standards by which it reviews and recognizes accrediting organizations.  Following a complex process and in accord with criteria set down in federal law and regulation, the Secretary of Education recognizes, or fails to recognize, the accreditors.  And, in the case of regional and national accreditation, failure by an accrediting group to gain recognition by the Secretary of Education, or failure by an institution to be accredited by a recognized accreditor, could carry profound consequences.  In the case of the institution, its students would be disqualified from receiving federal student aid. Other higher education institutions might or might not accept transfer of students and academic work from that institution.  And employers might or might not recognize the credential.  Accreditation for many institutions is a foregone conclusion; for some others, it is a matter of life and death.


As suggested earlier, the primary beneficiaries of accreditation in the United States have been the institutions themselves.  Absent a National Ministry of Education, given 50 different states, and in a system composed of large numbers of private as well as public colleges and universities, institutions themselves needed to take some form of collective action to insure that students could transfer academic work from one institution to another, that credentials from one institution would be understood and accepted by another, and that faculty mobility from one institution or region to another would be possible.  Accreditation has helped make that so.


In some ways this history is not greatly different from the challenge now faced by Europe.  In the Bologna declaration, Ministers called for the adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees, distinctions between undergraduate and graduate studies, a system of "credits" as a means of promoting student mobility, and European quality assurance to satisfy the concerns of faculties, institutions, students, employers, governments and the public.  Increasingly that same challenge will face the U.S. and the global community of scholars. 

Still, in the U.S, our current system of accreditation is viewed by increasing numbers of critics as inadequate.  With all the progress that has been made over the years, accreditation as a means of assuring quality and comparability is often criticized as offering too little, too late, by  failing to deal firmly and promptly with institutions that fail to maintain minimum standards of academic quality.  

Moreover, in any system of academic quality control there is an inherent tension between the requirement for synchronization of certain fundamental academic quality standards, on the one hand, and the need to preserve diversity, variety, institutional autonomy and academic freedom on the other.  Finding the right balance in the U.S. has proven to be difficult.  Accreditors, from time to time, have given the appearance to critics of heavy handed ideologues and advocates of special interests rather than the true guardians of academic quality.  Accrediting groups presently are being criticized as too slow to adapt standards and procedures to assess the quality of technologically delivered instruction and to confront the challenges posed by new providers who offer learning not just in one region or locale, but globally.

Still, with all these shortcomings, the alternatives in the US to collective action and self-regulation by the academic community are even less appealing.  Like democracy, academic self-regulation, though flawed, seems the only acceptable alternative. Given the character and structure of higher education in the U.S., and absent a complete failure of academic self-regulation, it is not feasible or politically acceptable for government to take a strong hand in making judgments about academic quality or in making decisions about mobility, transferability and comparability.  

It is in this sense that I would argue that in Europe and in the U.S., it is far preferable that academic institutions and scholars in our respective institutions and countries take the lead in providing comparability and assuring academic quality to meet the needs of governments and employers, and more importantly, to meet the needs of the academy itself.

As we do so, we must be conscious of the fact that the benchmarks of quality are changing.  The pressure increasingly will be to assess the quality of learning outcomes rather than the quality of the academic processes or "inputs".  The library at the University of Illinois, for example, was the pride of the campus, the largest and most comprehensive of any public university in the United States.  The University of Phoenix, on the other hand, prides itself on having no library, but instead making available learning resources to its students electronically.  And for all institutions, the actual size of the library has become less of an issue and accessibility of materials and resources to students a much greater one.

But even more basic questions are being asked in the U.S.  For example, critics argue (not without justification) that "credits" and "seat time" actually tell us very little about the extent and quality of student learning.  The more relevant issue is not so much "time on task", but what students know, and what they are able to do as a result of that knowledge.  The credentials of the faculty, their numbers and reputations, tell us a great deal, but they do not necessarily tell us much about student accomplishment and the complex analytical thought processes graduates may or may not be able to perform. 

Given new providers who have not yet established records of academic integrity, and given the new technological approaches to teaching and learning that remain largely  untested, the assessment of learning outcomes is a relevant concern.  But it is a massive and expensive undertaking and one that could ultimately detract from as well as protect the quality of higher learning.  Our mechanisms for quality assessment fall short of what is required now, and even farther from the mark of what ultimately may be needed.

The changing student population will make the task no easier. Traditional views of academic quality tend to be based on the assumption of "traditional students" – 17 to 21 years old, young people from middle and upper middle income families who pursue their education full time, in residence.  The majority of college and university students in the U.S., however, no longer fit that mold.  Huge numbers of students take one or two courses but hold a job as well.  The age of students is rising.  Life long learning has moved from being an academic cliché to a practical necessity.  Phoenix, for example, caters only to fully employed, adult learners and the ways it goes about that task, and the standards by which it (and others) would assess quality and comparability don't fit the traditional mold.

For all of us in academic life and in every other sector, the world has become much smaller.  Economically, politically, culturally we are more interdependent. Just as the Erasmus program intensified the movement of students and faculty in Europe, it will be crucial for students from other continents to come to Europe in increasing numbers to learn and for European students and scholars to move freely around the globe.  Citizens will expect it; governments will demand it.  And institutions of higher learning should embrace it.

In such a complex global "system", the diversity among academic programs, institutions, cultures and nationalities is a precious asset.  In the march toward comparability, our differences are important to preserve and foster.  Academic variety is not something to be bureaucratically homogenized.   And for this concern alone, it is the academy, not government, that should make judgments about quality and respond to the demands for comparability.  

We must also be the ultimate guardians of our purposes.  As we must accept and embrace the new relevance of higher learning in the conceptual economy, in the "Europe of Knowledge", for example, we must also help our patrons and policy makers understand that higher education goes far beyond economic competitiveness and ultimately is concerned with our intellectual and cultural heritage and with what it means to be human.

Universities in Europe and the U.S. have responded to these challenges over the ages because we have been willing to change, to experiment, to identify niches, to take calculated academic risks and to maintain the flexibility essential in a swiftly changing academic and global environment.   There is no obvious alternative. The most crucial element of academic self governance is the definition of quality, and the creation of the comparability, mobility and employability that flows from it. We dare not default and fail to grasp the challenge.
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