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While the United States is still among the top five most educated nations internationally, it has
slipped to fifteenth in terms of the rate of college completion for Americans aged twenty-four to
thirty-five. This unhappy development—so at odds with our history of international leadership both
in college-going and in world-class postsecondary institutions—has rightly been taken as a wake-up
call. With vigorous leadership from policy centers and major philanthropies, educators now are in-
tensely focused on reversing this downward trend. Completion and productivity initiatives are cas-
cading, and new performance incentives for improved degree production are being unveiled in one
state system after another.

Our nation’s future does indeed depend on developing all Americans’ talents to the fullest extent
possible, and the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) has been strongly
committed to that goal since we first launched our Greater Expectations initiative (the forerunner of

our current Liberal Education and
America’s Promise, or LEAP, en-
deavors) over a decade ago. In the

opening pages of the 2002 Greater Expectations report, we noted the evidence that college has be-
come a “revolving door” for entirely too many students, at high cost to their hopes for the future and
to society’s need for a well-educated citizenry. In that spirit, we have welcomed the intensified focus
on student success and completion, which AAC&U’s board of directors embraced in an official state-
ment released in 2010.

What the AAC&U board said then, however, remains true today: the intense national commitment to
increased college attainment needs to be matched by an equally intense focus on quality or, more
specifically, on the kinds and levels of learning that degree attainment is supposed to represent.
Completion ought reliably to mean that students have demonstrated—cumulatively, over time—
their acquisition of the knowledge and skills they will need for the complex and fast-changing chal-
lenges of work, citizenship, and contemporary life.

Unfortunately, however, the completion agenda is steaming ahead without setting either goals or
markers for educational quality. As the authors in this issue of Liberal Education make patently clear,
when we create incentive systems for enhanced degree production, with no questions asked about the
sufficiency of learning, the door is literally wide open to choices that deplete rather than build educa-
tional quality. The articles on completion we share in these pages are thoughtful—and sobering. One
foundation is already sharing Debra Humphrey’s lead article with its productivity grantees. I hope this
issue will open a candid dialogue and invite a much needed policy “do-over” designed to make quality
the driver for completion and productivity.

As national studies on “high-impact practices” make clear, higher education already has invented a
raft of learning-intensive programs and pedagogies that, the evidence shows, can simultaneously lift
both completion rates and student achievement of key skills such as writing, research, and analytical
reasoning. There are well-tested models for deploying technology not for course delivery, but in support
of high-order student inquiry and achievement. The question is whether we’re willing to use the
knowledge we already have to create incentives for high-quality learning as well as incentives for in-
creased degree production. It shouldn’t be an either/or choice; we can do both.

In what follows, I offer my own observations on where the completion and productivity agendas
have gone awry, and on how we can actually achieve those greater expectations.
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The term “quality” is scarcely even mentioned in most of the abundant policy materials that frame
the nation’s current efforts on completion and productivity. Even when invoked, quality is never de-
fined. Policy statements at all levels promise solemnly that costs can be cut and graduation rates
raised “with no compromise of quality,” of course. But absent meaningful reference points—or incen-
tives—for the demonstrated achievement of quality, warnings against its erosion are empty at best.
The real message seems to be “more degrees, cheaper and faster” with no questions asked about what
the degree represents. 

Absent meaningful markers for quality, the real proxy for progress on completion and productivity
has become, de facto, that hardy but hoary invention of the early twentieth century, the course credit
hour. Established over a century ago, in the heyday of the industrial assembly line, and given a signifi-
cant boost forward when Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching promoted it, the
credit hour signals the purported combination of students’ time spent in class plus the time spent
outside of class learning course-aligned material. 

Freshened up and sometimes disaggregated (by student subgroup and/or income), the credit hour is
now the marker of choice for reporting progress on persistence, retention to the next level, transfer of
courses from one institution to another, and, of course, degree attainment itself. It is our de facto proxy
for quality. But as a proxy, it both protects and disguises subprime performance. 

Employers are pleading with colleges and universities to build higher levels of American capability.
Yet, credit hour production tells us only about “efficient through-put” and, when used in productivity
analysis, the comparative costs of different degrees. Credit hours tell us absolutely nothing about what
students are even doing in a course, much less about their levels of achievement. Does the course re-
quire extensive writing? Research? Projects? Team problem solving? Applied learning? Or just coasting
and exam-time cramming? The federal government has recently blown the whistle on courses that
meet too briefly for the credit hours awarded. But frankly, this is a small part of a much larger problem. 

The credit hour is equitably awarded for high-impact learning and low-impact
activity alike. It is our coin of exchange. When it comes to actual quality, however,
the credit hour effectively hides rather than reveals. And yet, incentives for increased
credit production—at lower cost—have become the strategy of choice for making
America once again the “first in the world.” 

The mounting evidence on the quality shortfall
As this association has insisted for a decade—and as this issue of Liberal Education
insists once again—the real key to economic opportunity and advancement depends not on whether
the student possesses a credential, but rather on whether students actually leave college with that rich
portfolio of learning that employers seek and society urgently needs: broad knowledge, strong intellectual
and practical skills, grounded commitments to personal and social responsibility, and demonstrated
capacity to deal with complex challenges.

The facts are stark. As ACT annually reports, only one in four students who enroll in college is well
prepared to be there. Most need help to recover from an inadequate foundation—in math and science,
history, global cultures, languages, critical thinking, writing and problem solving, even in basic
civics—from a school curriculum that is simply not strong enough. Or, enrolling students have been
out of school for a while and need to strengthen basic skills that they may not have used in years. Or,
the college students may be second-language learners and need a lot of support to make the transition to
college-level learning in their new tongue. 

The completion
agenda is steaming
ahead without 
setting either goals 
or markers for 
educational quality



While we would like to believe that college helps all these short-changed learners get
up to speed, there is overwhelming evidence that many college seniors graduate still lacking
essential capacities that they need for work, for citizenship, and for lives of continuous
learning. These graduates—“successful” in their acquisition of the right number of course
credits—possess credentials, but they have not achieved the kinds of learning that a degree
should represent.

Not long ago, Margaret Spellings and entire platoons of policy leaders all were urging
higher education to take responsibility for assessing students’ actual learning in college.
And, in fact, higher education has been doing that assessment. There now is a raft of highly
creditable studies—including a synthesis of research on learning compiled by former Harvard
President Derek Bok—probing different aspects of students’ learning in college. Later this
year, AAC&U will publish its own synthesis of “what is known” about students’ progress on
the essential learning outcomes that we have emphasized through our LEAP initiative. 

What do these studies actually tell us? Colleges are “underachieving,” says Derek Bok.
Students are making small gains or even declining on several key measures of learning out-
comes, say the scholars doing a longitudinal study of student achievement through the
Wabash Center of Inquiry in the Liberal Arts. In 2006 and 2007, 14,000 seniors earned an
average grade of F in a test of basic civic and historical knowledge, reports the Intercollegiate
Studies Institute. Graduates lack global knowledge and are weak on key competencies
such as writing and critical thinking, say employers surveyed by Hart Research Associates
for AAC&U. There have been few documented gains in the level of student learning since
our 2005 report on Liberal Education Outcomes, AAC&U’s forthcoming synthesis of the
evidence concludes.

The “preponderance of the evidence,” as AAC&U’s own director of assessment puts it,
shows us that many students do indeed complete college without actually achieving the
high-level capacities and complex knowledge that a liberal—and liberating—education
ought to provide. 

The completion and productivity juggernaut pays no attention to any of this. At best, it
kindly assumes that if students gather the right number of course credits, “success” has been
achieved by definition. At worst, productivity enthusiasts are looking for ways to accelerate
“degree production” by focusing on narrow, technical training credentials tied to specific “labor
market signals and needs,” while paring back or eliminating entirely the broader education
and higher-order intellectual skills that have long been the key to our world leadership in
postsecondary education. This may help us increase through-put, but it perversely defeats
the entire project of helping Americans achieve higher levels of knowledge and capability.

What can be done to provide twenty-first-century quality markers?
While there is good reason to sound the alarm bells about both the existing quality short-
fall and the policies likely to worsen it, there also is reason for hope. Just a year ago, the
Lumina Foundation released in beta form—for widespread experimentation and testing—
the Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP), a twenty-first-century quality framework that is
intended to provide the quality markers higher education so urgently needs. Today, the DQP
is being tested and evaluated in a suite of Lumina-supported projects organized by national
associations, including AAC&U, and by some of the accrediting associations. Over one
hundred highly diverse colleges, community colleges, and universities—public and private—
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already are involved in testing the DQP for a broad array of purposes, from curriculum de-
sign to assessments of students’ cumulative learning to transfer. Other campuses are “shad-
owing” the grant-funded projects, using the DQP for their own purposes. The new CUNY
community college, for example, has used the DQP to design its entire curriculum and, in
fact, has significantly improved on the source document. 

As one of the authors of the draft DQP, I am truly pleased that Lumina is inviting the
entire educational community to become part of a meaningful discussion about the right
reference points for quality. I am also very pleased that the current content of the DQP reflects
the views of the AAC&U community about the essential aims and learning outcomes—or, in
DQP terms, competencies—needed for success in the economy and to contribute to a
flourishing democracy. The DQP emphasizes the importance of broad as well as specialized
learning for degree earners at the associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s levels. It calls for students
to develop intellectual skills that faculty value and employers seek. It makes preparation for
democracy—civic learning—an expected component of all degree programs. It calls for
students to integrate their learning across disciplines, in general education and majors, and
to apply that learning to complex, unscripted questions. And it argues that the actual test
of a twenty-first-century education is whether students can apply their learn-
ing to new settings and complex problems. This is liberal education in contem-
porary form, albeit now a “rose by another name.”

Many worry almost reflexively that a framework of this sort will be con-
straining. But, in fact, the framing of this document is intended to apply to a
wide array of academic content and curricula. At the heart of the vision of the
DQP is an insistence that once we know what students are supposed to accom-
plish, there are a multitude of ways to develop and certify their achievement.

But how is DQP achievement actually certified? What I personally like best
about the DQP is that it builds directly from the evidence-based research on the
value of high-effort, high-engagement practices in fostering student 
achievement and supporting student persistence in college. If you read the DQP
carefully, you’ll see that, again and again, it places students’ effortful work at the very cen-
ter of the assessment equation. Projects, research, writing, performances, portfolios—
course-based and field-based—are the centerpiece of DQP assessment. The idea is simple.
As a group, faculty plan the kind of robust assignments and tasks that will enable students
to develop knowledge and competency in their fields. Faculty then evaluate, at milestone
moments, whether students are demonstrating the expected level of learning. Our own
Lumina project will experiment, across nine state systems and at two-year and four-year
institutions, with effective ways to document graduation-level achievement and ways to
report it externally that are accessible, transparent, and persuasive.

How would we tie these DQP innovations back to the completion agenda? I believe the
answer is to create incentives both for students’ timely completion and for evidence of stu-
dents’ demonstrated achievement in relation to Degree Qualifications competencies. We
already know that students’ engagement in high-effort, high-impact work helps keep them
in college. If we can link demonstrated DQP achievement—anchored in exactly the kind
of effortful student work that supports both persistence and learning—to the new comple-
tion and productivity incentives, we will produce the completion agenda “do-over” higher
education urgently needs.—CAROL GEARY SCHNEIDER

If we can link 
demonstrated DQP
achievement to 
the new completion
and productivity 
incentives, we will 
produce the completion
agenda “do-over”
higher education
urgently needs
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This issue focuses on the completion agenda, that more or less coordinated effort to achieve

the national goal of increasing—significantly and quickly—the overall number of college graduates in

the United States. From campus, state, and national perspectives, the Featured Topic section provides

an overview of the various policies and proposals designed to improve graduation rates and increase

the efficiency of degree production, and examines some of the negative unintended consequences that

may result from their implementation. The overarching concern expressed by the authors is that, unless

it is complemented by sustained attention to educational quality, the completion agenda could under-

mine the progress currently being made to ensure that all students attain higher levels of achievement

on an array of important twenty-first-century learning outcomes—that is, to ensure they receive a high-

quality college education that responds to our nation’s contemporary economic and social needs. 

It may seem ironic for the higher education community to resist aspects of the completion

agenda. For government and philan-

thropy to join together in seeking

ways to get more students into and

(more quickly) out of college is, at one level, a show of confidence in American higher education:

“We value what you do, and we want you to do more of it.” Yet, although speed and efficiency may

be the watchwords of certain phases of industrial production, colleges and universities are not degree

factories. The application of managerial principles unsuited to the enterprise would almost certainly

be counterproductive, ultimately devaluing the college degree by lowering the quality of the 

education it represents.

Proponents of the completion agenda believe that the United States must regain its lost standing

as the country with the highest proportion of college graduates. The authors in this issue agree, but

with the added proviso that we must simultaneously strive to ensure that those graduates are all truly

prepared for participation in both the global economy and the civic life of the nation, and that they

are equipped with the knowledge and skills that support the lifelong learning needed to sustain suc-

cess in both spheres. In other words, as Scott Evenbeck and Kathy Johnson put it, “the increase in

the number of degrees [must] be an increase in high-quality degrees.”—DAVID TRITELLI
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AAC&U President Speaks at
White House Event on Civic
Learning
On January 10, AAC&U President
Carol Geary Schneider joined Under
Secretary of Education Martha Kanter
at the White House to present findings
and recommendations from A Crucible
Moment: College Learning and Democ-
racy’s Future, a new report on the civic
mission of higher education. Respond-
ing to widespread concern about the
nation’s anemic civic health, the re-
port calls for investment in the capac-
ity of higher education to replenish
the nation’s social, intellectual, and
civic capital.

President Schneider is one of eleven
members of the National Task Force
on Civic Learning and Democratic
Engagement, which authored the re-
port. At the invitation of the US 
Department of Education, and under
the joint leadership of the Global 
Perspective Institute and AAC&U, 
A Crucible Moment was shaped through
a series of national roundtables that 
involved leaders from all parts of the
civic renewal community. The full 
report is available online at www.aacu
.org/civic_learning/crucible.

Kentucky Becomes the
Seventh LEAP State 
In December 2011, AAC&U and the
Kentucky Council on Postsecondary
Education announced that Kentucky
had become the seventh official state
partner in the Liberal Education and
America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative.

Using LEAP resources, colleges and
universities in Kentucky already had
been working to clarify the common
learning outcomes expected of all
two-year and four-year college stu-
dents in the state. Additional infor-
mation about LEAP Kentucky is
available online at www.aacu.org/
leap/kentucky.cfm.

AAC&U to Launch New 
NEH-Funded Project
The National Endowment for the 
Humanities (NEH) has awarded a
$360,000 grant to AAC&U and the
Democracy Commitment, a new com-
munity college network focused on
civic learning and agency. The funding
will support a three-year curriculum
and faculty development project called
Bridging Cultures to Form a Nation:
Difference, Community, and Democ-
ratic Thinking. In this project, twelve
competitively selected community
colleges will work to advance four
goals: (1) to infuse questions about
difference, community, and democratic
thinking into high-enrollment transfer
courses in the humanities; (2) to pro-
mote greater adoption of proven high-
impact practices; (3) to create a series
of humanities-enriched professional
development opportunities for com-
munity college faculty, especially 
adjunct faculty; and (4) to expand 
faculty involvement through collabo-
ration with additional community 
colleges and partnership with state
humanities councils.  

• February 23–25, 2012
General Education and Assess-
ment: New Contexts, New Cultures
New Orleans, Louisiana

• March 22–24, 2012
Student Success: Pushing 
Boundaries, Raising Bars
Seattle, Washington

• June 2–6, 2012
Institute on General Education
and Assessment
The Hotel at Turf Valley, 
Ellicott City, Maryland 

• June 19–23, 2012
Institute on High-Impact 
Practices and Student Success
Portland State University 

• July 11–15, 2012
Institute on Integrative Learning
and the Departments
The University of Vermont

• July 17–22 and July 31–
August 5, 2012
PKAL Summer Leadership 
Institutes for STEM Faculty
Baca Campus of Colorado College

Upcoming Meetings
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THIS ARTICLE addresses the broad-based reform movement led by state and federal policy
makers and designed to increase dramatically the number of students graduating from our
nation’s colleges and universities. This movement—known as “the completion agenda”—
aims to collect more and better data about students’ educational progress toward degrees,

to enact new policies that incentivize increased graduation rates
and improve the efficiency of degree production, and to tie fund-

ing to increased completion rates. 
Rooted in the increasingly tight linkage between educational attainment and success

in the global economy, external pressure on higher education to increase the numbers of
college graduates has been building for decades. As part of this pressure, President
Obama (2009) set an ambitious goal in his very first State of the Union address: “By
2020, America will once again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the
world.” The president noted that, “in a global economy where the most valuable skill
you can sell is your knowledge, a good education is no longer just a pathway to opportu-
nity—it is a prerequisite” and that “every American will need to get more than a high
school diploma.”

The Department of Education, many leading foundations, and many policy organiza-
tions have taken up President Obama’s challenge. Unfortunately, the ensuing comple-
tion reform movement was launched in the midst of a severe economic downturn and
after years of demographic shifts and educational shortfalls at both the K-12 and higher
education levels. College access and completion have been stunningly stratified by
income and by community of origin for many years. At least three out of four students
who make it to campus are underprepared to succeed there (ACT 2011), and many need
serious remediation to bring their skills and knowledge up to college levels. A signifi-
cant number of these students are working, often carrying the kind of workload that
studies show is correlated with high levels of failure to complete. And due to weaknesses
in data tracking, far too little is known about transfer students; graduation rates, there-
fore, are only approximations. Turning this ship around will be challenging indeed.

The enormity of the challenge posed by these obstacles would seem to call for greater
investment in both K-12 schooling and, especially, public higher education in order to
increase the numbers of students prepared for and graduating from college. Yet funding
for higher education has been trending in just the opposite direction for many years, and

It is up to educators
and college and 
university leaders
themselves to 
push back against 
the completion-only
agenda and to 
take the lead in 
recommending 
and implementing
policies that 
put the quality 
of learning first

DEBRA HUMPHREYS is vice president for communications and public affairs at the Association of
American Colleges and Universities.
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accelerated the plummeting of public subsidies.
As a result, the actual costs of college are rising
inexorably for students. The cost shifting—
from the public to individual students and their
families—has made cost, rather than either
completion or the quality of learning, the
dominant public concern. Elected officials at
the state level also are faced with increasingly
tough budget choices, and thus the completion
agenda has morphed into a more-completion-
at-less-cost agenda. This movement is poised
to have a profound effect on how colleges and
universities throughout the country operate.
Unfortunately, it has become too narrowly
focused; whereas society and the economy
need “more and better,” policy leaders are trying
to deliver “more and cheaper.” 

Completion initiatives
All the current completion initiatives are re-
sponding to a larger environment character-
ized by the globalization of the knowledge
economy. Members of the public understand
the broad trends and are flocking to colleges
and universities in order to increase their
chances of succeeding in a rapidly changing
economy. Too few of them, however, are com-
pleting college and, unfortunately, the United
States is currently projected to be, by 2018, 
at least three million college-educated workers
short to meet projected demand (Carnevale,
Smith, Strohl 2010). While the challenge of
educating an additional three million students
well is complex, most completion reform efforts
are focused simplistically on only one issue
based on one data set that demonstrates that
many students—especially those attending
two-year institutions, for-profit institutions,
and some state colleges and universities—
do not “cross the finish line” in a reasonable
amount of time (i.e., six years). This is actu-
ally true both for students who enter college
clearly underprepared for its rigors and for
those who have the appropriate levels of prepa-
ration but, for a variety of reasons, never
complete their degrees. In response, an enor-
mous part of the completion agenda has been
directed exclusively at increasing “on-time”
completion rates. 

For example, the Complete to Compete
initiative launched by the National Governors
Association (NGA) Center for Best Practices
in 2010 focuses primarily on promoting better

data collection to track student progress through
state higher education systems. One of the
theories of change underlying this initiative
holds that if institutions and states better un-
derstood how students are making their way
through public systems, educational and policy
leaders could and would improve the efficiency
of those systems. Accordingly, the NGA is
urging states to implement new performance
funding systems that tie institutional funding
to completion rates rather than initial enroll-
ment figures alone. This approach, which has
been tried with limited success in some states,
is intended to incentivize institutions to gradu-
ate more of the students they admit (Lederman
2011). Better data are indeed important, but
we need an even fuller set of data on both
graduation rates and student achievement in
order to meet the needs of the twenty-first-
century economy.

Complete College America (CCA), an in-
dependent initiative currently involving
twenty-nine states, is providing new models
for data collection—and, thereby, informing
the NGA effort. Yet, thus far, these models still
focus only on “time to degree” rather than on
completion with assurance of demonstrated
achievement. In the CCA, participating states
are required to commit to a comprehensive set
of reforms that include streamlining curricular
offerings and implementing strict performance
funding strategies tied to completion rates. 

Several large foundations—most notably
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and
the Lumina Foundation for Education—are
also funding dozens of initiatives designed to
increase productivity and completion rates
through projects to improve data collection,
streamline requirements, increase the effec-
tiveness of remedial or developmental educa-
tion programs, expand the use of various
student success strategies, increase the use of
online learning, and test strategies to increase
the rates by which students in two-year insti-
tutions transfer successfully to four-year insti-
tutions. Of course, all these initiatives depend
on other efforts to increase the number of high
school graduates who are prepared to succeed
in college. Yet, many of them rest on the sim-
plistic assumption that the causes of low grad-
uation rates are primarily a matter of neglect,
lack of awareness, misplaced priorities, or in-
competent leadership. The assumption that
underlies specifically the proposed performance
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funding policies is that, if
money isn’t explicitly tied to
graduation, educators and
leaders won’t focus on the
issue because they just won’t
pay attention or they just
don’t care whether their stu-
dents actually graduate. The
problem is more complex than these assump-
tions suggest.

It should be a national priority to pursue
productive approaches that help different
groups of students stay in college and graduate
on time, and we absolutely should make policy
changes and devote more resources to support
them. We should not, however, underestimate
the challenges to reaching these ambitious
goals. Data and leadership matter, but so do
resources—both financial and human. At pre-
sent, private foundations are the only source
of additional resources for these efforts. Fund-
ing for higher education is being reduced in

most states. It is safe to assume
that funding levels will re-
main low, at least in the short
term, and probably will con-
tinue to decline, especially at
public colleges and universities
(AASCU 2011). Under these
circumstances, we do indeed

have to tackle these issues with the same or
fewer resources. But we also must attend si-
multaneously to the serious quality of learning
shortfall that threatens to get even worse if
we maintain an exclusive focus on completion
and efficiency.

The quality shortfall
Many policy makers are missing the fact that
the projected shortfall in college-educated
workers is a result of today’s workplace requir-
ing a broader set of skills and higher levels
of learning than ever before. The Board of
Directors of the Association of American
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nized this broad trend in its 2010 statement,
The Quality Imperative, noting that “the qual-
ity shortfall is just as urgent as the attainment
shortfall” (1). There are, in fact, two dimen-
sions to the quality shortfall. First, too many
students are making little or no progress on
important learning outcomes while in college;
second, the increasing complexity of our world
is adding to what a well-educated person must
know and be able to do. Drawing on the find-
ings from recent research commissioned by
AAC&U, Carol Geary Schneider (2010) has
noted that “success in today’s workplace re-
quires achievement in at least six new areas of
knowledge and skill development, which have
been added to the already ambitious learning
portfolio required in earlier eras.” Employers
themselves are, for instance, asking for greater
emphasis on such traditional outcomes as
“communications, analytic reasoning, quanti-
tative literacy, broad knowledge of science and
society, and field-specific knowledge and skills.”
They are also asking for graduates with high
levels of “global knowledge and competence;
intercultural knowledge and skills; creativity
and innovation; teamwork and problem-solving
skills in diverse settings; information literacy

and fluency; and ethical reasoning and deci-
sion making.”

Even as the list of expected areas of knowl-
edge and skill development expands, evidence is
mounting that many college students are gradu-
ating without appropriate levels of achievement
in these essential areas of learning. Only be-
tween 5 and 10 percent of college graduates
have experienced even minimal global learn-
ing (Adelman 2004), for example, and more
than 35 percent of college students are making
minimal or no gains in their critical thinking
and writing skills over their four years in college
(Arum, Roksa, and Cho 2011). Employers’
overall assessment of higher education reflects
these data: only about a quarter believe that
colleges and universities are effectively prepar-
ing students for the challenges of today’s global
economy (Hart Research Associates 2010).
Ignoring these realities of the new knowledge
economy has caused a dangerous distortion of
priorities in education policy making. Many
policy makers, for instance, are focused so ex-
clusively on increasing the numbers of degrees
or certificates that they are shifting resources
to existing short-term training programs that
lead to narrowly focused certificates. This focus
misses the fact that although these narrow
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training programs may be cheaper to provide
initially, they actually depreciate in value to
the student and the economy. 

While the economy may need more workers
with the sort of technical skills that are po-
tentially provided by well-crafted two-year
programs, evidence suggests that even these
workers need a fuller set of skills and abilities
than traditional vocational training programs
provide. A recent study by the National Bureau
of Economic Research, for instance, docu-
ments that, “while the skills students learn
from a vocational education may ease their
transition into the labor market . . . those ini-
tial labor-market advantages fade as workers age.
The study found that individuals with a gen-
eral education are more likely to be employed
at age 50 than are those with a vocational edu-
cation. A general education was particularly
helpful in countries that experienced faster
economic growth and larger technological
change” (Inside Higher Ed 2011). At all levels,
then, the economy may be demanding more
workers with higher education degrees or cer-
tificates, but it is also demanding that all work-
ers have broader knowledge and skills as well.

On its own, remedying this quality shortfall
is a significant challenge. Getting the large
number of students who are at risk of dropping
out of college to increase their achievement
levels and graduate on time presents a still
greater challenge. Rather than addressing both
of these challenges, however, policy makers
seem to assume that all students who cross
some “finish line” have actually learned what
they need to compete successfully in the global
economy and contribute to rebuilding our de-
mocratic society. Abundant data suggest that
this assumption is simply false (Arum and
Roksa 2011; Pascarella et al. 2011; AAC&U
2005; Hart Research Associates 2010). The
truth is that colleges and universities are
struggling to educate a larger population of
students, many of whom are underprepared
for and unmotivated to work hard at college-
level learning at exactly the moment when
society and the global economy are demanding
even higher levels of learning from everyone. 

The dangers of a completion-only approach
Why shouldn’t we focus our efforts on creating
incentives to increase the number of students
prepared for college and the number who 
ultimately “cross the finish line”? Clearly, 

we should do this. But it is not the only thing
we should do. 

As an illustration of the dangers of a com-
pletion-only agenda, consider the so-called
STEM fields (science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics), which represent one
area of the economy where the shortages of
well-educated college graduates are most
acute. President Obama focused specifically
on these fields in his 2011 State of the Union
address, noting that “the first step in winning
the future is encouraging American innova-
tion.” As he put it, “we need to out-innovate,
out-educate, and out-build the rest of the
world.” Comparing the United States to other
nations, the president focused on how “nations
like China and India [have] started educating
their children earlier and longer, with greater
emphasis on math and science,” and he then
called for “100,000 new teachers in the fields
of science and technology and engineering
and math.”

In a blog posting published on the website
of the Atlantic Monthly a week after Obama’s
speech, Lane Wallace (2011) made the im-
portant point that, as he put it, “Innovation
Isn’t About Math.” We could respond to the
STEM shortfall just by pushing more and more
students into math and science fields—creat-
ing, for instance, incentives that encourage
them to major in those fields. We could even
streamline the requirements in those fields
and reduce the requirement that STEM majors
take general education courses in other areas,
such as history, art, literature, and global stud-
ies. Yet, these approaches miss an essential
piece of the puzzle. As Wallace pointed out,
“innovation experts and consultants stress re-
peatedly that innovation isn’t a matter of sub-
ject knowledge. It’s about thinking in flexible,
integrative, and multidisciplinary ways, across
many fields and types of knowledge. It’s about
being able to synthesize and integrate different
perspectives and models; of understanding
and taking into account different human, cul-
tural and economic needs, desires, values, and
factors, and, from all that, glimpsing a new
way forward that nobody else managed to
see.” We need to go beyond just helping more
students make their way through the same
old STEM curricula, or through more stream-
lined curricula. Instead, we need radically to
change how STEM fields are taught, and we
need to connect learning in those fields with a
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through more integrated general
education and major programs.  

Employers are calling on col-
leges and universities to focus
on educational practices that
require students to do research
projects and apply what they
are learning in real-world set-
tings. Eighty-four percent of employers believe
that expecting students to complete a signifi-
cant project that demonstrates their depth of
knowledge in their major and their acquisition
of analytical, problem-solving, and communica-
tion skills would help prepare them for success
in the global economy. Eighty-one percent of
employers believe that expecting students to
complete an internship or community-based
field project to connect classroom learning
with real-world experiences would also help
(Hart Research Associates 2010). These kinds
of practices have the potential to increase stu-
dents’ achievement of essential learning out-
comes, but they are not necessarily consistent
with calls to reduce requirements or streamline
curricula. And to focus exclusively on the num-
ber of courses or credits required or available to
students is likely to miss completely the need
for more students to experience more integra-
tive and engaged forms of college learning.  

Instead of exploring ways to increase stu-
dents’ exposure to deep learning, research, and
real-world applications of learning, colleges
and universities are facing strong pressure to
move in the opposite direction. Instead of
reinventing their general education programs
to make them more integrated and inclusive
of real-world and applied learning, institutions
are seeking to increase graduation rates by
“outsourcing” general education to high schools
or are encouraging their students to “get gen-
eral education out of the way” by picking up a
course here or there on the Internet. Individ-
ual institutions and state systems are reverting
back to Cold War–era general education cur-
ricula focused on broad but shallow exposure
to different disciplines. 

Two further examples illustrate this troubling
potential downside to a completion-only
agenda. As anyone who has followed the vari-
ous institutional ranking systems based on
limited data can attest, any system that uses
simplistic data (e.g., completion rates or alumni
giving rates) and attaches high stakes to the

publication of those data in-
vites manipulation of the data.
A recent case illustrates this
danger. An internal investiga-
tion at Edison State College in
Florida recently found that
about 75 percent of students in
three programs were allowed to
substitute elective credits for

required courses in order to ensure that these
students graduated on time and were able to
transfer into bachelor’s degree programs. The
Inside Higher Ed article reporting on this investi-
gation notes, rightly, that “with policy makers
in Washington and foundation officials placing
so much emphasis on improving college com-
pletion and graduation rates, observers worry
that what happened at Edison State College
could become more common in the future if
quality controls aren’t enacted” (Kiley 2011).

Scott Jaschik recently reported on a set of
presentations made by community college
faculty members at the 2011 meeting of the
Modern Language Association. In the session,
“English professors talked about their con-
cerns that . . . standards may be eroded in the
push under the national ‘completion agenda’
to get more students through.” Jaschik re-
ported the particular concerns of Steven
Canaday of Anne Arundel Community Col-
lege in Maryland, who noted that, like many
community colleges, Anne Arundel “recently
announced a commitment to double by 2020
the number of degrees and certificates it
awards. English instruction is viewed as key
because everyone must pass first-year compo-
sition to earn an associate degree.” One idea
being discussed in Canaday’s English depart-
ment is “that the composition course end its
requirement of a research paper.” Canaday ac-
knowledged that “ending the requirement
would probably result in more people passing”
(Jaschik 2011). Given what employers have
said about how useful it is for students to do re-
search projects in order to prepare for success
in the workplace, this potential shift in teach-
ing practice and classroom assignments could
significantly reduce students’ skills and abilities
while simultaneously increasing their likeli-
hood of graduating.

Obviously, no one involved in advancing
the completion agenda is deliberately seeking
to improve completion rates by lowering
student achievement. Yet this is the likely
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outcome of many of the completion-only
proposals, which raises the question: Is it 
really possible simultaneously to improve 
college completion rates and student achieve-
ment of essential learning outcomes? The
contours of a promising new “completion-
plus” agenda suggest that it is.   

What does a completion-plus-quality
approach require?
The completion agenda is driving states and
institutions toward more comprehensive and
nuanced frameworks for collecting data—
college readiness and remediation rates, trans-
fer rates, graduation rates, and so forth. Policy
makers are devising systems to hold institu-
tions accountable for reaching new targets on
the basis of these metrics. Rather than hastily
implementing untested high-stakes account-
ability systems based on limited data, however,
we should couple these more comprehensive
data-collection frameworks with more compre-
hensive frameworks for defining—and collect-
ing data on—the quality of student learning.
Only then, using both sets of data together,
will it truly be productive to hold institutions
accountable for needed improvements. Funding
should only be shifted in order to invest in
proven strategies that increase both student
achievement and rates of completion. How
can this be done? 

Start with clarity about learning outcomes.
Many colleges and universities now have a
common set of expected learning outcomes
for all students (Hart Research Associates
2009). Colleges and universities must con-
tinue to calibrate these learning outcomes to
their missions and to twenty-first-century
needs, clarify what specifically is required of
every student in order to earn a degree, and
communicate clearly to students what is ex-
pected of them. Many institutions and state
systems are using a set of “essential learning
outcomes” developed as part of AAC&U’s
Liberal Education and America’s Promise
(LEAP) initiative to advance this work much
more systemically than ever before (Carey
2011). The recently released Degree Qualifi-
cations Profile developed by the Lumina
Foundation for Education (2011) will also
help institutions refine their definitions of re-
quired learning outcomes and specify demon-
strated accomplishments at different levels of
learning. With greater clarity about outcomes

and levels of learning, institutions can more
confidently and efficiently facilitate student
mobility and progress both within and across
institutions. 

Without inappropriately prescribing out-
comes or requirements, policy makers should
insist that institutions operating in a given
state or receiving state or federal funding ac-
tually have clearly defined learning outcomes
that are well calibrated to institutional missions
and twenty-first-century demands.

Ensure that all students experience “high-
impact” educational practices. Defining out-
comes is only the first step toward increasing
achievement. Policy change ought to be
guided by new knowledge about how people
learn and which specific practices really work.
Several “high-impact” educational practices
have been proven to increase levels of student
achievement and to increase the chances that
students will graduate on time. This emerging
body of research, moreover, demonstrates that
these practices produce positive results for stu-
dents from a wide array of backgrounds, in-
cluding first-generation and underrepresented
minority students. High-impact practices such
as first-year seminars, learning communities,
undergraduate research, service learning, and
capstone courses appear to increase retention
rates, graduation rates, and the achievement
of important learning outcomes (Kuh 2008;
Brownell and Swaner 2009). Unfortunately,
only a fraction of students actually participate
in one or more of these practices as part of their
undergraduate programs of study (Kuh 2008). 

Institutions should be encouraged not only
to collect and disaggregate data on the progress
students are making in accumulating credits,
but also to collect data on how many and
which students have access to these kinds of
practices. Institutions with high levels of par-
ticipation in high-impact educational practices
should be rewarded with additional funding.
A portion of this funding could be allocated
to expand the use of these kinds of practices
or to provide faculty development opportuni-
ties through which faculty members can learn
how to implement these practices effectively
within the required curricula for all students.

Develop and require the use of meaningful
and authentic assessments. Beyond simply
calculating grade point averages, colleges and
universities are making significant progress in
refining how they assess the achievement of
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educational careers. Many are now using so-
phisticated and nationally tested rubrics to
assess the achievement of outcomes that
everyone deems essential for success in the
twenty-first century (Rhodes 2010). Others
are refining their use of multiple assessment
tools to gather data on student achievement
levels (Sternberg et al. 2011). Policy makers
could incentivize implementation of mean-
ingful assessment programs by providing addi-
tional funding to institutions with particularly
robust assessment systems or by conditioning
funding on the presence of assessment systems
with a set of quality criteria (e.g., clearly de-
fined outcomes, use of multiple assessment
measures, disaggregation of assessment data,
and use of both qualitative and quantitative
data). The New Leadership Alliance for Stu-
dent Learning and Accountability is currently
developing an “Excellent Practices in Student
Learning Assessment” institutional certifica-
tion program that will provide important new
frameworks through which new accountability
and funding systems could be developed.

The accrediting community is also moving
in productive directions with regard to quality
assurance and assessment of student learning
outcomes. For example, several regional ac-
crediting agencies are beginning to work with
their institutional members to test the use of
the Degree Qualifications Profile developed
by the Lumina Foundation. The federal gov-
ernment could assist in this effort by shifting
the standards that authorize accrediting orga-
nizations to serve as gatekeepers for federal
funding. The government could reduce cer-
tain requirements in order to allow accreditors
to devote more resources to evaluating assess-
ment approaches and results. Doing so would
help ensure that institutions are collecting
data that can be used to improve the quality
of learning. 

How can policy help (or at least not hurt)?
Policy at the national and state levels can cer-
tainly help advance important educational
goals. Policy makers, however, must be vigilant
in avoiding policies that create perverse incen-
tives (e.g., incentives that increase selectivity
or lower standards). And before any policy is
implemented, its likely effect on the quality of
learning should be considered carefully.

The most recent report from the NGA’s

Complete to Compete initiative takes a small
but important step in this direction by recom-
mending that governors “require public col-
leges and universities to provide evidence that
improvements in completion and attainment
are not occurring at the expense of learning”
(Reindl and Reyna 2011, 9). The report en-
courages states to work with higher education
institutions to gather and make publicly avail-
able the findings from various student learning
assessments. Unfortunately, however, the
NGA report recommends a very narrow set of
assessment approaches, few of which measure
the complex and integrative skills students
need. The Department of Education’s work on
completion is moving in a promising direction
as well. In a recent presentation at the depart-
ment’s offices in Washington, DC, Under
Secretary Martha Kanter noted that the de-
partment’s strategic objectives are to increase
access to college and workforce training, foster
institutional quality with accountability and
transparency, and increase degree and certifi-
cate completion rates.

While these steps are laudable, it is up to
educators and college and university leaders
themselves to push back against the comple-
tion-only agenda and to take the lead in rec-
ommending and implementing policies that
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Steps to Increase Completion and
Quality in Higher Education

1. Clearly articulate learning outcomes 
calibrated to today’s challenges in work,
life, and citizenship.

2. Map curricular options and requirements
to those outcomes.

3. Collect disaggregated data on students’
access to and achievement in high-impact
educational practices.

4. Incentivize through funding the expan-
sion of access to and use of high-impact
practice in classrooms, programs, 
institutions, and systems.

5. Collect data on students’ progress
through programs and their levels of 
successful remediation, transfer, and 
degree completion.

6. Collect and report on both qualitative
and quantitative assessments of student
learning—focusing on assessments of 
students’ ability to apply their learning 
to complex real-world problems.



put the quality of learning first. (For a list of
specific steps the higher education community
can take to increase both completion and
quality, see the sidebar on p. 16.) Most impor-
tantly, the higher education community must
resist implementing policies that would in-
centivize curricular designs that will lead to
declining levels of learning and, instead, chart
a course to develop and support designs that
lead to excellence for all. We need the kinds
of educational practices and policies that lead
to a significant increase in the number of stu-
dents who graduate on time and well prepared
for the challenges they will face. Only by doing
this will we increase the intellectual capital so
desperately needed to rebuild our economy and
strengthen our democratic society. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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FROM ONE STATE TO ANOTHER, boards of
trustees, legislatures, and governors are imple-
menting policies designed to increase output
and efficiency in public colleges and universi-
ties. Many such policies reflect the agenda of
the National Governors Association’s (2010)

Complete to Com-
pete initiative, which

seeks to increase completion rates without in-
creasing public investment. This state-level
agenda is often linked to the broader goal of
dramatically enlarging the proportion of the
US population that is college educated. Na-
tionally, these productivity objectives are ar-
ticulated in a policy discourse focused on
international competitiveness—as in the
Obama administration’s “race to the top” and
the Lumina Foundation’s “big goal” agendas,
both of which are designed to ensure that the
United States will once again have the highest
proportion of college graduates in the world.
Despite a highly partisan political environ-
ment, governors of both parties support the
completion agenda, which at its core combines
efforts to enhance production efficiencies
with an anti-government-spending austerity
agenda of cut, cut, cut. 

Yet, the completion agenda is incomplete. It
is an unfunded mandate to do more with less.
Moreover, the agenda does not address the key
educational, social, and economic challenges
we face. It offers no mechanisms for enhancing
quality, reducing non-meritocratic social strat-
ification, or building a new economy. 

Worse still, the completion agenda is counter -
productive. In regard to educational quality,
the completion agenda is compromising the
learning agenda. Many college students are
currently experiencing only limited gains in
some areas of learning (Arum and Roksa
2011). Therefore the challenge is not simply
to crank out more graduates, but to enhance
their learning. In response, a separate policy
agenda has emerged to increase educational
effectiveness by concentrating on student
learning outcomes rather than cost efficiencies.
In theory, these two policy streams need not
be at odds; in practice, completion measures
are trumping and undermining educational
effectiveness.  

In regard to the challenges of social stratifi-
cation, the completion agenda has translated
into an agenda of counting credentials as the
productive equivalent of degrees. This has
meant promoting a narrow conception of
community colleges, which have long been
the principal destination of working-class,
first-generation, and Latino students. Educa-
tional policy at both the federal and state levels
has been emphasizing workforce development,
credentials, and the terminal tracks of com-
munity colleges. The result is that these insti-
tutions, which have long been instruments of
upward social mobility, are being turned into
dead ends for students who seek ultimately to
obtain baccalaureate degrees. The completion
agenda will increase already substantial college
achievement gaps between social classes and
ethnic groups. 

In regard to economic challenges, much of
the policy discourse speaks to the need for
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in building a knowledge-based
economy. The political parties
differ as to whether this means
strategically investing in the
current generation of students
and in the production of knowledge (e.g.,
funding science). Yet, neither party—and few
entities or leaders in the policy world—is fo-
cused on mechanisms for developing the next
generation of professors to educate knowledge
workers and create new knowledge.

In analyzing the completion agenda’s impli-
cations for academe and the academy, I write
from three perspectives. I write as the former
general secretary of the American Association
of University Professors (AAUP). I also write
as a professor whose research focuses on higher
education policy and restructuring academic
institutions/professions, and whose university,
the University of Arizona, is a relatively open-
access public land-grant research university—
a university and a state that have become
markers for the country in accommodating (or
not) the growth demographic of traditional-age
students. Finally, I write as the father of two
daughters, each of whom is a doctoral student
in a high-demand field, which gives me in-
sight into and particular concern about the
effects of current policies on the future of
academe (the professoriate) and the academy
(higher education).

Foregrounding the wrong finish, 
missing the right foundation
The completion agenda foregrounds the wrong
finish lines. It also misses the right foundation
for ensuring educational quality. In both regards
it augurs ill for the integrity of education, for
professors who develop the curricula and
teach and mentor the students, and for other
professionals involved in enhancing the quality
of college education.   

At one level, the completion agenda simply
calls for much more of the same output—
more credit hours and more graduates—with
no additional input of public money. The
push is for greater efficiency through higher
credit-hour generation per professor and
higher graduation numbers or rates per col-
lege. But are those the right goals given the
current concerns expressed about college
graduates by policy makers, scholars, and em-
ployers, and given what we know about what

works in enhancing learning
and increasing the number of
graduates? Despite recent sur-
veys demonstrating that
college graduates are very
satisfied with their education

and with how well it has prepared them for
work, policy makers offer a different assess-
ment, one that is more in line with research—
such as that of Arum and Roksa (2011)—and
with employer surveys (Hart Research Associ-
ates 2010). This assessment calls for greater
attention to and investment in what is
learned in college, for we are currently pro-
ducing many credit hours and many graduates
without sufficiently preparing students for em-
ployment or for graduate or professional
school. A major concern of students and pol-
icy makers is whether college leads to (better)
employment. The completion agenda ig-
nores this goal, and indeed undermines it.   

At another level, the completion agenda is
shifting the goal from attainment of college
degrees to completion of some college—i.e.,
to credentials. This shift to include short-cy-
cle output as part of higher education attain-
ment effectively abandons any commitment
to liberal education, which is central to pro-
fessional employment. Few short-cycle degree
certificates currently advance liberal educa-
tion outcomes, and almost none are designed
to get students on a pathway leading to higher
levels of learning. 

The completion agenda misses the opportu-
nity to build the right foundation for enhanc-
ing the quality of college education. Indeed,
it undermines our ability to do so. Studies of
student learning and success have yielded
consistent evidence that the academic en-
gagement of students by faculty (and other
professionals) is fundamental. One proxy
measure of the professional working condi-
tions that facilitate student engagement is in-
structors’ employment status. There is an
inverse correlation between student success
and the proportion of contingent faculty. The
problem is that the working conditions of
these faculty—not having offices, not know-
ing from one semester to the next whether
they will remain employed, not knowing what
they will be teaching more than a few days
before classes start—undercut the opportunity
for the “new faculty majority” (an empirical
description and the name of a new advocacy
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organization) to engage students, and for stu-
dents to engage them. Each of the major fac-
ulty unions and associations (the AAUP, the
American Federation of Teachers, and the
National Education Association) has policies
and campaigns to enhance the working condi-
tions of contingent faculty and to expand the
numbers and proportions of tenure-track
faculty. This issue is all the more significant
because engagement is especially key for low-
income, first-generation students. Faculty
working conditions are student learning con-
ditions. Any agenda that overlooks the former
shortchanges the latter.  

The goals of the completion agenda refer
exclusively to cost efficiencies at colleges and
universities and to either cost containment at
the state level or cuts to state budgets. The as-
sociated policies foreground simple metrics
such as credit hours and graduation rates. For
example, an October 2011 proposal from the
Arizona Board of Regents calls for state fund-
ing of Arizona’s three public universities to be

based on increases (or decreases) in the pro-
duction of credit hours and graduates (and
grant monies). No reference is made to in-
creasing or even replacing departing/retiring
faculty in order to achieve that output; quite
the contrary, the premise is that faculty need
to become more productive and that institu-
tions need to become more efficient. 

Consider the incentives these policies pro-
vide. If the goal is simply greater output with
fewer production employees (faculty), the
quickest paths are to drop standards, to replace
full-time faculty with yet more part-time faculty,
and to serve more and wealthier out-of-state
students who are able to pay more and are more
likely to succeed. Ironically, a completion
agenda that promotes performance-based fund-
ing but that pays little attention to an impor-
tant aspect of that performance (i.e., quality)
encourages institutions to reduce quality or to
reduce service to in-state, low-income students.

At the national level, this irony is evident
in the 2010 McKinsey and Company report,
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Although the report does not address the
need to increase educational quality or to 
prepare students for work or for graduate or
professional school, it does at least speak to
the need to maintain quality. Yet the report
encourages “transition to heavy use of part-
time faculty” (53), a remarkable proposal for a
system in which three-quarters of the acade-
mic workforce is contingent, and a little less
than half is already employed on a part-time
basis. Increasing those numbers—and ignoring
the number of student support professionals—
does not offer a recipe for enhancing engage-
ment, educational quality, and student success.
Winning by Degrees offers a path of decline
through disengagement and disinvestment in
what we know works.

Increasing non-meritocratic 
social stratification
The completion agenda will likely increase
non-meritocratic social stratification. Low-
income, first-generation, and immigrant stu-
dents and students of color are the fastest
growing demographics in US higher education.
Analysts of prospective student populations
agree on this point. The disagreement lies in
what sorts of educational opportunities these
students should be afforded. Over the last
several decades, low-income students have
enhanced their educational qualifications but
have not realized gains in access to the best
colleges (Bastedo and Jaquette 2011). The ques-
tion is, should we continue to build retaining
walls, or should we ride the demographic wave?  

The policy disagreement, both nationally
and in the states, centers on how policy makers
who are overwhelmingly white, college edu-
cated, and economically privileged view and
construct the educational prospects of other
peoples’ children who increasingly are not
white, college educated, or economically priv-
ileged. One troubling sign of the perceptions
is the shift in the goal of realizing greater post-
secondary educational achievement. As a re-
sult of an ongoing policy push to recognize
nondegree educational attainment as success,
our focus has, in a very short time, shifted
away from college degrees alone to include
credentials as well. 

This shift can be attributed, in part, to the
economic recession, which continues to affect
funding for higher education. But it also reflects

a political regression, not to the proverbial mean
(middle ground), but rather to the early decades
of the last century. At that time, the educational
debate was over whether an academic high
school education was appropriate for all stu-
dents, or whether some—i.e., immigrants
and low-income students—should instead be
tracked into a terminal vocational curriculum.
Substitute “community college” for “high
school” and you have much the same discourse
and assumptions today about the capacities and
natural place of those same groups of students. 

In the first year of the Obama administration,
more funding was allocated to community
colleges. But the funding was shifted from the
Department of Education to the Department
of Labor, and focused entirely on workforce
development. Narrowing what a community
college can be, and what a community college
education can lead to, restricts and rations
educational opportunities by class and by
race/ethnicity. It violates the history of com-
munity colleges in the United States, and it
violates our commitment to a system in which
opportunity is defined by merit and talent
trumps all. 

Most first-generation, low-income, and
Latino students start their postsecondary edu-
cation at community colleges. National and
state policies, including the defunding of
public four-year institutions, will increase that
pattern; more students who might have started
at a low-tuition university will now start at a
community college. To the extent that com-
munity colleges become primarily terminal
credential providers, such policies will ensure
that community colleges are not only where
most students start, but also where most of them
finish. Rather than instruments of upward so-
cial mobility, community colleges will become
instruments for reproducing and heightening
non-meritocratic social stratification.  

In four-year colleges and universities the
policy mechanisms are different, but there too
national and state policies are likely to in-
crease non-meritocratic social stratification.
Defunding public higher education at the
state level, and shifting the cost burden to stu-
dents and their families, encourages colleges
and universities to generate more revenue by
recruiting higher-paying, higher-income—
and often lower-scoring, out-of-state—students.
It also discourages them from recruiting low-
income in-state students who pay less tuition,
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require more financial aid,
and are defined as “expen-
sive.” In a system defined not
only by prestige maximization
but also by academic capital-
ism (Slaughter and Rhoades
2004), there is a heightened
focus on money (tuition rev-
enue) over merit (quality).  

The University of Arizona,
where I have been a professor
for twenty-five years, expresses these dynamics.
And the newly proposed “results-based fund-
ing” formula in Arizona will only make the
situation worse. The university has been a rela-
tively open-access, low-tuition public research
university, which makes sense in a low-income
state with only three public universities and a
tiny independent sector. But in the last decade,
the University of Arizona has more aggres-
sively “managed” its enrollments to maximize
net tuition revenues, recruiting students from
California with average household incomes
that are over 50 percent higher than those of
Arizona residents. On average, these students

have lower SAT scores than
do Arizona residents, but the
university has increasingly
utilized non-need-based aid to
recruit them—which, due to
the out-of-state tuition, still
results in a net gain in tuition
revenue. Non-need-based aid
is also non-meritocratic: the
aid is allocated based neither
on need nor on merit. This is

a major growth segment of financial aid, and
it helps heighten non-meritocratic social
stratification. Performance-based funding in
Arizona promises to accelerate this pattern,
providing a financial incentive for universities
to turn away from local students—especially
first-generation, low-income, Latino, and im-
migrant students—leaving them to start and
finish at community colleges.

In short, just as we are building walls on the
US-Mexican border to keep out the influx of
people seeking opportunity, so we are building
retaining walls in the academy that will keep
out the growth demographics in our population.
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effective and less permeable than those on
the border.

Who will be our country’s 
knowledge creators?  
Colleges and universities do more than graduate
students. They do more than enhance stu-
dents’ learning outcomes. They do more than
conduct research and community service.
Colleges and universities also prepare the next
generation of professors, a key segment of our
country’s intellectual workforce.

State policy ignores the role of higher edu-
cation in preparing future faculty. To state
policy makers, professors are either a labor
cost to be minimized or an insufficiently pro-
ductive labor force to be speeded up. The
mechanisms for ramping up productivity under-
mine the system’s capacity to educate gradu-
ate students and, thereby, to create the next
generation of knowledge producers. Consider
the Arizona proposal for funding public uni-
versities, which combines performance-based
allocations with the same allocation for three
quite different universities—a land-grant uni-
versity, a research university, and a doctoral-
granting university. Equalized funding ignores
the differential costs that derive from these
institutions’ different fields and functions, such
as preparing future faculty. 

Federal higher education policy also over-
looks the future professoriate. Science funding
is provided to current professors, graduate stu-
dents, and postdocs to apprentice for future
professorial positions. Yet, the lack of any cor-
responding investment in those positions
leaves many postdocs languishing in “postdoc
purgatory” or as “permdocs.”  

In our short-term fixation on organizational
efficiency and budget cuts, we are failing to
invest in the future professoriate and to pro-
vide the foundation for future innovation.
Who will undertake academic initiatives and
create new knowledge, and where is the pool
of future academic administrators? Given the
large proportion of contingent faculty (over
two-thirds), and given that the average pro-
fessor in a four-year institution is in his or her
mid- to late-fifties, we need a national focus
on the project of investing in new faculty.

Moreover, the nature of existing academic
positions and pressures is such that many
graduate students who once aspired to be

professors are reconsidering. I have seen this
in my own daughters, both of whom were
undergraduate biology majors. One is now a
doctoral student in public health at Johns
Hopkins, and the other is a doctoral student
in population biology at the University of
California–Davis. Both have been working
through the possibilities of professional careers
in science, public health, and academe; both
have been observing the lives of young pro-
fessors at research universities. Neither par-
ticularly likes what she sees in the academy,
especially in terms of the opportunities for
women. And my daughters are not alone. A
study of doctoral students at the University of
California revealed a significant decline over
time in the number of men and, especially,
women who want to become professors (Mason,
Goulden, and Frasch 2009). The messages we
are sending through our policies and our own
work lives are off-putting to many potential fac-
ulty members. We are undercutting the future
creative potential of our knowledge workforce.

Completing the completion agenda  
Although the completion agenda undermines
the educational effectiveness agenda, the re-
verse would not hold true. What if policy
makers were to prioritize quality by promot-
ing student engagement with larger numbers
of tenure-track professors and with better-
resourced contingent professors? The perfor-
mance of colleges and universities would be
enhanced: graduation rates would improve,
the growth populations of students would be
better served, and graduates would be better
prepared to move into the workforce or into
graduate or professional education. 

If you care about enhancing quality in college,
then you should also care about enhancing
the working conditions of the professoriate.
Whether faculty have offices and are assigned
classes far enough in advance to enable adequate
course preparation; whether they are part of
developing, refining, and coordinating the
curriculum; whether they have the academic
freedom and job security to challenge students
academically and to explore controversial
ideas—all these issues are integral to educa-
tional quality and student success (Hamilton
and Gaff 2009). This is particularly true for the
growth segments of the traditional-aged student
population. Caring about educational quality
means investing in the human infrastructure
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rate education. It means mod-
els of educational delivery that
involve faculty and students in
relationships over time, not
just in brief encounters of the
educationally inconsequential
and not-so-very-close kind.  

Similarly, what if policymak-
ers were to prioritize tapping into the enor-
mous potential energy and talent of the
demographic wave? If you care about the
American dream and America’s promise,
then you should be troubled by policies that
increase non-meritocratic social stratification.
We are cheating our demographic future by
closing the door to so many students and pre-
venting them from educationally pursuing
their talents to the fullest. In the process, we
are also threatening our democracy. As evi-
denced in England, increasing divides in the
wealth of the population, combined with pub-
lic policies that blame and punish the middle
and working classes for the economic woes
of the day, are a combustible mix. Those are
the international data we should learn from.
Our current generation of leaders is failing our
future generations of students.

In the late 1950s, California was faced with
a tidal wave of demand for college. In re-
sponse, educational leaders and policy makers
developed a “master plan” to ensure that all
prospective students would have access to af-
fordable, high-quality higher education. Our
educational and social responsibilities are no
less pressing today. Do we thrive together, or
do we further divide our population by social
class, race/ethnicity, and immigrant status—
regardless of merit? 

Finally, what if policymakers were to prioritize
investing in the academy’s innovation work-
force? If you care about America’s ability to cre-
ate, innovate, and compete, then you should
care about the professoriate, which produces
value. Professors enrich our communities
through teaching, research, and outreach/
service. Today the aging boomer generation of
faculty is nearing retirement, and over two-thirds
of faculty are employed on contingent appoint-
ments. Meanwhile, we are losing generations of
talent among graduate students and postdocs.
Our nation’s creative workforce is at risk.

The completion agenda will leave the
United States behind educationally. As we

count credit hours and gradua-
tion numbers, wondering what
happened to quality, we will
find ourselves further down
the path of non-meritocratic
division between haves and
have-nots. And as the number
of have-nots continues to
grow, American colleges and

universities will become places were money
counts far more than it should in educational
attainment. In the end, the completion agenda
will leave us without the strong and innovative
intellectual workforce our knowledge-based
society needs. 

It is time, therefore, to complete the com-
pletion agenda. It is time to head off this
country’s decline by a thousand cuts. It is time
to prioritize quality, equitable educational
opportunity, and the creation of a strong in-
tellectual workforce. It is time to invest in
expanding the promise of higher education and,
thereby, to extend the American dream. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.

REFERENCES
Arum, R., and J. Roksa. 2011. Academically Adrift:

Limited Learning in Colleges and Universities.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Auguste, B. G., A. Cota, K. Jayaram, and M. C. A.
Laboissière. 2010. Winning by Degrees: The Strategies
of Highly Productive Higher-Education Institutions.
Washington, DC: McKinsey and Company.

Bastedo, M. N., and O. Jaquette. 2011. “Running in
Place: Low-Income Students and the Dynamics of
Higher Education Stratification.” Educational Eval-
uation and Policy Analysis 33 (3): 318–39.

Hamilton, N. W., and J. G. Gaff. 2009. The Future of
the Professoriate: Academic Freedom, Peer Review,
and Shared Governance. Washington, DC: Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities.

Hart Research Associates. 2010. Raising the Bar:
Employers’ Views on College Learning in the Wake of
the Economic Downturn. Washington, DC: Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities.

Mason, M. A., M. Goulden, and K. Frasch. 2009.
“Why Graduate Students Reject the Fast Track.”
Academe 95 (1): 11–16.

National Governors Association. 2010. Complete to
Compete: Common College Completion Metrics.
Washington, DC: National Governors Association.

Slaughter, S., and G. Rhoades. 2004. Academic Capi-
talism and the New Economy: Markets, State, and
Higher Education. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press.

If you care about 
enhancing quality 

in college, then you
should also care 
about enhancing 

the working conditions 
of the professoriate



26 L I B E R A L ED U C A T I O N WI N T E R 2012

THE COMPLETION AGENDA seeks significant in-
creases in educational attainment, and its
goals are quite laudable. The United States is
lagging behind other industrialized nations in
terms of the proportion of adults holding post-
secondary degrees, and states have been chal-
lenged to implement policies that ensure
improvements in degree completion rates—
particularly for students from underrepre-
sented groups. On the surface, these policy
shifts should prove advantageous to students.
Students should attain their degree goals and
enter the workforce ever more efficiently,
with reduced levels of debt incurred. One
component of the completion agenda seeks to
award more dual credit, with high school stu-
dents completing college credits prior to en-
rolling in college. Advanced Placement
examinations, early colleges, and other pro-
grams have served students and the nation

well in providing
high-attaining stu-

dents a head start on their college careers. 
Yet, we offer a caution. Might the comple-

tion agenda result in less educational attain-
ment for graduates if that agenda results only
in the accumulation of credits, however
awarded? Might it work against the improve-
ments we have seen in terms of the “value
added” of a college degree (Astin, Astin, and
Lindholm 2011), particularly given our recent
progress in sharpening attention toward stu-
dent learning outcomes? Might these shifts ul-
timately threaten the core principles of a
liberal education, and undermine the critical
foundation that a solid high school curricu-
lum coupled with degree attainment in higher
education can provide for lifelong learning?
Developmentally, high school students have
different needs than beginning college stu-
dents, and it is unclear whether the “effi-
ciency model” might ultimately undermine
students’ ability to cultivate the habits of
mind and the moral and ethical values that

are sought by employers, graduate schools,
and professional programs. 

Here we emphasize what we believe is miss-
ing from the completion agenda, from the
standpoint of its implications for student
learning. We first consider the broad sweep of
evidence that informs the use of high-impact
educational practices and designs for student
success. We then consider how one particular
aspect of the completion agenda—dual
credit—threatens to undermine proven con-
ditions for student learning. Finally, we sug-
gest ways that higher education institutions
and policy makers might adapt to these new
conditions to ensure that students are not ul-
timately the victims of policy changes in-
tended to enhance their success. It is
imperative that the increase in the number of
degrees be an increase in high-quality degrees.  

Setting the stage for 
enhancing student learning
The focus on student learning methods and
outcomes over the past decades has signifi-
cantly enhanced academic achievement and
persistence rates for college students. Shortly
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after the publication of A Nation at Risk (Na-
tional Commission on Excellence in Education
1983), which called for reform in elementary
and secondary education, the Study Group on
the Conditions of Excellence in Higher Edu-
cation released Involvement in Learning (1984).
This national report set the stage for renewed
emphasis on high expectations, and elucidated
the following three conditions of excellence
in undergraduate education.

1. Articulating and supporting high expecta-
tions for students. Rosenthal and Jacobson’s
(1968) classic research demonstrating that
teacher expectations actually exert causal ef-
fects on young students’ performance high-
lighted the importance of both articulating
and supporting high expectations. There is an
important semantic distinction between “high
standards,” which can imply exclusivity, and
“high expectations,” which connotes San-
ford’s (1968) optimal blend of challenge and
support. The potential for each student to suc-
ceed in meeting high academic expectations
must be facilitated through learning environ-
ments that are both challenging and support-
ive. The “Wingspread Declaration on School

Connections” (2004) reflected the nation’s
continued attention to both the potential for
each student to succeed and the importance of
such high expectations. The subsequent focus
on broadened access to higher education among
students with backgrounds that traditionally
have been underrepresented is a function of this
intentional approach to providing high expec-
tations and support for each student.

2. Involvement in learning. Students who are
involved with their instructors, with the ma-
terial they are learning, and with one another
in contexts associated with learning are more
likely to be successful. One of the most impor-
tant initiatives coming out of higher educa-
tion in the 1990s was the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE), for which the
factors associated with engagement became
the heart of the instrument. Prior and subse-
quent research from the learning sciences in-
dicated that heightened engagement is
associated with deeper learning (Pugh et al.
2010). At about the same time, Barr and Tagg
(1995) published their seminal article, “From
Teaching to Learning,” which helped launch
a paradigm shift that focused on learning out-
comes (Tagg 2003). 

The majority of faculty in higher education
traditionally paid great attention to the content
and methodologies within their disciplines,
which are still the primary determinants of
faculty recognition and reward systems (Arum
and Roska 2011). Yet Barr and Tagg espoused
a more flexible structure for courses, along
with the design of educational environments
to support students’ construction of knowledge
through active learning. This shift did not rel-
egate teaching to a subsidiary role, but instead
challenged teachers to search creatively for
new methods that help students attain learning
outcomes. Some faculty began to adopt alter-
native pedagogical practices that support stu-
dent learning and enhance student success,
many of which were informed by cognitive
psychology and the emergence of the learning
sciences (e.g., Bransford, Brown, and Cocking
1999; Halpern and Hakel 2000).

The last decade has been characterized by
increased focus on both student engagement
and the association of that engagement with
learning. John Gardner and his colleagues
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student success in the first year (Barefoot et al.
2005; Upcraft, Gardner, and Associates 1989).
Student attrition in the first year remains a sig-
nificant challenge on many campuses, but the
first-year seminar and other supportive prac-
tices are demonstrating their effectiveness in
increasing student success. The introduction
of learning communities has been proven par-
ticularly important. In his ten-year retrospec-
tive on NSSE, Kuh (2007) maintained that he
would implement interdisciplinary and engag-
ing learning contexts for entering students as a
primary means of improving undergraduate
learning—which defines the learning commu-
nity model (Smith at al. 2004).

In 2000, the Association of American Col-
leges and Universities launched the Greater
Expectations initiative to help shape the bac-
calaureate in the twenty-first century.  That
initiative and the Liberal Education Amer-
ica’s Promise (LEAP) initiative, which grew
out of Greater Expectations, have resulted in
significant educational reform across the na-
tion. These key initiatives represented con-
sensus building across the nation on the
baccalaureate for the twenty-first century and
resulted in key articulations of both student
learning outcomes and best practices in
higher education. Bringing together the re-
sults emerging from NSSE with the LEAP ini-
tiative resulted in the identification of ten
high-impact practices associated with in-
creased student engagement and success. Kuh
(2008) challenged institutions of higher edu-
cation to ensure that all students engage in at
least one of these high-impact practices
within the context of their majors.

3. Assessment and feedback. Psychologists
have long demonstrated the positive impact of
providing feedback as a mechanism for enhanc-
ing performance (Kluger and DeNisi 1996;
Schmidt and Bjork 1992). Faculty began to
recognize that the performance of many stu-
dents was enhanced when they received early
and frequent feedback as opposed to the stan-
dard midterm and final examination grades.
To some degree, the assessment movement in
the country gained momentum as a function
of the Involvement in Learning (1984) report
calling attention to the importance of frequent
assessments of learning accompanied by au-
thentic feedback. After years of inattention to
the articulation and assessment of student

learning outcomes by many faculty, the acad-
emy began to study and to implement in sys-
tematic ways the programming that might
result in enhanced student academic achieve-
ment. At the same time, accrediting bodies and
governmental agencies reinforced this move-
ment in the drive to strengthen accountability.  

Fast-forward to the completion agenda
Given the paradigm shifts and structural
changes that have evolved in higher educa-
tion since 1984, it is not surprising that edu-
cators and policy makers have strategically
envisioned ways of maximizing efficiencies
and introducing courses for college credit in
high school that will give students a head start
on reaching their degree goals (Kleiner and
Lewis 2005). One effort, the national Early
College High School Initiative, has begun to
make headway in increasing the educational
attainment of students from diverse racial
and ethnic backgrounds as well as from low-
income families (Nodine 2009). Students are
able to enroll in an integrated and aligned
high school/college curriculum, and college
courses are offered at no cost while students
are enrolled in high school. 

In most early colleges, high school students
enroll in some classes on college campuses that
include college students as well. Ideally, stu-
dents are provided with support services from
their high school to help ensure their success,
and partnerships between high schools and uni-
versities help facilitate seamless transitions be-
tween high school and college. Webb and
Mayka (2011) recently reported that early col-
lege high schools now operate in twenty-eight
states, enrolling over fifty thousand students.
Many of these students are from underrepre-
sented groups. In 2009–10, 70 percent of the
students enrolled in early college schools were
students of color, and 59 percent were eligible
for free or reduced lunch. The college-going
rate of early college high school students is
quite impressive given these demographics: of
students who graduated from an early college
school in 2008, 2009, or 2010, 73 percent were
enrolled in a postsecondary educational setting,
as compared with the national college-going
rate of 63–69 percent. The early college model
is excellent, particularly when students are
enrolled in college classes on college cam-
puses. Students who are prepared for such
enrollment are well served. Rather than
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elsewhere, a model for early
college that calls for enrollment
in “normal” college classes is
the collegiate experience.  

The aspirations for the early
college model go well beyond
dual credit. Nancy Hoffman, a
vice president at Jobs for the Future, the na-
tional nonprofit that has guided the early
college initiative since 2002, indicates that
first-generation students gain the insight that
they are as entitled as any student to go to col-
lege if they are prepared. Through the experi-
ence of doing some college work, they also
gain evidence that they can succeed. Thus,
the principal benefit of the early college
model is that it helps ensure students have the
preparation and the persistence to succeed
(pers. comm.).  

Yet caution is warranted. Too often, dual
credit may be awarded for high school courses
taught by high school instructors without suf-
ficient attention to replication of expectations
and learning (Peters and Mann 2009). While
there is salutary attention to a seamless and
collaborative system of P–20 education, the
awarding of college credit to high school stu-
dents must also be associated with parallel ex-
pectations for student learning and academic
achievement. The rigorous methodologies
used to assess early colleges are often not in
place. Though the National Alliance of Con-
current Enrollment Partnerships serves as a
national accrediting body that provides mea-
surable criteria for assessing quality in concur-
rent enrollment programs, the standards may
be difficult for institutions to meet without
additional resources. States may impose caps
on tuition charged for dual credit (and waive
tuition for students qualifying for free and re-
duced-price lunch), making it difficult for in-
stitutions to create infrastructure to support
the faculty site visits, alumni surveys, and
end-of-term student assessments that are nec-
essary for ensuring high quality. State man-
dates for accepting such credit have to be
coupled with assessment of student learning,
and the significant enhancements to the stu-
dent learning experience in college must
somehow inform the work of instructors who
teach dual-credit courses.  

It is too early to determine the ultimate
impact of dual-credit enrollment on two-year

and four-year degree comple-
tion rates. And it is too early to
assess the learning and acade-
mic achievement as programs
are increased. There have been
considerable challenges associ-
ated with aligning curricula to
ensure that student learning

outcomes for courses taken in high school are
comparable to corresponding college courses.
Matthews (2010) asserts that we need policies
that insist upon a seamless educational experi-
ence for students as they move from secondary
through postsecondary education, but these
are only beginning to be developed. Some
eighteen-year-olds are arriving at four-year in-
stitutions as “transfer students” with sixty or
more credits completed. Such high numbers of
transfer credits reduce these students’ eligibil-
ity for financial aid and discourage them from
participating in traditional first-year experi-
ences, such as learning communities (Foley et
al. 2011). Indeed, some students may not be
willing to enroll in a first-year seminar given
that the maximum number of 100-level
courses has already been distributed into their
degree plans. Swail (2011) recently asked, “If
students are able to take these college-level
courses in high school, what does that say
about the high school curriculum? Why have
it at all?” In its worst form, dual credit may
suggest to high school students (and their par-
ents) that a college degree is simply an amal-
gamation of 120 credit hours that are defined
by content areas rather than by attainment of
student learning outcomes. From this perspec-
tive, whittling away at that number early in
the educational process is a mark of efficiency—
as well, perhaps, as a mechanism for improving
social justice. However, little consideration is
given to the intellectual development that
should ultimately be produced through the
completion of a college degree.  

Ideally, we need to extend the high-impact
practices that have begun to define the college
experience down into high schools. Many
early college units do this, but early college is
not illustrative of most dual-credit program-
ming. This is particularly important, given that
the results of such educational practices have
been disproportionately beneficial for low-
achieving and minority students (Brownell
and Swaner 2010). We must promote students’
intellectual development through a fusion of
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spersed with reflection and experiential learn-
ing. The attention campuses have paid to the
first-year experience, especially in terms of the
first-year seminar and learning communities, has
resulted in students making the transition to
successful university study as measured both by
engagement and by student success. Yet students
arriving with a good deal of dual credit miss that
transition to successful university study.  

What is the answer? One possibility is to
ensure that the high school experience is an
early college experience, preferably located on
a college campus. While this may be ideal for
some high school students, it is not geographi-
cally or financially feasible on a large scale.
Another solution is for campuses to develop
learning communities and first-year seminars
that are appropriate for high school students
who have earned dual credit. First-year experi-
ences for this new cohort of transitioning high
school students could be grounded in a frame-
work steeped in Conley’s (2008) analysis of
college readiness. Students could participate in
learning communities in which they receive
support for developing cognitive strategies
(e.g., analysis, problem solving), content
knowledge (e.g., writing skills), academic be-
haviors (e.g., self-monitoring, time manage-
ment), and contextual skills for navigating the
college system (financial aid, the norms of
academic culture) that Conley maintains are
critical for a successful transition to college.
How can we make the senior year of high
school more like college? This is a primary mis-
sion of the early college model. These program-
matic strategies are best approached by having
faculty collaborate across high school and col-
lege in order to enhance shared understanding
of what students bring to college and what
colleges expect of entering students. Offering
early college experiences to high school seniors
would enhance the students’ success as they
move on to college.  

Secondary and postsecondary institutions
must share a compass
After many years of research on enhancing
student engagement and success, higher edu-
cation now has explicit articulations of what
is needed to support student success as well as
a roadmap for getting there. Just as the LEAP
Principles of Excellence in higher education
argue that students need a “compass” or a

clearly delineated pathway to support their
success (AAC&U 2007), the academy itself
has needed such a thoughtful and documented
pathway for supporting students. Higher edu-
cation is thus at a cusp—a time when we know
the means to transform student success, but
also a time when calls for accountability stress
rapid movement to graduation. Higher educa-
tion, working with secondary education, must
move toward a continuum where expectations
are mapped from high school through college.
How might students be engaged earlier? 

Wenger and his colleagues articulated the
concept of a community of practice that is
formed when a group of people with a shared
concern or interest interact regularly and en-
gage in collective learning (Wenger 1998;
Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder 2002). Mem-
bers of a community of practice share a common
vocabulary and set of assumptions about their
work, and the community develops as its mem-
bers work together toward common goals.
Teachers in specific disciplines, high school
teachers, high school counselors, academic
advisors, and student affairs personnel engaged
in the hard work of supporting teaching and
learning are each members of such communi-
ties, often marked by professional associations,
journals, conferences, and opportunities for
professional development and networking.
Might we aspire to create a common commu-
nity of practice that spans high school and col-
lege teaching and learning as a mechanism for
sharing a compass to support student success?
There are models that could be emulated. In
central Indiana, Project SEAM involves collab-
oration among fifteen school districts and five
postsecondary institutions to create seamless
transitions between high school and college.
The California Partnership for Achieving Stu-
dent Success is designed to collect data about
student success and transition throughout K–16
education, providing a unique repository of in-
formation that supports collaborations across
educational sectors to improve student learning
through best practices. Models such as these re-
quire leaders dedicated to collaboration across
traditional boundaries, the resources to support
a shared evidence base, and opportunities to
engage communities of practice in addressing
the common goal of student success.

The completion agenda is likely to con-
tinue to exert pressure on high schools to
award dual credit to help students reach their
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degree goals more efficiently,
and it is critical that educa-
tional systems adapt success-
fully to the evolving landscape.
If this agenda moves forward
focusing primarily on effi-
ciency without regard to the
quality of learning, the value of
higher education credentials
will diminish considerably. We
recommend the following four
strategies as a guide for those of us on campus.

1. Faculty and students must become reflective
practitioners. Students ideally should become
self-regulated learners (Pintrich 2000), which
means that they can specify learning goals and
formulate a plan for achieving them, track
progress toward their goals, and implement
different strategies when the original ones are
not successful. That is, students must use their
metacognitive knowledge to guide their actions
as learners (Flavell 1979). Unfortunately, col-
lege students frequently lack such metacogni-
tive knowledge (Graesser 2011), creating
opportunities for faculty to cultivate this form
of understanding in their students. Faculty can
benefit from a burgeoning literature in the
learning sciences to guide them in this work,
and through reflective practice they will ideally
come to see its value in terms of resulting in
enhanced learning. Secondary and postsec-
ondary educators as well as students must en-
gage in coordinated reflective practice so that
assignments are aligned with shared goals and
transferable evidence so that students and the
academy share the same compass at all points.  

2. Academic structures and faculty roles must
be revisited. The traditional ways in which
decisions are made in higher education about
teaching assignments and curricula are usually
centered on departmental interests and faculty
privilege, rather than on what is optimal for
enhancing student learning and promoting
student success. This must change. Academic
structures must be revisited, and faculty work
should be redefined. Academic departments,
organized by disciplines, are the contexts in
which faculty work is carried out, reviewed, and
rewarded. Within departments, faculty members
typically focus on undergraduates who are de-
clared majors, as well as on graduate students—
students for whom access and success are
invariably assured. In contrast, entering students
enroll in courses that may not be taught by

tenure-track faculty members,
and may not be perceived by
instructors as “their” students
because they may be bound
for other majors. Tests are fre-
quently content-based and
associated with curricula that
stress broad and superficial
coverage. We need to continue
to reform higher education at
the faculty level through pro-

fessional development and to provide acade-
mic departments with models for enhancing
student success. “Gateway” or service courses
should be taught by the best faculty, and 
creative delivery mechanisms should be em-
ployed to ensure that beginning students are
immediately engaged in their learning. Acad-
emic advisers and student affairs personnel
should be integral partners in the develop-
ment of these alternative ways of helping
students learn. 

3. There is great value to time on task, both for
faculty and for students. While efficiency is an
ideal in many sectors of the economy, there
are limits to how deeply it can infiltrate acad-
emic culture without threatening the essence
of who we are as educators, and ultimately
harming the students we’ve been entrusted to
teach. Thoughtful engagement of students
through high-impact practices and the provision
of routine feedback takes time, and is enhanced
through professional development. Some of
this faculty work can be supported through
technology (Niess 2005). Some of it can be
enhanced through trained teaching assistants
and peer mentors that complement the work of
faculty members. Similarly, students must rec-
ognize that deep learning takes time, thoughtful
practice and reflection, and responsiveness to
feedback. Students can participate in supple-
mental instruction (e.g., Stone and Jacobs
2008) and experiential education, and must be
held accountable to the high expectations set
by instructors. Though aspects of education can
be made more efficient, it is a grave mistake to
assume that slapdash approaches to teaching
and instruction will result in anything but su-
perficial learning and disengaged faculty. Cam-
puses can reorganize the work so that students
find contexts to increase their time on task—
contexts where faculty, staff, and other stu-
dents work together, in new ways, to support
students and their learning.  
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student success. One might argue that these re-
cent reforms in higher education finally recog-
nize Kurt Lewin’s (1936) wisdom in articulating
that behavior is a function of the person and
the environment, or B=f(P,E). Campuses have
sought to recruit more well-prepared students
by competing for students with high SAT
scores, which is often more a proxy for family
income than for student achievement.
Mortensen (2005) has pointed out the strong
relationship between family income and bac-
calaureate degree attainment. Putting the onus
for student achievement on the student and not
recognizing the institutional role in student
success perpetuates the success of high-income
students and threatens that of first-generation
students who may need additional support. We
must identify and deploy interventions that al-
low low-income and first-generation students to
be successful across a range of institutions. It is
these students who will define our country’s
future, and it is a matter of social justice to ex-
pand programming and support that will ensure
their success. Institutions must accept responsi-
bility for serving, educating, and proudly gradu-
ating the students they are accepting.  

Yet the larger question is finding means to
ensure that dual credit and the completion
agenda benefit student learning. How can we
move to a community of practice? How can
we assure deep learning in high school and in
college, moving across these sectors? How can
college faculty, high school teachers, college
and P–12 administrators, and policy makers
collaborate to ensure quality learning in the
dual-credit domain? What role does state pol-
icy have in ensuring that quality is as much a
consideration as efficiency?

Expectations from across society, coupled
with the expectations for increased student
success within the academy, have resulted over
the past decades in increased attention to the
contexts associated with student success. This
combination of internal and external pressure
has resulted in higher education identifying
ways to support student success as well as stu-
dent access. For too long, widening participa-
tion in higher education has resulted in an
open door that is a revolving door, particularly
in terms of the low-income, first-generation,
and diverse students who increasingly define
the student bodies on America’s campuses.
Finding ways to support students in their first

years, where these students have not met suc-
cess, and identifying means to support their
achievement makes America’s promise of suc-
cess coming from educational attainment real.

Conclusion
The completion agenda needn’t be pitted
against the promising reforms we’ve seen in
higher education. At the extreme, the com-
pletion agenda could indeed result in signifi-
cantly less achievement. The challenge is to
articulate and support high expectations, to in-
volve students in their learning, and to provide
assessment and feedback. We must not buy
into simplistic models that stress content as
opposed to student learning. We must be wary
of learning outcomes that reflect superficial
knowledge built through the fragile process of
memorization, and instead support students’
acquisition of competencies that demand deep
learning that is integrative and constructed
through critical inquiry. Rather than a di-
chotomy of educational practices, these are
merely points along a continuum that is con-
tinuing to evolve as a function of educational
and economic forces that interact over time.
We challenge faculty to embrace opportuni-
ties for professional development and to culti-
vate synergies through faculty communities of
practice that result in innovations. We must
engage in rigorous assessment and evidence-
based decision making to identify which inno-
vations are most impactful for cultivating
competencies in our students that will ensure
their success as citizens and in the workplace.
In many institutions, the work is already be-
ginning to be done differently, and it is clearly
working. It is imperative that we reframe our
work in the context of the secondary-through-
postsecondary continuum.  ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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BACK IN 1958, the great rocker Buddy Holly
told the world “It’s So Easy.” Holly is long
since dead, but his thinking lives on today in
the completion agenda, whose proponents be-
lieve that a few technical management
changes will suddenly and dramatically im-
prove higher education’s productivity. But
Holly was talking about falling in love; unfor-
tunately, getting unprepared and unmoti-
vated college students to learn more and
graduate faster is a different problem entirely. 

Although its leaders are actively working with
a full range of constituents, the completion
agenda (also referred to here as the “reform”
movement, since it encompasses a wide array

of proposed changes)
is focused mainly on

state policy leaders, governors, legislators, and
boards of higher education. Complete College
America (CCA), a national nonprofit organi-
zation established in 2009 to increase educa-
tional attainment in the United States, is the
standard bearer of the completion agenda.
This is in part because it represents a synthesis
of the best thinking of the “reformers” and
their associated foundations, and in part be-
cause CCA’s primary agenda has been adopted
by the US Department of Education (2011).

At the core of CCA’s strategy is a proposed
shift to state-level performance funding:
“Funding should shift from simply rewarding
enrollment to valuing outcomes, such as cre-
dentials awarded or classes successfully com-
pleted. Funding is a powerful incentive, and
rewarding performance allows states to align
their fiscal policies with statewide goals for
workforce development and economic pros-
perity.”1 This shift is necessary, CCA asserts,
because “state appropriations typically are
driven by enrollment with funding based on
the number of students enrolled” and “as a
result, colleges have a financial incentive to
boost enrollment at the start of the term,

rather than make sure students successfully
complete classes and earn degrees.”2 In this
context, “performance” is really a euphemism.
The strategy would be more accurately de-
scribed as “pressure-punitive funding,” be-
cause it is designed to force institutions to
change and punish them if they do not. 

CCA’s premise is that colleges and universities
will not do the right thing unless they are paid
to do so: it’s all about the money. Why don’t
they improve on their own? Because, as nu-
merous reform authors tell us, college and uni-
versity administrators and faculty (1) don’t care
deeply about student success to graduation, and
(2) aren’t good managers because they don’t
focus on productivity analysis and don’t use
enough instructional technology. 

Two prominent reformers, Dennis Jones and
Jane Wellman, believe that change is possible:
“Costs can be contained without sacrificing
either quality or access. This will require bet-
ter management of resources, including using
data to make decisions, paying attention to
spending, and looking at the relationship be-
tween spending and results” (2009, 5). Add to
this a recent report from the National Gover-
nors Association’s Complete to Compete ini-
tiative, which identifies “three powerful
forces” that affect the ability of colleges and
universities to meet the needs of states: (1)
“the economy’s increasing demand for more
educated workers”; (2) the need to “compete
for fewer resources because of the fiscal chal-
lenges states face today and will face in the fu-
ture”; and (3) the “swelling tide of more
students . . . concentrated among the groups
that have historically entered and completed
college at lower rates.” The report goes on to
say that the “key ingredient” in meeting these
challenges is “a strong accountability system
made up of relevant performance metrics”
(Reindl and Reyna 2011, 4). Or, consider the
similar perspective of higher education pundit
Kevin Carey, who believes that we could greatly
improve performance if only we would rank
our institutions properly. To that end, Carey
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advocates for the creation of a federal rank-
ings-based accountability system:

[T]he reality is that colleges and universi-
ties do not have to teach undergraduates
well in order to prosper. Higher education
institutions do what all human institutions
do: they respond to the incentives and val-
ues of the systems and markets in which
they exist. They can’t be regulated or
threatened into improving their service to
students. They have to want to change, not
just vaguely or to a slight degree, but so
much so that they’re willing to spend the
resources and endure the conflict that
change inevitably brings. The new rankings
would provide those reasons. (2006, 21)

Thus, the reformers are embracing the Buddy
Holly strategy: “It’s so easy.” This theme—
make a few technical management changes
and great things will happen—runs through
the reform movement and helps account for its
broad appeal, especially among state leaders.

Why focus on the states?
States are the principal target of the completion
agenda because it is at the state level that polit-
ical pressure can be most effectively linked to
drivers of institutional change. Trustees are the
other available lever, and reformers have worked
actively to connect to them. But trustees are
close to their colleges or universities and, ac-
cordingly, are quite familiar with their objectives
as well as the hurdles they face. In particular,
given their close connections to faculty and ad-
ministrators, trustees tend to be unreceptive to
arguments such as “people at public universities
don’t really care about teaching or graduation,”
“managers don’t use data to make decisions,”
and “presidents and faculty are aloof from
society and don’t much care about the social
and economic impact of their institutions.”
Trustees are also highly likely to understand
the negative consequences of budget cuts.

Governors and legislators, on the other hand,
generally approach college and university
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budgets. To individuals in state government,
the idea that you could have twice as many
graduates with no additional investment is very
appealing. There are lots of mouths crying
loudly for the additional money that would be
spent if higher education stays on the tradi-
tional path. It’s also the case that state policy
leaders necessarily deal with issues from a high
level of abstraction. It simply is not feasible for
them to dig deeply into every issue or to seek
subtle countervailing points when an appar-
ently credible group is making a bold, sensible-
sounding reform pitch. In this context, an
argument for transformative change through a
simple, if simplistic, funding formula often falls
on fertile ground. 

The appeal of “it’s so easy” also applies to
understanding the rising cost of higher educa-
tion over time. When there’s a simple expla-
nation at hand—i.e., poor management and
misplaced faculty and administrator priorities—
few are willing to examine the complex eco-
nomic forces that are driving costs relatively
higher. Indeed, there is an active “it can’t be
true” resistance to the economic arguments pre-
sented in major studies like Why Does College
Cost So Much? (Archibald and Feldman 2010). 

States leading pressure-driven reform
Efforts to implement pressure-punitive formula
reform are relatively far advanced in both Ohio
and Tennessee, and Texas is currently on the
verge of implementation. Ohio, a state that has
long been associated with enrollment-based
formulas, switched in 2009 to “performance-
based funding,” largely in the form of support
for course completion—though graduation
rates will be transitioned in as a factor as well.
The developers of the new system recognized
that a simple change would have negative
consequences for less selective institutions: it’s
obvious the students at a selective state institu-
tion will, at least initially, successfully complete
courses at a much higher rate than those at a
standard state institution. As a result, the de-
velopers worked hard to apply various weight-
ings to offset selectivity, particularly through
discounts provided for “at-risk” students, a cat-
egory initially based on income level alone but
later expanded to include age, academic prepa-
ration, and race/ethnicity” (Moltz 2009). 

Despite Ohio’s earnest efforts to offset se-
lectivity, the least selective universities are

projected to do least well under the new for-
mula in the initial years, which could encourage
them to become more selective. It also seems
improbable that the less-selective universities
will be able to close the gap over time. One
reason is that not all “at-risk” students, as de-
fined by factors such as income level and race/
ethnicity, are the same. For example, the selec-
tive state institutions will inevitably get a higher
proportion of the low-income and under-
represented minority students who have at-
tended religious schools with a greater focus
on discipline and the value of learning. Finally,
there is abundant evidence that the least se-
lective institutions in Ohio have been work-
ing hard for decades to be more successful with
poorly prepared students. The fact is, it’s not
so easy—and changing the variables in a for-
mula won’t change that. 

In 2010, Tennessee passed the Complete
College Tennessee Act, which will dramatically
change the way Tennessee funds its higher ed-
ucation system: “Within five years, Tennessee
colleges and universities will receive state
funding based on how many graduates they
produce and how well their students are pro-
gressing toward their degrees. This funding
system is unique and will make the state a
much-watched test-case for accountability in
higher education.”3 Anticipating the conse-
quences of this new pressure-punitive formula,
University of Tennessee President Joseph
DiPietro has said he expects that “we will see
some institutions with improved performance
who receive fewer dollars because others im-
proved even more. That’s when the in-fighting
will start” (Jones 2011). Unfortunately, since
presidents and faculty have long been trying
to improve the success of underprepared stu-
dents—and Tennessee has actually had a
graduation-oriented funding formula in place
for decades—the in-fighting isn’t likely to be
over how all universities can get free access to
a leading institution’s super success strategy.4
Instead, as with previous attempts to implement
performance funding, the in-fighting will be
over the validity of the data. Thus, it’s reason-
able to suppose that legislative and institu-
tional attention in Tennessee will soon be
focused more on data definitions and weight-
ings than on how to achieve needed outcomes. 

Texas has a strong but undersized higher ed-
ucation system and a fast-growing population,
combined with a desire to be the state with
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the lowest taxes in the country.
In response, Governor Perry
has launched a Texas-sized pro-
ductivity agenda.5 To put the
universities on the defensive, al-
lies of the governor gave higher
education critic Richard Vedder
(2011) raw workload data
forced from the University of
Texas. The resulting study of faculty productiv-
ity was the subject of an op-ed in the Wall Street
Journal and has been widely cited as a reference
point for understanding university inefficiency.
On the less positive side, Vedder’s critics have
noted that the study’s methodology was deeply
flawed—failing to distinguish between full-time
and part-time employees, for example. They
have also noted that it suffered from an array of
analytical errors, such as ignoring differences
among disciplines (Ura 2011). There’s an active
struggle in Texas (see below), but an imposed
pressure-punitive formula has the strong sup-
port of both the legislature and the governor.

Promising state strategies
Maryland and Virginia have taken very
thoughtful approaches to improve account-
ability and performance, and have shown
good results. However, since they have not
implemented pressure-formula approaches,
and since they are not buying into the “it’s so
easy” rhetoric, neither state has been identi-
fied as a model by the reform movement. 

In 2003–4, the University System of Maryland
launched the Effectiveness and Efficiency Ini-
tiative, through which a number of adminis-
trative improvements have been implemented.6
Notably, teaching loads at undergraduate re-
search universities were increased by an average
of 20 percent. Yet by anticipating public pressure
and digging into the tough issues in advance,
the initiative appears to have strengthened
public and legislative confidence in higher
education. Maryland has set an example of
sophisticated reform. 

In 2005, Virginia passed the restructured
Higher Education Financial and Administra-
tive Operations Act. This was the result of an
effort by several universities to win greater ad-
ministrative autonomy and to free themselves
from state regulatory barriers. In exchange for
a renewal of their public mission, the act pro-
vides state colleges and universities with greater
operational and administrative autonomy.7

The institutional performance
standards, benchmarks, and
targets established by the act
provide a far more flexible set of
measures than those advocated
by Complete College America
(although recent changes in
Virginia show the impact of
that organization). Moreover,

the measures don’t drive dollars but, rather, are
used to justify greater autonomy. Virginia is
further distinguished by its Grow by Degrees
(GBD) effort. The fruit of a business-higher
education alliance, GBD is focused on raising
awareness of the importance of higher educa-
tion to the state’s economy. While advocacy
for higher education is intrinsic to this effort,
so are agreements to improve productivity
and performance.

Given the appeal of the “it’s so easy” argu-
ment, there would be far more undesirable
change in the states if it weren’t for the oppo-
sition of colleges and universities. In most of
the country, the state-level responses have been
institution-oriented and uncoordinated; there
has not been much systematic pushback to
national “reform” ideas. Texas is changing that.
Perhaps because the attack was so sharp and
so clumsy, leaders have rallied to protect the
University of Texas—and now also Texas A&M
and other universities—from the productivity
push.8 The newly formed Texas Coalition for
Excellence in Higher Education is actively
challenging the kind of analysis provided by
Richard Vedder as well the simplistic thinking
of the completion agenda.9 Importantly, the
coalition effort quickly drew significant business
support and appears to have been instrumental
in engendering a more cautious approach on
the part of “reformers.”

Issues going forward
The US Department of Education cites Winning
by Degrees, a report prepared by the manage-
ment consulting firm McKinsey and Company,
as evidence that it is possible, with no addi-
tional investment, to increase college attain-
ment rates by 50 percent by 2020 (Auguste et al.
2010; Walters 2011). The report is interesting,
but to make the math work nationally would
require changing the structure of most univer-
sities to match that of the stripped down, mostly
online, adult-focused institutions that rank
highest in productivity. 
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But why, when students already can choose
from an array of institutions, including those
praised in Winning by Degrees, do we need to
restructure the whole system to fit a single mold?
We now have a rich and diverse higher educa-
tion market with options that appeal to many
different types of students. What’s wrong with
choice? Take the McKinsey argument and com-
bine it with the pressure-punitive formula ap-
proach and you have a major irony: both the
political left and right are advocating a Soviet-
style command economy for higher education—
and, at least in Texas, Soviet-style universities. 

Much of the debate in Texas centers on the
various threats to quality that are likely to ma-
terialize if the pressure to graduate exceeds the
ability to learn. These include threats not only

to research and scholar-
ship, but also to the in-
tegrity of the curriculum.
Faculty will never go
there first, but if cuts be-
come too severe, we can
anticipate reduced math
and science requirements
and other changes that
would undermine educa-
tional quality. There is
much that can be done
at little or no cost, and
there are actions—not
recognized by the pro-
ductivity agenda—that

could have a huge payoff. Colleges and univer-
sities are routinely saddled with regulations
and restrictions that ensure inefficiency; states
need to back off. Even the NGA recognizes the
potential benefits of deregulation (Reindl and
Reyna 2011, 13). 

Colleges and universities have accomplished
a lot through outsourcing, but they need to do
a lot more. There is no reason for a college or
university to maintain any operations that are
not directly academic. Similarly, too many in-
stitutions suffer from the “not invented here”
syndrome. Increased collaboration—especially
on the instructional side—is essential. Collabo-
rative start-ups can be difficult psychologically,
and there are usually significant up-front costs,
so this is one area where both pressure and sup-
port from states would actually be helpful. Yet
even if “Standard State” were given tons of ad-
ditional money, it still may not be able to get
its students to the same level of success as their

better prepared peers at “Selective State”—and
it is the selective institutions that typically
receive substantially more funding. There is no
good evidence that money can buy parity or that
it is more likely than pressure to foster success.
It’s a fact that, when dealing with people, in-
tangibles like motivation and self-confidence
matter. And the students at Standard State are
less likely to believe that educational success is
important, and far less likely to believe that they
can learn (Walters 2010). We need to invest in
some serious research on how to overcome this
lack of a pervasive educational culture.

Conclusion
The results so far show that it’s not so easy.
They also demonstrate the dangers of being
overly optimistic about the power of being data
focused—about the so-called “culture of evi-
dence”—to drive significant change (Rutschow
et al. 2011). The effort to improve remediation
currently being led by Achieving the Dream,
a national nonprofit dedicated to supporting
community college students, offers a good
counterexample of how to prioritize key prob-
lems and engage faculty in developing solutions.

Too many academics spend too much time
whining about legislators. That’s not only un-
productive, it’s also wrong. The fact is that, with
surprisingly few exceptions, state legislators are
intelligent, hard-working, thoughtful, and
moral individuals who want to help people and
improve the economy; they would never delib-
erately do anything to the contrary. They’re
buying into the completion agenda primarily
because it’s all they’re hearing. That’s the heart
of higher education’s challenge today. The
pushback in Texas is necessary but not suffi-
cient. Attacking the attackers provides needed
balance, but it certainly doesn’t solve the prob-
lem. Also, the Texas effort is focused on re-
search universities, while the greatest danger
from the productivity agenda is to the nation’s
equally essential “Standard States.” 

Colleges and universities need to organize
nationally—and in a very visible way—to do
three things: (1) embrace the positive aspects
of the completion agenda, such as the focus on
adult education; (2) promote further efforts at
continuous improvement, as in Maryland and
Virginia, but include radical outsourcing and
collaborative strategies; and (3) develop more
systematic research and development projects
to improve learning and success to graduation.

Carnegie Mellon
University in Qatar



One promising step is the creation of the
Campaign for the Future of Higher Education
(see http://futureofhighered.org), though a
more broadly based group will probably be
needed to achieve a comprehensive solution. 

In the debate over the future of America’s
colleges and universities, the money and mo-
mentum right now are with higher education’s
version of the chattering classes. If this contin-
ues, we’ll have a disaster. The narcotic appeal
of “it’s so easy” is not only pointing to foolish
actions, it’s leading us away from the real
problems. It’s time to counter with a coherent
and aggressive agenda that is truly based in
higher education. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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The Path to
Pedagogical Reform 
in the Sciences

IN LIBERAL EDUCATION and other important
higher education publications, we routinely
read about effective innovations that are
known to promote student success: assess-
ment; engaged, integrative, and interdiscipli-
nary learning; collaboration and partnerships;
global perspective taking; among a host of
others. The fact is, however, that such inno-
vations often remain just that—innovations,
rather than common practices. We certainly
do not lack ideas for improving instruction in
ways that help students learn more effectively,
but we do lack ideas for spreading pedagogical
innovations and broadening “ownership” of
them on campus. One of the dilemmas that
policy makers, campus leaders, and individual
faculty members often describe with chagrin
is the difficulty of scaling up successful inno-
vations. Officials at the National Science
Foundation (NSF), for example, admit they
are discouraged because the results of most
NSF-funded projects are not disseminated
beyond the target faculty or institution. The
NSF has relied largely on a research and devel-
opment model of innovation diffusion: a key
innovation is created and tested, and then the
evidence of its efficacy is distributed; ideally,
others will adopt the innovation based on the
information about its value (Rogers 1995).
But this model has proved wanting; faculty
are not adopting the effective innovations. 

In higher education, we tend to think more

about the content of the innovation and less
(if at all) about its implementation or dissemi-
nation. In this article, I describe two funda-
mental problems related to this dilemma: (1)
we largely ignore models about how to scale
up change and, therefore, tend to rely on
isolated practices that are unlikely to lead to
broader dissemination; (2) those who do
adopt models of scale-up often look to policy
literature for guidance and, as a result, advance
dated approaches that are not well aligned
with the higher education system. Next, I argue
that two particular models—mutual adaptation
and social movement—are much more likely
to lead to widespread and lasting change in
higher education, and I describe the key
mechanisms that help facilitate these promising
approaches to scale-up. 

The need for greater intentionality 
and thoughtfulness
The first point, about a lack of thoughtful dis-
semination, I will address only briefly. Campuses
have adopted a handful of strategies intended
to encourage the wider dissemination of suc-
cessful innovations, such as offering profes-
sional development workshops or providing
seed funding. These dissemination strategies
can also be found in proposals to the NSF and
the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary
Education (FIPSE) for the funding of projects
that are intended to achieve broader scale.
While professional development and seed
money can be helpful in themselves, they are
not being utilized in ways that attend to the en-
tire change process. Professional development
may help a faculty member better understand
the change, but it does not provide either 
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incentive to change or ongoing support for
change. Seed money may provide incentive,
but faculty members may still face depart-
mental barriers that the funding does not help
them overcome. One-off solutions to dissemi-
nation and support do not help achieve sys-
temic change and scale-up.

Second, much of the available information
about scaling up innovations comes from pol-
icy research and applied subfields like interna-
tional or community development (Dede
2006). If educators do adopt a change model,
it may not be one with proven success in edu-
cation. Within policy circles, scale-up is typi-
cally understood to involve the application of
an innovation that has been proven successful
in one setting to a wide range of other settings
(Healy and DeStefano 1997). It is assumed
that success is independent of the implemen-
tation setting, or that successful innovations
can be readily applied to other contexts with-
out modification or alteration. It is also assumed
that reform begins with small pilots, which
are tested and then distributed without con-
sideration of the actors or contexts of subse-
quent settings. According to these traditional
models of scale-up, innovation is imposed ex-
ternally and represents outside influence.
Through funded projects, for example, inno-
vations can be created and tested by faculty
and then distributed to various sites—with little
or no investment provided for implementation
at the new sites.

There are several problems with these tradi-
tional models of scale-up. Cumulative evidence
has shown that they are not effective in many
situations, and that they are wholly ineffective
in education—particularly in the K–12 context,

where many such models have been applied.
Without modification or adaptation, innova-
tions are not easily transferred to other set-
tings. School reform efforts, for example, are
much more successful when they are modified
to fit the particular school setting (Datnow et
al. 1998).

Moreover, researchers now recognize that
scale-up is more likely to succeed if the inno-
vation was developed organically within a
school or setting, rather than created at a lab
or off-site location and imposed externally.
For example, Healey and Destafano (1997)
have noted that teachers, parents, and stu-
dents should be involved in the design, devel-
opment, and implementation of innovations
intended to solve problems related to their
own situations. Also, traditional models of
scale-up are often rooted in an understanding
of innovation as static and, therefore, readily
applicable to different contexts, even as cir-
cumstances change over time. Yet, scholars in
the development field have come to realize
that communities are dynamic, and that the
beneficial changes they bring to scale need to
be organic and to change with circumstances
(Samoff, Sebante, and Dembele 2003). 

Another problem with traditional scale-up
models concerns incentive or motivation.
Many efforts at educational reform ignore
whether or not there is interest within the
community. Generic definitions of scale do
not examine motivation or the interests of
particular actors, and, as Elmore (1996) has
noted, efforts rooted in such definitions are
unlikely to be successful. Also, scale-up works
better when individuals or groups working in
local settings are connected to a network of
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others who are also involved in similar efforts.
Through such networks, innovators can sup-
port one another and help resolve issues of
implementation, motivation, and ownership.
Networks can also provide the leadership
needed to create and sustain change in partic-
ular settings.

These problems with traditional models of
scale-up are powerfully demonstrated in Elmore’s
(1996) evaluation of NSF school reform and
scale-up efforts over twenty years. Elmore
concluded that the incentive structure in
schools works against any attempt to change
core activities, and that reform efforts will
never reach scale so long as the model of scale
continues to ignore the need to alter basic
organizational structures—i.e., the implemen-
tation context. He also concluded that the
problem of scale will not be solved so long as
incentives remain limited and innovation is
viewed as an individual trait of charismatic
innovators, rather than as a normative re-
quirement of good teaching. Good practices
should be openly and publicly debated on a
regular basis, and educational institutions
need to build structures that promote ongoing
learning. In the end, Elmore noted, we need
to recognize that the issue of scale is an issue
of cultural norms and incentives that cannot
be fixed with simple policy shifts, grant
money, or pilot-tested innovations imposed
through traditional scale-up models.   

In a similar critique, Coburn (2003) demon-
strated that innovations in schools usually
falter because they do not achieve depth or
alter the norms of teachers. Even schools that
successfully implement reforms have difficulty
sustaining them in the face of competing pri-
orities, changing demands, and teacher and
administrative turnover. Too often, practices
change, but underlying beliefs do not. Hence,
once pressures to use the new practices have
lessened or disappeared, people tend to return
to old habits. Bringing deep, systemic changes
to scale requires a thoughtful and systemic
approach—and one that addresses the critiques
of traditional scale-up models.

Models for scaling up change 
in higher education
Both mutual adaptation and social movement
models address all the critiques of traditional
scale-up models, and they have the potential
to bring marginal pedagogical innovations to
scale in higher education. Mutual adaptation
involves a flexible process that is negotiated
between developers and educators, and its de-
sign reflects local needs while still holding
true to the original nature of the innovation
(Datnow et. al. 1998). Because external
groups are in place to provide the infrastructure,
the mutual adaptation model can make avail-
able incentives and structures to support the
improved practice at a relatively early stage.
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One way to achieve mutual adaptation is by
creating learning communities through which
educators deliberate on an innovation and
work together to customize it for their particu-
lar setting (Senge 1990). Mutual adaptation
enables external groups to champion an idea
that they regard as beneficial to student learn-
ing but that might not have many internal
champions.

The social movement model of change sug-
gests that when people across varying sites de-
cide to embrace a reform or innovation, they
form networks, deliberate and discuss the in-
novation, work collectively, and ultimately
create rewards and institutional structures to
make it part of the system (Palmer 1992).
This type of process works best when the im-
plementation must confront an entrenched
status quo, despite the presence of many inter-
nal champions. As flexible, context-based
models for achieving broad implementation,
mutual adaptation and social movement both
create ownership, respond to local cultures
and structures, and foster deliberation and
network creation. Leaders seeking to scale up
pedagogical innovations should focus on three
key components of both mutual adaptation
and social movement models: (1) deliberation
and discussion, (2) networks, and (3) external
support and incentives. (Table 1 summarizes
these three key components of mutual adapta-
tion and social movement models, and indi-
cates whether they respond to the critiques of
traditional scale-up models.)

Studies have shown that deliberation and dis-
cussion among professionals commonly lead to
authentic change. Several of these studies
have also shown that one of the main reasons
change does not occur is that people funda-

mentally do not understand either the reason
for a proposed change or the content of it.
Therefore, it is essential that people be given
opportunities to engage in ongoing discussion
within the context of a deliberative learning
process that helps them understand the neces-
sity for change. Through such discussion, under-
lying norms and values can be changed, and
people can come to accept new ways of doing
things (Senge 1990). Deliberation and discus-
sion can be used to address many of the chal-
lenges of scale-up. Those who undergo a
deliberative learning process are likely to de-
velop a sense of ownership, for example, and
ongoing discussion can foster internal motiva-
tion. Organizations are not static, and organi-
zational cultures can differ widely. One benefit
of deliberation and discussion is that their
inherent flexibility allows for adaptation dur-
ing the implementation process in response
to the changing needs of particular organiza-
tional contexts.

Networks connect people with similar ideas
and provide change agents with the informa-
tion and moral support they need to help
move the change process along and sustain it
over time. Moreover, the incentives provided
by external networks can help compensate for
a lack of internal incentives and support for
innovation. Isolated individuals or groups are
often unable to sustain change in the face of
the status quo. By relieving isolation through
connection with others engaged in similar
efforts, networks offer a way to overcome this
challenge. And discussions within such net-
works can help change agents adapt their
strategies to context issues as they emerge. 

Networks can be created both on and off
campus. In seeking to change pedagogical
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practices, it is especially important to link up the
individuals on campus who share an interest
in the new pedagogical approach. Bringing
people together across campus by establishing
a center related to a particular change—a center
on integrated technology, for example—is a
strategy common to most successful mutual
adaptation and social movement processes.
Alternatively, an existing center on campus—
a center for teaching and learning, for exam-
ple—can be used to host events that bring
together individuals with similar interests. An
internal campus network can serve a variety
of purposes: creating a coalition to support a
change effort, helping people respond to local
changes by fostering awareness of changes
on campus, providing incentives for change,

developing a communication system for spread-
ing information necessary to implement a
change, helping sustain the change over the
long term as whole sets of people are connected
to the initiative, providing expertise to brain-
storm problems, and supplying human re-
sources where they are needed.

External supports and incentives help motivate
and sustain change agents in the face of entropy
and even negative dynamics by providing
funding, awards, and recognition. Endorsements
and other forms of support from government
agencies, foundations, and other influential
organizations—e.g., accreditors, disciplinary
societies, community organizations—can 
facilitate change and help achieve scale.
Endorsements can also make it easier to move
beyond the true believers, to reach other faculty
and staff who may need additional external
motivation before fully embracing change.
The innovation gains legitimacy through en-
dorsements and support. In addition, some ex-
ternal levers can be used to contribute directly
to sustainability by incorporating the change
into a larger system of accountability.

One way to provide more systemic support
and incentives is to establish a dedicated inter-
mediary organization—i.e., an organization
whose singular mission is to support and ad-
vance a particular reform or innovation. Such
an organization is able to dedicate the bulk of
its efforts to the priorities of the change, some-
thing a campus alone may not be able to do.
Although charismatic leaders do occasionally
emerge to champion a change on campus, col-
leges have multiple priorities and typically
cannot provide the leadership needed to scale
up a change. A more systematic approach that
leads to the broad and successful implementa-
tion of an innovation is to obtain support from
an external organization that is dedicated to
advancing the particular reform. Intermediary
organizations can provide vision, rationale,
access to networks and communities of prac-
tice, technical support, established awards, and
other resources. They can also provide legiti-
macy and credibility to campus initiatives, en-
abling leaders on campus to point to a national
organization that supports their innovation.

This new approach exemplified
Rather than focusing on the development,
testing, and dissemination of innovations—
areas of focus that are inherent in traditional
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Since its founding in 1989, Project
Kaleidoscope (PKAL) has been a

leading advocate for building and sus-
taining strong undergraduate programs in the
fields of science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM). With an extensive net-
work of over seven thousand faculty members
and administrators at over one thousand 
colleges, universities, and organizations, 
PKAL has developed far-reaching influence in
shaping undergraduate STEM learning envi-
ronments that attract and retain undergradu-
ate students. PKAL accomplishes its work by
engaging campus faculty and leaders in funded
projects, national and regional meetings, 
community-building activities, leadership
development programs, and publications 
that are focused on advancing what works in
STEM education.

In 2008, the Association of American
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) and
PKAL announced a partnership to align and
advance the work of both organizations in fos-
tering meaningful twenty-first-century liberal
education experiences for all undergraduate
students, across all disciplines. This new part-
nership represents a natural progression, as
nearly 75 percent of campuses with PKAL
community members are also AAC&U mem-
ber institutions. Together, AAC&U and PKAL
apply their collective expertise in undergradu-
ate learning, assessment, leadership, and insti-
tutional change to accelerate the pace and
reach of STEM transformation.

For more information, visit www.aacu.org/pkal.
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scale-up models—we need greater attention to
professional dialogues and networks, incentive
schemes, funding and seed money, professional
norms, and the infrastructure of support. This
new approach is exemplified in the most recent
initiative of Project Kaleidoscope (PKAL), a
national intermediary organization that has
been dedicated since 1989 to supporting and
advancing reform and innovation in under-
graduate programs in the fields of science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics.
In this initiative, called Facilitating Interdis-
ciplinary Learning, PKAL brought together
twenty-eight campuses over three years in
roundtables, conferences, webinars, and con-
ference calls in order to encourage deliberation
and networking. 

The campuses exchanged ideas about
strategies to advance interdisciplinary learning,
wrestled with and vented about barriers,
grappled with developing a common language
for interdisciplinarity, and shared ideas for
advancing campus change. PKAL’s facilitation
of deliberation enabled conversations that
would not naturally occur on campuses, and it
afforded time for reflection—a rarity as people
get caught up in their day-to-day work. Partic-
ipants in the network discovered new ideas
that would not have occurred to them in iso-
lation on their own campuses. They also bor-
rowed guidelines for interdisciplinary hiring
and curriculum committee formation. Campus
teams learned to frame their work in ways that
are more acceptable to faculty with a strong
disciplinary background. Through participa-
tion in PKAL’s  annual leadership institute
and a project-specific leadership conference,
faculty explored their role as leaders and
change agents on campus, and developed
strategies to foster change by creating new

professional norms and on-campus coalitions
for change. PKAL provided external incen-
tives and support by reviewing campus grant
proposals, by communicating directly with
each campus president and various senior ad-
ministrators about the importance of the pro-
ject and the need for administrative support,
and by connecting project campuses to other
PKAL initiatives, networks, and dissemination
mechanisms (national publications and con-
ferences). Through these types of interactions
and activities, PKAL facilitated mutual adapta-
tion and social movement, which is difficult
for a campus to do on its own without support. 

In conclusion, campus leaders should think
more systemically about change—not just
about which intervention to adopt—and they
should look beyond their own campus struc-
tures to intermediary organizations like PKAL
for support.  ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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WE ARE AMERICA’S three largest service acad-
emies: Air Force, Navy, and Army. For each of
our respective services, we are the primary un-
dergraduate institutions and commissioning
sources that educate and develop the officers
who are expected to lead this nation’s armed
forces. We are special places that have special
“missions”—to develop leaders of character
who will serve our country, with honor and
with courage, and who upon conclusion of
their military service will continue to lead the
nation in whatever occupation they choose to
follow. We all focus on leadership development
and service; we all insist upon honor and in-
tegrity; we all stress courage and commitment,
both mental and physical. We have much in
common. And one of the things that we have
in common is the ever present challenge to ex-

plain what it is that we
do, and why we do it.

When you work at a military service academy,
everyone is your constituent. Literally every-
one has expectations of and interest in the
service academies; many know someone who’s
been a cadet or midshipman at an academy, or
someone who has served there; everyone feels
like they “own” part of each academy—and in
some respects that’s true, because our funding
comes from Congress. Every time a service
academy makes news—good or bad—every-
one takes an interest. For us, public advocacy
is a high-stakes discussion; everyone has an
opinion, everyone wants a say. The Naval
Academy, by virtue of its close proximity to
Washington, DC, is cited in the Washington
Post nearly every week. The same can be said
for West Point and the New York Times. And

most people read the articles about us precisely
because it is Navy, West Point, or Air Force
that’s being reported upon; there isn’t typically
the same level of interest concerning most
other educational institutions. Perhaps the
bottom line is this: in answer to the question,
whom do you serve? or what is your purpose?
the three major service academies share a
common and special answer. We serve the
defense of our nation by educating, training,
inspiring, and aspiring to develop America’s
sons and daughters into the leaders who will
be charged with that effort. In this way, we
serve every American citizen.

The three major service academics have
much in common, and much that is different as
well. The similarities between us tend to be
obvious (and are just as obvious as the differ-
ences between us and most civilian universi-
ties). As military service academies, we are full
immersion programs. We significantly control
most aspects of our students’ lives, from their
first day in late June/early July to commission-
ing day in late May nearly forty-seven months
later. Everyone knows about our required uni-
forms, parades and formations, challenging
physical demands, and honor and conduct
systems. As you might guess, we also require
various forms of professional military training,
including the use of weapons and weapon sys-
tems, and provide significant exposure to and
immersion in leadership principles for military
officers. We also control and closely monitor
the many facets of academic life, from class
attendance and course selection to semester
credit loads and mandatory study hours. We are
institutions that foster good order and disci-
pline, and we develop that in young men and
women ranging in age from about eighteen to
twenty-six. It’s an understatement to say that
we live and work in a structured environment!
This we each have in common.

But these are only a few of the most visible
similarities among our three academies and,
in turn, the differences between what we do at
our academies and what is typically done in
civilian colleges and universities. Of course,
there are many other differences as well, and
there are even differences between the three
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academies. Our aim here, however, is to discuss
the similarities we have with the vast majority
of higher education institutions. In fact, in
many of the most fundamental respects, we are
not so different from a typical civilian college
or university.

Liberal education at the service academies
While each of our service academies uses
different words to express our desired educa-
tional student learning outcomes, we think
there is commonality in what we expect of all
our graduates. We emphasize the creation of
scholar-warriors, and we take to heart the
words attributed to Thucydides: “The nation
that makes a great distinction between its
scholars and its warriors will have its thinking

done by cowards and its fighting done by fools.”
Accordingly, we seek to develop leaders of
character, selfless leaders who think first of
others (exemplified, for example, in the Navy
ethos of “ship . . . shipmate . . . self”); who
value diversity and inclusion and the quality
inherent in surrounding yourself with differ-
ing opinions, perspectives, and experiences;
and who create a respectful, ethical, and pro-
fessional command climate through their own
personal integrity and moral courage. We value
inspirational leadership, the concept that
great leaders inspire their teams to accomplish
the most challenging missions, and do so by
example through mental and physical toughness
and by demonstrating resilience. Our graduates
are expected to be consummate professionals,
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they lead, and most impor-
tantly to project to the world
the values, the understanding,
and the humanity that define
our nation. We know that in
many cases the first and per-
haps only American that an
individual from a foreign coun-
try will ever encounter will be
one of our graduates. In that moment of first
impression, we take a big step toward either
gaining a friend or ally, or toward creating a
lifelong enemy. Our graduates must represent
our very best and be dedicated to the values of
our services and to the Constitution of the
United States. 

Moreover, we seek graduates who are tech-
nically proficient in the basics of science,
technology, and engineering, and who have
developed a commitment to lifelong learning.
We develop critical thinkers and creative
problem solvers who are innovative decision
makers and have a bias for action. They must
be articulate, both orally and in writing; they
must be adaptable to their circumstances and
environments; and they must understand and
appreciate global and cross-cultural dynamics,
the history of regions and peoples, and the social
dynamics of interpersonal relations.

At first glance, this description of our insti-
tutional educational learning outcomes may
seem quite different from the typical educa-
tional learning outcomes of other four-year
colleges and universities. But we don’t think
they are. We think they satisfy the essence of
a liberal education as defined by the Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities
(AAC&U): “Liberal Education is an approach
to learning that empowers individuals and
prepares them to deal with complexity, diver-
sity, and change. It provides students with
broad knowledge of the wider world (e.g., sci-
ence, culture, and society) as well as in-depth
study in a specific area of interest. A liberal
education helps students develop a sense of
personal and social responsibility, as well as
strong and transferable intellectual and prac-
tical skills such as communication, analytical,
and problem-solving skills, and a demon-
strated ability to apply knowledge and skills in
real-world settings.”  

In fact, the work associated with AAC&U’s
Liberal Education and America’s Promise

(LEAP) initiative has been
quite useful to the service
academies (see www.aacu.org/
leap). The LEAP essential
learning outcomes align well
with the institutional goals
and varied curricular frame-
works at each of the service
academies. Consider an example
from the Air Force Academy.

In 2006, an Air Force Academy team attending
the AAC&U Greater Expectations Summer
Institute first learned of the LEAP initiative
and its corresponding learning outcomes.
These LEAP outcomes, combined with an
emerging set of parallel Air Force “core com-
petencies,” served as important top-down
guidance to supplement the educational learn-
ing outcomes the Air Force Academy already
had developed through its previous bottom-up
processes. The result was a major revision of
the prior educational outcomes, with a focus
on making the new institutional outcomes
concise, memorable, and consistent with both
Air Force doctrine and best practices in higher
education (see fig. 1). These institutional out-
comes embody the intent and spirit of the Air
Force Academy mission and are, today, the fo-
cal point of everyone’s efforts at the Air Force
Academy, regardless of whether they teach in
the core curriculum, in a major program, in
military training, in athletics, or in the Air Force
Academy’s signature airmanship programs.
This has helped the Academy work in a much
more integrated way than it had in the past—
better supporting this “both Athens and
Sparta” institution. Indeed, at the Air Force
Academy, all of the mission partners of the
Academy curriculum and course of instruction
(academic, military, athletic, and airmanship)
now work together toward these shared edu-
cational learning outcomes. Aligning the new
outcomes with the LEAP essential learning
outcomes was a key step in making this so.

More generally, the academic programs at
each of our service academies are structured in
similar ways, with all cadets and midshipman
required to take a large number of required
“core” courses (approximately 60–75 percent
of their total credits) in addition to courses
leading to a major. Our students also complete
a significant number of credit hours in physi-
cal education and military science or military
strategic studies classes, typically at least eight
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AAC&U LEAP

Mission Statement

THE ESSENTIAL LEARNING
OUTCOMES
Beginning in school, and contin-
uing at successively higher levels
across their college studies, stu-
dents should prepare for twenty-
first-century challenges by gaining:

Knowledge of Human Cultures
and the Physical and 
Natural World
• Through study in the sciences

and mathematics, social sci-
ences, humanities, histories,
languages, and the arts

Focused by engagement with big
questions, both contemporary and
enduring

Intellectual and Practical Skills,
including
• Inquiry and analysis
• Critical and creative thinking
• Written and oral communica-

tion
• Quantitative literacy
• Information literacy
• Teamwork and problem solving
Practiced extensively across the 
curriculum, in the context of progres-
sively more challenging problems, pro-
jects, and standards for performance

Personal and Social
Responsibility, including
• Civic knowledge and engage-

ment—local and global
• Intercultural knowledge and

competence
• Ethical reasoning and action
• Foundations and skills for life-

long learning
Anchored through active involve-
ment with diverse communities 
and real-world challenges

Integrative and Applied Learning,
including
• Synthesis and advanced

accomplishment across general
and specialized studies

Demonstrated through the applica-
tion of knowledge, skills, and
responsibilities to new settings 
and complex problems

U.S. Air Force Academy
(USAFA)

To educate, train, and inspire
men and women to become offi-
cers of character motivated to
lead the United States Air Force
in service to our nation

INSTITUTIONAL OUTCOMES
Commission leaders of character
who embody the Air Force core
values . . .
Integrity—Service—Excellence

Committed to Societal,
Professional, and Individual
Responsibilities
• Ethical reasoning and action
• Respect for human dignity
• Service to the nation
• Lifelong development and con-

tributions 
• Intercultural competence 

and involvement

Empowered by integrated
Intellectual and Warrior Skills
• Quantitative and information

literacy
• Oral and written communica-

tion
• Critical thinking
• Decision making
• Stamina
• Courage
• Discipline
• Teamwork

Grounded in essential Knowledge
of the Profession of Arms and the
Human & Physical Worlds
• Heritage and application of air,

space, and cyberspace power
• National security and 

full spectrum of joint and
coalition warfare

• Civic, cultural, and interna-
tional environments

• Ethics and the foundations 
of character

• Principles of science and 
the scientific method

• Principles of engineering and
the application of technology

U.S. Military Academy 
(USMA)

To educate, train, and inspire the
Corps of Cadets so that each 
graduate is a commissioned leader
of character committed to the 
values of Duty, Honor, Country
and prepared for a career of pro-
fessional excellence and service 
to the Nation as an officer in 
the United States Army

INSTITUTIONAL OUTCOMES
West Point develops commis-
sioned leaders of character pre-
pared for intellectual, ethical,
social, and physical demands
across the broad spectrum of
challenges in professional mili-
tary service.

Our curriculum is purposefully
integrated such that upon com-
missioning West Point graduates
will
• lead and inspire their units to

accomplish the mission;
• embrace their role as a United

States Army officer;
• demonstrate a broad perspec-

tive that is open to new ideas
and experiences;

• understand ambiguous situa-
tions and solve complex prob-
lems;

• make sound and timely deci-
sions under stress;  

• communicate effectively with
all audiences;

• demonstrate proficiency in the
military and physical skills
required to succeed in combat;

• demonstrate mental and physi-
cal toughness—with the
strength of spirit to persevere
and win;

• demonstrate respect for others
and work effectively with dif-
ferent cultures and people;

• live honorably—with uncom-
promising integrity.

U.S. Naval Academy 
(USNA)

To develop Midshipmen morally,
mentally, and physically and to
imbue them with the highest
ideals of duty, honor, and loyalty
in order to graduate leaders who
are dedicated to a career of naval
service and have potential for
future development in mind and
character to assume the highest
responsibilities of command, citi-
zenship and government

ATTRIBUTES OF GRADUATES
We accomplish our mission by
graduating midshipmen who are
warriors ready to meet the
demands of a country at war or at
peace. Our graduates are:

Selfless: Selfless leaders who
value diversity and create an eth-
ical command climate through
their example of personal
integrity and moral courage

Inspirational: Mentally resilient
and physically fit officers who
inspire their team to accomplish
the most challenging missions and
are prepared to lead in combat

Proficient: Technically and acade-
mically proficient professionals
with a commitment to continual
learning

Innovative: Critical thinkers and
creative decision makers with a
bias for action

Articulate: Effective communica-
tors, both orally and in writing

Adaptable: Adaptable individuals
who understand and appreciate
global and cross-cultural dynamics

Professional: Role models dedi-
cated to the profession of arms,
the traditions and values of the
Naval Service, and the constitu-
tional foundation of the United
States

Figure 1. Comparison of the LEAP essential learning outcomes with all three service academy mission statements
and their respective educational learning outcomes
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twenty or so of military science/military strate-
gic studies and leadership. Concepts supporting
each academy’s institutional learning outcomes
are progressively developed and reinforced
throughout the curriculum, and integrated in
various courses. Each academy places a strong
emphasis on practical applications in its pro-
gram and course learning models, and also pro-
vides educational enrichment activities such as
semester abroad programs, research work, and
internships, typically with governmental agen-
cies so students can practice what they learn.
Throughout the forty-seven-month experience,
character and leadership development is em-
phasized through both experiential learning
opportunities and structured Socratic ex-
changes. But, regardless of the details of our
programs, the educational structure at each
of our service academies emphasizes the essen-
tial learning outcomes of LEAP.

The LEAP essential learning outcomes
The LEAP framework categorizes essential
learning outcomes into four overarching cate-
gories: (1) knowledge of human cultures and
the physical and natural world (2) intellectual
and practical skills, (3) personal and social re-
sponsibility, and (4) integrative and applied
learning. While all three service academics
stress intellectual and practical skills, the pre-
cise details vary from one to another. But
there are several themes in common among
all three, the most significant being the con-
cept of providing an intellectually challenging
program of study that emphasizes practical ap-
plications and projects with an expectation of
high standards of excellence. As the academic
deans of our academies, we like to remind
people that no one chooses to attend a service
academy because it is easy. Our students are
looking for a challenge! And that challenge is
based in a strong core program—consisting of
over half of the semester hours of the general
education program—requiring a proficiency
in technical disciplines, such as mathematics,
computing, chemistry, and physics; humanities
disciplines, such as history and English; social
science disciplines, such as political science;
and, in some cases, one of several foreign lan-
guages. But not one of our graduates is enrolled
with the goal of becoming a mathematician,
chemist, historian, writer, etc. Our graduates
are learning to lead and to do so in a wartime

environment. So in each of our core disci-
plines, we emphasize critical thinking, inquiry
and analysis, problem solving, and communi-
cation. Throughout these core disciplines, we
foster teamwork, decision making (often un-
der stress), and commitment and discipline.
These are the enduring skills that will enable
our graduates to be successful leaders, regard-
less of their individual academic interests.

Every institution of higher learning is pre-
sented with social and cultural challenges as-
sociated with transitioning young adults into
educated and responsible citizens. In keeping
with our shared service academy mission “to
produce leaders of character,” our shared goal
is to create a culture where dignity and respect
for self and others is the foundation for all
aspects of life at our respective service acade-
mies. We all emphasize in our educational
learning outcomes intentional efforts to de-
velop in our graduates personal and social re-
sponsibility, specifically civic knowledge and
engagement; local and global intercultural
knowledge and competence; ethical reasoning
and action; and foundations and skills for life-
long learning. These are anchored through
active involvement with diverse communities
and real-world challenges.  

At each of the academies, courses in foreign
language are not just about language as a tech-
nical competency, but also about learning
how to interact in and understand a culture
different from one’s own. Ethical reasoning is
not an academic concept studied only in a
core philosophy course, but something ap-
plied very personally in many settings includ-
ing day-long character enrichment seminars,
for example, wherein volunteer adult facilita-
tors engage cadets in personal small group dis-
cussions about how the cadets might handle
real-world moral dilemmas that these facilita-
tors themselves experienced personally. At
the Air Force Academy, in the required senior
course in English, all cadets prepare a capstone
speech and essay addressing the moral and eth-
ical dilemmas inherent in service as a military
professional and warrior. They wrestle with
the reality that the commission as officers they
are about to accept requires them to respect,
uphold, and protect the dignity and worth of
individual human beings, even as they might
be called to fight and kill others.

One of the many nice things about serving at
our military academies is that faculty understand
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cadets and midshipmen with
integrated and applied learning
opportunities in order to pre-
pare them for military service
in the twenty-first century.
Each of our academies provides
multiple, progressive learning
opportunities across our key curricular areas
and through educational enrichment activities.
Our faculty composition directly contributes
to this integrative and applied learning envi-
ronment; many of our faculty and staff members
are military officers who have recently served in
the environments our graduates will encounter,
so they easily provide context and demon-
strate relevant application to classroom and
other learning opportunities. The military
faculty and staff are partnered with our civil-
ian faculty who infuse the depth of discipli-
nary expertise and pedagogy for teaching and
learning into our classrooms. In the academic
arena, following the LEAP framework, the
curriculum is designed to build an essential
knowledge foundation, provide focused appli-
cation of knowledge in specific disciplinary
areas, and then integrate knowledge and ap-
plication across disciplines through the medium
of senior research design or thesis projects in
the student’s major. Each academy has robust
relationships with their service and other gov-
ernmental organizations that provide problem
domains for such work, and in return these
organizations receive highly valued, creative
solutions to difficult, real-world issues.  

By the very nature of our institutions, much
integration and applied learning naturally
occurs outside of our academic programs.
Militarily, our cadets and midshipmen are re-
quired to complete training that progressively
develops them from being a good team mem-
ber to being a good team leader. They are put
into positions of increasing responsibility in
which they have to understand and synthesize
lessons learned from previous experiences in
order to lead successfully. Each academy also
has specific curricula designed to teach and
reinforce personal and social responsibility, and
ethical conduct.  Lessons are typically taught
within the context of applied situations typi-
cally encountered at the academy or in military
service. Cadets and midshipmen have to under-
stand these lessons and apply them within the
context of their leadership positions and in

being a good citizen of the
academy. Educational enrich-
ment activities such as research,
internships, study abroad oppor-
tunities, competitive athletics,
and academic and social stu-
dent clubs also provide sig-
nificant applied learning

opportunities for integrating knowledge and
experiences across our key curricular areas
(academic, military, physical, moral-ethical).
Your service academies have had great success
with using the integrative and applied learning
concepts of the LEAP initiative.

Conclusion
Military service academies are unique in many
respects. We certainly have our own culture
and, in many ways, a different approach to
educating our students because of our mission
to develop leaders for the nation’s defense.
Lessons from Iraq and Afghanistan demon-
strate that our military needs scholar-warriors
who can seamlessly and successfully operate in
the context of both “Athens and Sparta.” But,
while our approach may be different, we re-
main committed to providing the very best of
what a liberal education represents. The edu-
cational learning outcomes differ somewhat
between each of the service academies due to
the needs of our respective services, but each
of us develops our graduates using the powerful
educational framework advanced by AAC&U’s
LEAP initiative. We learn and grow together,
and we challenge each other to continue to
raise the bar of excellence. General Douglas
MacArthur said it best: “On the fields of friendly
strife are sown the seeds that on other days and
other fields will bear the fruits of victory.”

This makes serving at America’s service
academies—your service academies—a truly
rewarding and fulfilling experience, an honor,
a privilege, and an important responsibility in
service to our nation. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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SEVERAL YEARS AGO, when I was associate dean
in the College of Humanities, Arts, and Social
Sciences, a new senior administrator on cam-
pus expressed the view that one of our premier
first-year experience programs in the college
was too expensive and that a different model,
based on an approach taken at the administra-
tor’s previous institution, was cheaper and far
superior. It was only after I engaged in a careful
analysis of the program’s impact, and distributed
the results to the administration and larger
campus community, that the program was saved
from likely extinction. I learned an important
lesson from this experience, one that I carried
with me as vice provost for undergraduate edu-
cation, a position that placed me in charge of a
number of academic support and cocurricular
programs on campus. In this article, I describe

the approach we take
to program evaluation

at the University of California–Riverside
(UCR), and recount some of the ways in which
we have utilized evaluation results to enhance
student success. 

Identifying factors that affect attainment
of program goals
The starting point for an evaluation study is a
clear statement of program goals. Increasing
retention rates or boosting graduation rates
are two commonly-cited goals of academic
support and cocurricular programs. However,
many student support programs have less lofty
goals—such as fostering student-faculty inter-
action or creating awareness of the support
services available to students on campus—
which may align with the larger objective of
improving retention or graduation rates, or
may be viewed as important contributors to
campus-level learning outcomes. Whatever the
goals of a program, it is imperative that they
be clearly articulated (and enthusiastically
embraced) by program providers. 

Once the desired outcomes or goals of a
program have been identified, it is useful to

begin with an exploration of the various factors
that influence these outcomes. For outcomes
such as grades, retention rates, or time to degree,
most institutions of higher education possess
electronic student records that contain this in-
formation, along with student attributes such as
high school grade point average, SAT score, and
first-generation status that might be expected to
influence these outcomes. Additional possible
correlates—such as paid work hours or plans to
attend graduate school—may be gleaned from
student surveys and linked, via student identifi-
cation numbers, to student records data to dis-
cover their impact on program goals. 

To discern the most important factors influ-
encing student attainment of a program goal,
one might begin by exploring simple associa-
tions or correlations. Are first-generation stu-
dents, for example, less likely to be retained
than non-first-generation students? This con-
stitutes little more than comparing mean re-
tention rates for the two populations, and
asking whether these means are statistically
significantly different. A more sophisticated
approach would relate outcomes such as re-
tention to an array of possible determinative
characteristics in a multivariate framework
that allows the analyst to isolate the specific
contribution of each characteristic as a dis-
tinct factor. One might find in simple correla-
tions, for instance, that Hispanic students are
less likely to be retained than Caucasian stu-
dents and that low-income students are simi-
larly at risk compared to non-low-income
students. However, because Hispanic students
are also more likely to be low-income, it is
unclear which of these two characteristics is
dominant. The multivariate framework helps
answer this question.

While developing an understanding of the
various factors that influence program goals is
only a building block in a good program eval-
uation study, the results of such an analysis may
be of value in and of themselves. For example,
at UCR, we have discovered the following: 
• For our student population, high school

grade point average is a far more important
determinant of student success—including,
for example, first-year college grade point
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average, retention, and likelihood of gradu-
ating—than SAT score, a discovery that has
caused us to rethink the relative weight we
give to these two criteria in recruitment
and admissions decisions. (One of the his-
torical reasons for introducing the SAT is
that high school grades were unreliable pre-
dictors of student success. But, with the
large population of traditionally under-
served students at UCR, it is the SAT that
appears to be unreliable.) 

• Living in student housing as a freshman has
a positive and statistically significant impact
on first-year retention. This insight has led
us to initiate special programs for commuter
students in hopes of lowering attrition rates
for that population. 

• Students in different majors progress at very
different rates toward graduation, a finding
that has fostered a deeper analysis of the
causes of these differences in time to degree
and spurred us to add courses to summer
school offerings that reduce some of the
bottlenecks in progression toward degree for
students in the most highly impacted majors.

Evaluating program effectiveness
Having explored the determinants of specific
markers of student success, it is relatively

straightforward to embark upon an analysis of
program effectiveness. To begin, it must be
possible to identify the participants in a partic-
ular program from among the larger student
body, and then to link participation status to
information on individual outcome measures,
such as retention, and to determinative
characteristics, such as high school grade point
averages and SAT scores. Program evaluation
entails a comparison of outcomes across par-
ticipant (i.e., “treated”) and nonparticipant
(i.e., “control”) groups of students who are
similar in every relevant respect. If the two
groups are indeed similar with respect to all
important determinative characteristics, then
the difference in mean outcome measures
across the two groups constitutes an estimate
of the impact of the program. 

The chief challenge in program evaluation
is ensuring that the treated and control popu-
lations are indeed “similar in every relevant
respect.” A straightforward way of both ad-
justing for observed differences across the two
groups and testing for program impact is to
utilize the multivariate model of outcome de-
terminants discussed above, and to add to the
list of determinative variables a variable indi-
cating whether the students participated in the
specific program in question. The association
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outcome measure in the multivariate frame-
work constitutes an estimate of the mean dif-
ference in the outcome variable due to the
program, holding all other observed determina-
tive factors constant. In this way, by including
student demographic and behavioral charac-
teristics among the group of determinative
variables, the estimated program impact is
for treatment and control groups that are
observationally equivalent. 

However, just because two groups are equiv-
alent with regard to “observable” characteristics
does not mean that they are “similar in every
relevant respect”; “unobservable” characteris-
tics may interact with both program participa-
tion and outcome measures to confound the
multivariate evaluation results. Suppose, for
example, that students who are more motivated
to succeed are also drawn disproportionately
to an academic intervention program. Even if
the treated and control comparison groups are
equivalent with regard to observable charac-
teristics such as high school grade point aver-
age and first-generation status, because we are
rarely able to observe student “motivation,”
the estimated association between program
participation and the outcome measure will
capture both program effects and the fact that
program participants are simply more motivated
to succeed. Of course, the latter is not a causal
result of the program, and so it represents a
confounding influence on the estimated pro-
gram impact that is difficult to disentangle
from the true program effect. In one case at
UCR, we addressed this problem by randomly
assigning students to one of our first-year expe-
rience programs. This ensured that the treated
and control groups were indeed similar in every
relevant respect (both observable and unob-
servable) and thus rendered a more accurate
assessment of program impact. 

Insights from program evaluation at UCR
At UCR we have utilized multivariate program
evaluation analysis to study the effectiveness
of a variety of programs, including the impact
of our supplemental instruction program on
grade in the course, our first-year learning
communities on first-year retention, and our
summer bridge program on freshman year
grades and retention. (Supplemental instruc-
tion utilizes upper-division undergraduate stu-
dents to provide additional academic support

in courses with high D/F rates. Learning com-
munities take a variety of forms on the UCR
campus, but in every case they are freshman
transition programs that offer an intimate
learning environment to first-year students.
Summer bridge is a prematriculation transi-
tion program for freshmen in which students
take preparatory writing or mathematics
courses that put them on track to succeed in
college-level coursework as they begin their
freshman year in the fall.) These analyses
have yielded a number of important insights. 

Program evaluation results can guide resource
allocation decisions, providing campus units with
information on how best to spend their limited re-
sources to get “the biggest bang for the buck.” For
example, after assessing the overall impact of
the supplemental instruction program on
grades, we proceeded to break out the results
by course and found enormous variation in es-
timated impacts across courses. Armed with
this knowledge, we reallocated the program
budget toward those courses with the highest
estimated impact on course grade. 

Program evaluation results may be used to es-
tablish and then spread best-practice program fea-
tures. For example, having analyzed the overall
impact of our first-year learning communities
on student retention, we then estimated the
separate impacts by college. Historically, differ-
ent colleges on campus have adopted different
features for their learning communities, and
our program evaluation findings suggested that
certain features had more significant impacts
on retention than did others. These findings
led to conversations across the colleges, fol-
lowed by experimentation and convergence
around best-practice features, with the end re-
sult being improved overall effectiveness. 

Program evaluation results that are disappointing
may spur further research, followed by program tin-
kering or even radical reform in an effort to establish
improvements. For example, early evaluation re-
sults suggested that our summer bridge program
was not as effective as we had hoped. Grades
in subsequent math and writing courses were
worse for students who had taken summer
bridge coursework than for students who took
these same preparatory courses in the fall quar-
ter of their freshman year. Further analysis sug-
gested that the length of the summer courses
might be at fault. After expanding the length of
the summer program from five to seven weeks,
summer bridge students are now doing at least
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as well in subsequent courses as
their counterparts who begin
coursework in the fall.

Program evaluation results that
are positive may spare programs
from budget cuts. This is illus-
trated by the example I offered
in the opening paragraph of
this article. In this case, program evaluation
results suggested that the first-year learning
community program was in fact enormously
successful, not just in enhancing student re-
tention, but in promoting early declaration of
a major by undeclared students and improving
student writing skills. The program is now
warmly embraced on campus, well funded, and
widely advertised in recruiting events for the
college in which it resides. 

Additional benefits of program assessment
There are additional benefits from engaging
in program assessment, quite apart from im-
proving budgetary efficiency and enhancing
overall program effectiveness. Possessing both
a commitment to program evaluation and the
capacity to engage in the analysis of program
effectiveness significantly enhances the
chances of attaining outside funding to sup-
port student services. Whether they be private
foundations or federal agencies, funding orga-
nizations want to be assured that a careful as-
sessment of funded programs will take place.
Being able to write effectively about the his-
tory of program evaluation in your unit, and
thereby to signal your capacity and commit-
ment to similar evaluations of the new pro-
grams for which you are seeking funding, can
convince agencies that their money would be
well spent on your campus. 

Moreover, program evaluation is part of a
larger “culture of evidence” approach to deci-
sion making and quality assurance that regional
accrediting agencies find attractive. Thus, en-
gaging in careful program evaluation enhances
the chances that campus accreditation or
reaccreditation proceedings will be successful.
Program evaluation is the student support
services counterpart to learning outcomes as-
sessment in the curricular realm. Both require
that clear goals are annunciated and that
there is careful assessment of whether those
goals are achieved. 

Assessing programs should become part of
the cultural fabric of a unit and campus, altering

the way every decision maker
thinks about the work he or she
does. Key program providers
should be at the table when
evaluation results are discussed,
and should be encouraged to
comment freely on possible ex-
planations for the findings. If

the evaluation results suggest that a program
is not as successful as desired, all should be in-
volved in brainstorming solutions. This is not
a time for performance appraisal or criticism
of program staff. Such an approach to program
evaluation yields several additional benefits. 

Familiarity with the practice of program
evaluation in one area may lead staff to ques-
tion program effectiveness in other areas. For
example, having had some experience with
program evaluation in several cocurricular ac-
tivities, staff involved with math and writing
placement exams began to question whether
these exams were adequate placement mecha-
nisms at UCR, and especially whether additional
information, such as high school grades in math
and English courses or SAT scores in these sub-
ject areas, could be used to bolster the informa-
tion gleaned from placement exams alone. 

An understanding of the methodological
features of program evaluation—such as the
need, when making causal inferences, to com-
pare groups that are “similar in every relevant
respect”—affects the way staff come to under-
stand and interpret data. For example, when it
was pointed out by system-wide administrators
that UCR possesses a lower student participa-
tion rate in education abroad activities com-
pared to other campuses in the University of
California system, some staff wondered whether
this reflected poor marketing and staff ineffec-
tiveness (as some alleged) or, rather, the fact
that UCR students disproportionately come
from low-income families and find it difficult
to afford the added expense of an educational
experience abroad. 

Evaluating the effectiveness of cocurricular
programs and academic support services is the
next frontier in the effort to ensure educational
quality and student success in higher educa-
tion. Institutions ahead of the curve in this
regard can benefit enormously. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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WITHIN HIGHER EDUCATION in the United
States and Canada, calls to promote global

awareness and global
literacy among under-

graduate students have become increasingly
urgent (Clark and Clark 2003; Hooker 2003;
Burnouf 2004). Yet, there are multiple chal-
lenges in achieving these outcomes. One chal-
lenge lies in making this “literacy” authentic
and relevant for diverse students aspiring to
be professionals in different fields. A second
challenge is reconciling the tension between
teaching for deep mastery of knowledge in a
subject area, on the one hand, and teaching
for broader global awareness through a collec-
tion of courses or experiences, on the other. A
third challenge is developing in students the
tacit understanding that enables them to link
the global and the local in ways that are
meaningful and useful in their work and their
lives. This is particularly relevant in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics,
where the problems students see in the class-
room are usually decontextualized, and where
solutions are developed as if the broader (e.g.,
social, environmental, political) context were

irrelevant. Perhaps the greatest challenge of
all is supporting faculty as they wade into the
necessarily interdisciplinary nature of such
teaching and learning. 

The primary question, however, is: What is
global literacy, and how do we teach it? In this
article, we describe our attempt at Carnegie
Mellon University to approach this question
in a semi-empirical way by gathering the out-
comes faculty members see as most salient for
global literacy.  

What is global literacy?
The Association of American Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U) has proposed that
colleges and universities “create settings that
foster students’ understanding of the intersec-
tion between their lives and global issues and
their sense of responsibility as local and global
citizens” (2011a). In its Greater Expectations
report, AAC&U recommended that “students
should have sustained opportunities to learn
about: the human imagination, expression,
and the products of many cultures; the inter-
relations within and among global and cross-
cultural communities; means of modeling
the natural, social, and technical worlds; and
the values and histories underlying US democ-
racy” (AAC&U 2002, xii). But how do we
make this advice concrete within our learning
and teaching? 

In this context, it is worthwhile to consider
the definition of “literacy.” The term implies
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mastery of a particular vocabulary, of particular
concepts and definitions, as well as a working
knowledge of particular systems and a fluency
in getting quickly to the core knowledge or
skills needed to exercise this literacy in a spe-
cific context. Literacy is a means to being
competent in society. Setting the goal of uni-
versal literacy, the United Nations (UN) pro-
claimed a “United Nations Literacy Decade”
(2003–12) under the motto “Literacy as Free-
dom.” In doing so, the UN acknowledged an
expansive understanding of “literacy”: “This
motto reflects the fact that over the past few
decades, the conception of literacy has moved
beyond its simple notion as the set of techni-
cal skills of reading, writing and calculating—
the so-called ‘three Rs’—to a plural notion
encompassing the manifold meanings and di-
mensions of these undeniably vital competen-
cies. Such a view, attending recent economic,
political and social transformations, including
globalization, and the advancement of infor-
mation and communication technologies
(ICTs), recognizes that there are many prac-
tices of literacy embedded in different cultural
processes, personal circumstances and collec-
tive structures” (UNESCO 2004, 6). This defi-
nition emphasizes that “literacy” no longer
signifies a narrowly defined set of “technical
skills,” but rather encompasses a more com-
plex notion of “vital competencies” that an
individual should possess in order to function
in today’s world as a participant in decision

making. In this sense, then, the expectations
of global literacy overlap significantly with
the aims of contemporary liberal education. 

Especially since the 1960s, American colleges
and universities have been largely successful
in producing educational models that balance
pragmatism and idealism. These models
provide students with the means to pursue
free inquiry with open minds and to make
informed, autonomous decisions. The con-
temporary challenge for American higher ed-
ucation is to ensure that a liberal education
continues to serve graduates well in today’s
“global world.”

Leaders in engineering education began early
to examine and articulate what it means to be
“globally competent” within their discipline.
When ABET—the organization that accredits
college and university programs in the disci-
plines of applied science, computing, engineer-
ing, and engineering technology—revised its
accreditation criteria in 2000, it added the
following criterion: “the broad education nec-
essary to understand the impact of engineering
solutions in a global and societal context”
(ABET 2011). Reviewing the need for globally
competent engineers, Downey et al. propose
the following learning criterion for engineering
students: “through course instruction and inter-
actions, students will acquire the knowledge,
ability, and predisposition to work effectively
with people who define problems differently
than they do” (2006, 110). In a different vein,

Carnegie Mellon
University in Qatar



Langran, Langran, and Ozment (2009) describe
the competencies required of global citizens in
legal, psychological, and political terms. 

The challenge of global literacy for stu-
dents—especially those in technical and
scientific fields, who spend most of their time
thinking in context-independent domains—is
knowing when to invoke the required global
knowledge, and recognizing which questions
are appropriate. For this to happen, global
awareness needs to be thoroughly integrated
into a student’s framework for problem solving
and decision making. Students need to be
able to think about relevant global issues and
questions as automatically and fluently as they

read and think in their own disciplines. In-
deed, their very “mental models”—those deeply
held models of the world that we summon auto-
matically—have to be both global and local,
as befits the context. This level of fluency re-
quires the kind of expertise that develops over
time. Yet, students often encounter global is-
sues only through intermittent exposure in se-
lect courses, or through experiences of living
and working abroad that are separated, geo-
graphically and intellectually, from their grow-
ing disciplinary competence. Thus, knowledge

of global issues and disciplinary problem solv-
ing often develop in separate spheres and
fail to coalesce in ways that are meaningful
for students. 

For this reason, embedding a global dimen-
sion in subject-matter courses across the disci-
plines—the approach we have taken at
Carnegie Mellon—may have special promise.
In what follows, we describe how we went
about articulating a mission for global educa-
tion, embedding global content in the subject
areas, and developing a preliminary set of
global literacy objectives to inform assessment
and pedagogy. It should be understood that
this is a work in progress, so we end by de-
scribing the steps we intend to take next.
Moreover, this is only one piece of a broader
program of global education at our university
(see www.cmu.edu/global/education). 

Articulating a mission
At Carnegie Mellon University, we have been
evolving a form of global education that fits
our educational philosophy and ethos—one
that weaves global literacy into subject-area
courses. The philosophy of liberal professional
education articulated by President Robert
Doherty and his faculty at the Carnegie Insti-
tute of Technology in the 1940s sought to
educate professionals who have the skills to
“discover order in the apparent chaos of reality”
(Teare 1948, 4). This principle still forms the
basis of a Carnegie Mellon education, and it is
surprisingly consonant with AAC&U’s defini-
tion of a liberal education as one that “helps
students develop a sense of social responsibil-
ity, as well as strong and transferable intellec-
tual and practical skills such as
communication, analytical and problem-solv-
ing skills, and a demonstrated ability to apply
knowledge and skills in real-world settings”
(AAC&U 2011b).

In 2003, we launched the Educating for
Global Awareness project. In this project, we
undertook a two-pronged effort to define
global-literacy objectives. A global working
group conducted an inventory of existing
courses with global content, interviewed di-
verse campus leaders, and worked over the
course of a year to define a practical mission
and vision for global education that was consis-
tent with our overall educational philosophy.
The group articulated the resulting mission
and vision statements, and then revised them
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Figure 1. Vision and mission statements for global education

Vision
Carnegie Mellon students will be aware, socially responsible leaders and
citizens of the global society of the 21st century. They will develop an
appreciation for the diverse perspectives and historical contexts of the
cultures of the world and for the range of ways of working, learning, and
living. This is our context for a “global education.” Such an education,
fully realized in the Carnegie Mellon environment, will assist our 
students to become engaged citizens of the world, reflective, informed
and compassionate in their actions and decisions. They will have a 
positive impact on the world through the cultural awareness and 
competence they bring to their professions and through their participation
in their communities.

Mission
We strive to create a community—faculty, staff, and students—that is
dynamically engaged with other peoples and other cultures through their
interactions abroad, at Carnegie Mellon, and within the curricula of their
various specializations. Central to such an engagement is an understanding
of history, culture, and worldviews; the mastery of the relevant systems of
knowledge; an exploration of the interaction and transformation of the
world through technology and the full ramifications of the modern techno-
logical systems in the global context; the critical thinking and knowledge
of analysis about the great intellectual debates in history and in the 
contemporary world; as well as an ability to work with people of diverse
cultures and in diverse countries.



in consultation with the deans of each of the
university’s seven colleges (see fig. 1). In addi-
tion to the specified knowledge and skills,
we included “an ability to work with people of
diverse cultures and in diverse countries.” 

Developing global content 
in the subject areas
To realize our vision, we invited committed
faculty members to incorporate global learn-
ing into their disciplinary courses. That is,
rather than dictate the desired outcomes for
global literacy, we shared the mission and vi-
sion statements with faculty members and, in
a request for proposals, invited them to design
“global content” within or as the main theme
of their courses. The university president pro-
vided competitively selected faculty members
with seed grants to support course develop-
ment. The funding lasted for three cycles,
with the understanding that the courses
would then become institutionalized; that is,
they would continue to be offered following
the cessation of funding. Faculty members
were able to use these grant funds at their
own discretion to design, teach, and refine
their courses. Some faculty members used
the funding to bring in expert speakers for
module development, to purchase telecom-
munication equipment, or to cover travel ex-
penses; some used it to support course content
preparation during the summer.

The seven courses selected for funding are
shown in figure 2. The only condition of the
award was that the faculty members had to
agree to teach and refine their courses over
the three cycles during the three years of the
project. The project participants met once
per semester to report on the progress of their
courses and to share lessons learned.  

At Carnegie Mellon, global courses are 
offered in a range of disciplinary contexts and
employ diverse strategies to incorporate a
global dimension. In Technology for Global
Development, for example, faculty from com-
puter science, public policy, and history exam-
ine various dimensions of development and
their contexts for technology. After complet-
ing a final project on a particular case, students
have the option of applying for Technology
Consulting in the Global Community, a sum-
mer experience in a developing country where
they help a governmental agency with projects
needing expertise either in computer science

or design or in information systems. 
In both Global Project Management and In-

ternational Collaborative Course Management,
students from several different countries work
collaboratively on a problem in one of six
countries. Working in teams, the students are
connected through video technology for
group meetings and consultation. As they try
to bring their technical expertise to new con-
texts, the students see how local context shapes
what they had thought of as universal technical
knowledge and practices. The cognitive disso-
nance they experience in these situations
provides a deep and lasting learning experi-
ence. In one extreme situation, two American

engineering students who were dubious about
the technical building practices suggested by
their Turkish counterparts raised money to
visit Turkey and found to their surprise that
these practices really did work. 

Through a few of the global courses, stu-
dents on Carnegie Mellon’s campus in Pitts-
burgh, Pennsylvania, have been connected
with students on our campus in Doha, Qatar.
This classroom-level connection between
the campuses has resulted in especially rich
discussion among students from more than
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Figure 2. Educating for Global Awareness courses
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group discussions, faculty members often cited
the interactions among different worldviews as
the most significant learning experience for
their students. 

Defining global literacy outcomes 
In order to extract the set of global learning
outcomes that faculty members implicitly had
built into the courses, we interviewed four-
teen of the instructors of global courses. These
instructors represented a range of disciplines,
and their courses included some from the
president’s project and some from the approxi-
mately forty-five other global courses offered
across the university. The instructors were
asked what “global literacy” meant to them in
the context of their particular courses, and
how they assess whether students have, in fact,
achieved this literacy. Based on these inter-
views, we identified an overarching set of global
literacy outcomes that we believe encompass
the specific goals of these instructors. Perhaps
not surprisingly, and despite the different dis-
ciplines embodied in the courses, there was a
high degree of convergence among the goals.
We then organized the outcomes into three
general categories: knowledge and intellectual
skills, social/cultural competencies, and ethical
dispositions (see fig. 3). While we recognize
that no single course would or should seek to
meet all these goals, our hope is that by refin-
ing this list with feedback from a wider group
of faculty, we can identify global literacy out-
comes that are both broadly conceived and
disciplinarily meaningful. 

While skills such as critical analysis and
obtaining and analyzing information are part
of all higher education objectives, there is an
expansion of the scope of such analysis when
faculty members articulate these as objectives
for global learning. In the knowledge and skills
category, the context and system dependence
of solutions are novel aspects introduced by
the global-literacy requirement—especially
for faculty in science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics. The sets we called
“social/cultural competencies” and “ethical
dispositions” emerged quite clearly from dis-
cussions with faculty as essential elements of
global literacy, yet many of those same faculty
members said they were surprised to see
these competencies identified as distinct
learning objectives.  
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Intellectual Skills and Knowledge 
Students will be able to

• analyze global issues in political, economic,
socio-cultural, historical, and environmental
context; 

• describe global systems—their characteristics,
components, dynamics, evolution and impli-
cations;

• trace global connections historically and in
the contemporary world, linking the global
and the local in meaningful ways;

• apply appropriate models to explain and pre-
dict global trends and evaluate policies with
global implications;

• explore diverse cultural perspectives before
framing problems or proposing solutions;

• challenge assumptions based on particular
cultural and historical backgrounds;

• critically analyze the nature and merit of
claims about global events and relationships.

Social/Cultural Competencies
Students will be able to

• observe carefully and analytically in unfamil-
iar contexts to identify meaningful patterns
of interaction;

• listen respectfully, recognizing differences in
communication style and etiquette across
cultures;

• communicate effectively in various media
(from face-to-face interactions through
remote technology) with people from differ-
ent backgrounds;

• utilize local resources and knowledge appro-
priately to answer questions and solve prob-
lems;

• work productively in teams across time, dis-
tance, and cultural/disciplinary differences;

• adapt flexibly to diverse cultural contexts,
uncertain circumstances, and unanticipated
obstacles.

Ethical Dispositions 
Students will

• recognize shared interests—how the lives and
fates of people in other parts of the world
intersect with their own; 

• develop ethical positions about global issues
that are informed, thoughtful, and nuanced;

• engage in actions and behaviors that demon-
strate a sense of global responsibility.

Figure 3. Components of global literacy
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Having identified a set of pre-
liminary global literacy out-
comes, our next step will be to
seek feedback on them from a
wider group of faculty in order
to identify gaps, determine
whether some objectives en-
velop others, and refine the
list. Our goal is to construct a
core set of global literacy outcomes that grow
directly out of disciplinary applications of global
knowledge and skills. This set of outcomes
can then serve as the baseline for developing
appropriate course-level or university-wide
assessments of global literacy, as well as appro-
priate pedagogies for developing global dispo-
sitions and competencies. In addition to
informing assessment and instruction, we be-
lieve that the simple identification of a robust
set of global literacy objectives will prompt
faculty members to think about how to foster
global knowledge and skills in their own courses.

Conclusions
In an overarching way, attaining global literacy
involves developing a broader perspective and
the ability to bring considerations of a larger
than immediate and local context to examin-
ing issues, gaining understanding, and solving
problems. The kind of learning experiences that
accompany linguistic and cultural immersion,
and that lead to the development of deep
knowledge about a set of environments that
are very different from one’s own, can provide
the scaffolding for a globally literate way of
knowing, thinking, and acting. With fifty years
of experience in international education as part
of general education, American educators have
reached the point where integrating global
learning across all we teach is an imperative. 

Culling from the experiences of various fac-
ulty and global education projects, we may be
able to come to a well-defined set of compe-
tencies that comprise global literacy from the
perspective of the disciplines. In this article,
we have described our first foray into a system-
atic study of these elements.  The convergence
of the set of skills defined by faculty members
in diverse disciplines points to the feasibility.
Integration of global literacy skills into the
content areas of a major begins to address the
various challenges we discussed at the begin-
ning of the article. The literacy skills students

gain are authentic to the indi-
vidual disciplines and con-
tribute to deep learning, rather
than being in tension with it.
And faculty members are in
the comfort zones of their ex-
pertise. The advantages of em-
bedding global literacy skills
into courses in the majors are
that students are given oppor-

tunities to practice and hone these skills at
advanced levels, and that they can learn to
use them within the context of their future
professional work. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the authors’ names on the subject line.
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THROUGH ITS SIGNATURE INITIATIVE, Liberal
Education and America’s Promise (LEAP),
the Association of American Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U) is promoting a vision

for learning that 
begins in school:

Starting in School . . . 
• Rigorous and rich curriculum focused on

the essential learning outcomes
• Comprehensive, individualized, and learning-

centered advising
• Participation in service learning and civic

engagement activities
• Substantive culminating projects assessed for

achievement of essential learning outcomes1

The LEAP initiative is devoted to the well-being
of colleges and universities—but not in isola-
tion. It also advances a fundamentally democ-
ratic vision for school-to-college alignment.
The concept is grounded in the belief that all
students—no matter their socioeconomic
position, no matter their race or ethnicity, no
matter what grounds for difference—should
benefit from the best that a liberal education
can provide. The future well-being of our
democracy demands no less.

Now, a period of crisis in public education,
is a critical time to renew and develop that
commitment—not despite the crisis, but
through and because of it. As funding for
public education declines and the need for

higher-quality learning makes ever stronger
claims on our attention, AAC&U sees re-
newed investment in P16 (pre-kindergarten
through college alignment) as a matter of ur-
gency. Amid the rush to increase productiv-
ity—outputs such as numbers of degrees and
certificates—we know we must provide robust
leadership for high-quality learning for every-
one. As the learning outcomes movement
continues to gain strength in postsecondary
education, it is high time to think again about
continuity and collaboration with schools.

A new perspective on school 
to college alignment
In 2009 AAC&U invited Achieve, Inc., a bi-
partisan nonprofit organization devoted to
school reform, to join an experimental con-
vening on P16 issues. Invited participants
came together to discuss school-to-college
alignment, focusing attention on student learn-
ing outcomes and student work. The leaders of
the project were thinking of grades nine to six-
teen as a continuum.2 By imagining continuity
across that span of grade levels, we supposed it
might be easier to think of shared assessment of
learning across what has persisted as a big divide
between grades twelve and thirteen. 

In 2009, this approach—focusing on aligned
student work, assessment of that work, and
shared expectations for achievement—was
not the typical way to address the topic of
school-to-college alignment. The effects of
the No Child Left Behind Act have not been
conducive to such an approach. No Child
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overdue attention to an ideal
of educational opportunity for
students from all racial/ethnic
and socio-economic groups.
But it also ushered in a new era
of standardized high-stakes test-
ing. It focused this testing on skills along a
narrow band of learning within the much
broader expanse of human cognition. As any
parent of public school children can attest,
standardized testing in English Language Arts
(ELA) and mathematics now dominates the
school experience, eclipsing much that school
used to do. Children now spend not days but
weeks on preparation and testing. They “bubble
in” answers to multiple-choice questions, and
they produce endless BCRs (brief constructed
responses). The seventh grader in my family
cheerfully reported this spring that he knew
why: “We take tests to make sure the school
has money. We take tests to earn money for
the schools.” My fifth grader: “This is our year
to take the science test. They told us to learn
science from the test. It isn’t the same as the
MSAs [the Maryland School Assessments],
but really, I think it is about math. They gave
us compasses and protractors.”

The focus on testing in ELA and mathematics
likewise makes meaningful shared attention to
classroom-based student work much more
difficult to achieve when school and college

faculty get together. It makes
shared attention to out-of-
classroom learning—in the 
library, in the arts, and on the
playing field—more difficult to
value. It prevents teachers from
fostering creativity and innova-

tion—the very characteristics of American ed-
ucation that educators and employers around
the world now want to emulate. These long-
valued priorities for education in the United
States have been relentlessly and effectively
pushed aside. The attention to testing over-
shadows discussions of the curriculum and
classroom-based assessment. It disrupts what
could be a continuum of learning across the
curriculum between school and college, a
continuum that a modern democracy ought to
provide for all students.

AAC&U and Achieve agreed to talk about
alignment from a new perspective in 2009 be-
cause they thought new insights might emerge.
They hoped to foster new connections and find
new collaborative pathways that might be
brought to scale. The idea to focus on learning
outcomes flowed naturally from work both or-
ganizations had been doing separately for years.

In 2005, the American Diploma Project
(ADP), an initiative sponsored by Achieve,
opened work in a number of states. The project
produced a set of benchmarks in ELA and
mathematics, which cross-functional teams of
school and college educators reviewed together.
The goal was to reach agreement on a set of
college-ready high-school completion bench-
marks that could be made available nationally,
and that could be used to guide schools in in-
dividual states to work with expectations for
performance that colleges and universities in
those states could endorse. The ADP also pro-
duced a set of cross-disciplinary proficiencies
that emerged through the combined work in
the states (see fig. 1). Achieve published these
proficiencies in 2008. The proficiencies had
a much wider curricular reach than did the
specific work in ELA and math from which
they arose. They were related to the more
discipline-specific work in ELA and mathe-
matics, but also identified broad and integra-
tive goals across all disciplines.  

The cross-disciplinary proficiencies have not
had much staying power or impact on school
reform. But it is worth noting that the profi-
ciencies share characteristics with the desirable
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Figure 1. 
ADP cross-disciplinary proficiencies

Research and Evidence Gathering
• Conduct research and utilize the research

process to describe, summarize, and syn-
thesize information or to solve problems.

Critical Thinking and Decision Making
• Employ abstract and concrete reasoning 

to make and assess logical inferences, 
conclusions, and predictions.

Communication and Teamwork
• Articulate and translate ideas and informa-

tion with precision and coherence.
• Understand different perspectives and

approaches, and work productively in teams.

Media and Technology
• Utilize technology efficiently and effectively.
• Assess and employ a variety of media and

formats to evaluate, create, and distribute
information.

The attention to 
testing overshadows 
discussions of the 

curriculum and 
classroom-based 

assessment



outcomes of undergraduate education, which,
coincidentally, AAC&U had been gathering
since the late 1990s from faculty and other edu-
cational leaders across the country. AAC&U’s
work culminated in the identification of the
LEAP essential learning outcomes (see fig. 2).

The convening sought possibility, beginning
with the convergence of LEAP and the ADP.
Participants imagined ways they could use learn-
ing outcomes and attention to classroom-based
student work as the basis for collaboration. If
the outcomes and proficiencies could be aligned,
then it would be possible to construct assign-
ments and assessments that would also be
aligned. Imagine an inquiry assignment—an
assignment that “conducts research and utilizes
the research process,” as the ADP proficiencies
recommend. Such an assignment could be de-
signed for grades eleven and twelve, and could
be portable to grade thirteen for placement and
assessment—or for further development of learn-
ing. If such work were done in states or other
localities, then it would be possible to design
purposeful pathways for students and faculty.

Promising developments
Since that meeting in the spring of 2009, the
world of education has changed dramatically.
Secondary and postsecondary education still
face enormous challenges to collaboration.
But opportunities now exist that were not in
place two years ago. 

As a society, we appear to be reaching a
moment of doubt as to the value of standard-
ized testing in ELA and mathematics as the
major emphasis and driver of school reform.
No Child Left Behind is not producing the
intended results.  

The current development of the Common
Core State Standards Initiative (see www.core
standards.org) thus presents us with an oppor-
tunity not to be missed. The Common Core is
a step forward as a matter of articulation. It is
aspirational, detailed, complex, and explicit.
Its expectations for student performance are
developed beyond one-dimensional approaches
to skills or content. It may not do all that
many of us in postsecondary education would
like to see it do—in science, humanities, or
the arts, for example—but it reaches for higher
levels of proficiency for all students in ELA,
communication, and quantitative reasoning. 

Further potential exists in the Race to the
Top initiative. As part of the Race to the Top
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Figure 2. LEAP essential learning outcomes 

Beginning in school, and continuing at suc-
cessively higher levels across their college
studies, students should prepare for twenty-
first-century challenges by gaining:

Knowledge of Human Cultures and the
Physical and Natural World
• Through study in the sciences and mathe-

matics, social sciences, humanities, histo-
ries, languages, and the arts

Focused by engagement with big questions, both
contemporary and enduring

Intellectual and Practical Skills, including
• Inquiry and analysis
• Critical and creative thinking
• Written and oral communication
• Quantitative literacy
• Information literacy
• Teamwork and problem solving

Practiced extensively, across the curriculum,
in the context of progressively more challenging
problems, projects, and standards for performance

Personal and Social Responsibility, including
• Civic knowledge and engagement—local

and global
• Intercultural knowledge and competence
• Ethical reasoning and action
• Foundations and skills for lifelong learning

Anchored through active involvement with
diverse communities and real-world challenges

Integrative Learning, including
• Synthesis and advanced accomplishment

across general and specialized studies

Demonstrated through the application of
knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new
settings and complex problems

Reprinted from Association of American Colleges
and Universities, College Learning for the New
Global Century: A Report from the National
Leadership Council for Liberal Education and
America’s Promise (Washington, DC: Association
of American Colleges and Universities, 2007), 12. 
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reforms, two multi-state assessment projects
are in progress to support the implementation
of the Common Core. The consortia, the
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium
and the Partnership for Assessment of Readi-
ness for College and Careers, do include de-
velopment of traditional high-stakes tests. But
these projects place a heavy emphasis on ex-
amining the work of students in a formative
process encompassing many of the components
of portfolios. The attention to student work
means assessment of learning may be grounded
in the classroom.

P16 or P20 councils have soldiered on over
the years. Perhaps their moment has come.
There is, in fact, significant activity going on
right now in locales around the nation. Align-
ment is happening on the ground when faculty
come together to discuss student work. Research
conducted to support this claim is finding con-
tinuous or continual activity for school-college
partnership in California, Florida, Kentucky,
Massachusetts, New York, Oregon, Pennsylva-
nia, Rhode Island, Texas, Virginia, Washington
State—to mention but a few easily identified
examples.3 The activities are more numerous
and varied than I can describe here, but a few
examples make the point. The National Science
Foundation Math and Science Partnership
Program has been supporting P16 partnerships
since 2002. Achieve’s American Diploma Pro-
ject is actively under way in thirty-five states.
Early college high schools and faculty develop-
ment programs sponsored by the Woodrow
Wilson Foundation have brought school and
college educators together to share assessment
of student work and to promote faculty devel-
opment in many locations across the country.
For many years, the National Writing Project
has brought school and college faculty and stu-
dents together for richly interconnected work.
A promising initiative sponsored by the League
for Innovation in Community Colleges, titled
Significant Discussions, offers a blueprint
and tools for creating collaboration anchored
in community colleges and reaching back to
schools and ahead to four-year institutions.

Relationships prompted by these projects do
not dissolve as quickly as external funding, in
its two- or three-year cycles, will typically dis-
appear. The human side of the work, the satis-
faction and reward of collective endeavor for
the benefit of all students, tends to endure. Now
is an especially good time to take advantage of

large-scale national projects and the diverse
local activities that already exist in order to
build durable structures and pathways on
these foundations.

What now is different in higher education
that makes such an endeavor imaginable?
Faculty are taking seriously and engaging with
learning outcomes and assessment. A 2009
AAC&U member survey found that about 80
percent of campuses have identified learning
outcomes for their students. Nearly all colleges
and universities are working to improve their
assessment of those outcomes. It is possible to
align school and college benchmark expecta-
tions and to share assessments—and to attract
faculty use and engagement of them, especially
by general education leaders. Many willing
partners on college campuses can now enter a
conversation about learning outcomes and
assessments, and find common ground with
colleagues in schools. New information tech-
nology tools can connect learning activities
and analyze student information from school
to college in ways that protect individual rights
to privacy and provide valuable information
about learning. Think of this: we no longer
need to rely only on high-stakes standardized
tests to assess learning and set expectations for
the smooth transition between school and col-
lege. If we share expectations—share bench-
marks and learning goals or outcomes—and
can document performance through valid and
reliable assessment, we can embed assessments
in the curriculum in ways that will improve
learning at the same time as providing data
about student progress. 

The sheer popularity of the rubrics developed
through AAC&U’s Valid Assessment of Learn-
ing in Undergraduate Education (VALUE)
project makes the point.4 More than two
thousand institutions, including high schools,
have downloaded one or more of the fifteen
VALUE rubrics. Faculty across the country—
and in a number of other countries—are now
developing robust practices using rubrics. 
E-portfolios are likewise proliferating; many 
e-portfolio installations use the VALUE rubrics
for sampling assessments, for classroom-based
assessment, for continuous assessment. It is
easy now to share assignments and assessments
electronically, through e-portfolios. We have
the means to work together, using these tools
and learning-centered practices across the di-
vide between school and college.



And there is more. Recent
experiments in disciplinary
“tuning” converge readily with
the work of the Common Core
and LEAP, and can connect
within multifaceted and inten-
tional plans to improve educa-
tion for everyone. Prompted by
the Bologna Process in Europe,
tuning activities are bringing
faculty together within their
disciplines to align expectations for learning
and performance at specified degree levels.
This work to clarify expected reference points
for learning in selected majors has begun to
address both general education and the
knowledge and skill bases of disciplines. The
work of tuning flows naturally from work to
transform the curriculum using learning out-
comes. Just as the LEAP essential learning out-
comes are to be sought in a developmental,
progressive, and intentional way in the whole
of liberal education—in general education, in
major and minor programs, and in the cocur-
riculum—so tuning activities merge with
learning expectations within disciplines.

AAC&U has, therefore, welcomed with en-
thusiasm the opportunity presented by the re-
cent release of the Lumina Foundation for
Education’s proposed Degree Qualifications
Profile (DQP). The DQP offers for reference
and testing a set of expectations for learning
at the associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s de-
gree levels. Lumina is joining with the higher
education community in experimental efforts
to both strengthen and demonstrate students’
achievement of key learning outcomes or
competencies, across all the many pathways
today’s students follow to and through college.
The work toward the goals of the DQP aligns
with AAC&U’s LEAP initiative and is encour-
aging highly generative activity. Imagine the
possibilities of connected learning prompted
by the Common Core State Standards Initia-
tive joined to the learning outcomes move-
ment in the postsecondary sector, developing
with reference to expected levels of knowledge
and performance through the master’s degree.

Conclusion
The values and benefits of a liberal education
are within everyone’s grasp and appropriate to
no less than everyone, including members of
all racial/ethnic and socio-economic groups.

As educators, we can share the
effort to focus on our own per-
formance and lead for learning
as a matter of policy and prac-
tice. We can do this by contin-
uing to focus on values held in
common—which is to say, our
shared belief that mass educa-
tion can achieve its democratic
goals; it can be more coherent
and more effective, and student

success and student learning can be far more
robust than they are now. If we listen, we hear
that faculty believe it is possible to design
more efficient and effective learning for all
students in our nation’s hugely diverse popula-
tion. To address these realities, educators and
educational leadership should consider ways to
work top down and bottom up on policy, top
down and bottom up on practice. The educa-
tional community, from pre-kindergarten
through college, has the means to do that
work now, beyond any opportunity we have
had before. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.

NOTES
1. Association of American Colleges and Universities,

The LEAP Vision for Learning: Outcomes, Practices,
Impact, and Employers’ Views (Washington, DC:
Association of American Colleges and Universities,
2011), 2.

2. The author wishes to acknowledge her coleaders of
the 2009 convening, “To Align Learning Outcomes,”
held in Chicago on May 12: Nevin C. Brown, 
senior fellow at Siena Italian Studies and former 
senior fellow for postsecondary initiatives at
Achieve, Inc.; and Terrel Rhodes, vice president
for quality, curriculum, and assessment at the Asso-
ciation of American Colleges and Universities.
We thank Carnegie Corporation of New York for
helping to make the convening possible.

3. Su Jin Jez of Sacramento State University has pro-
duced an annotated bibliography, “P-20 Curricular
Collaboration, Annotated Bibliography” (unpub-
lished) that lists publications and websites reporting
on faculty work across the divide between school
and college. The goal was to find shared investiga-
tion of student work and student success and to
discover projects that intended to make curricular
changes as a result.

4. See www.aacu.org/value.
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IT IS PERHAPS TOO EARLY to proclaim the death of the laptop, but the prolifer-
ation of mobile devices such as iPads, iPhones, and Android-powered tablets
and smartphones cannot be denied. A recent Educause report revealed a
stunning increase in mobile technology use by college-age students over the
past five years: from 1.2 percent in 2005 to 62.7 percent in 2010 (Smith and
Caruso 2010). The Pew Internet and American Life Project reports similar
trends, particularly among eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds (Smith 2010).
Current projections suggest that within the next three years, the use of mobile
tablets will overtake desktop usage. The fervor over mobile technology has
penetrated learning environments nationwide. For example, in the fall of 2010,
Seton Hill University, Abilene Christian University, and Hood College
launched programs that provided iPads to incoming students. Stanford Medical
School offered iPads to its incoming class in 2010. The Hawaii Preparatory
Academy (a high school) designed an entire computer lab for the iPad:
rather than fixed desktop computers, students grab an iPad for check-out.

In this article, I offer reflections on the impact of mobile technology for lib-
eral education. These reflections are based on my own experience of incorpo-
rating iPads in my communication courses during the 2010–11 academic year.
As a member of an interdisciplinary faculty learning community on the use of

mobile tablets, I explored the opportunities and limitations of
iPads for classroom learning. Each member of the faculty learn-

ing community received an iPad and had access to a set of iPads for in-class
activities. The Center for Teaching and Learning and University Information
Technology Services at Indiana University Purdue University-Indianapolis
(IUPUI) selected and sponsored this faculty work group. Based on my experi-
ence, observations, and discussions with other participants in the learning
community, I encourage an enthusiastic yet tempered embrace of mobile
technology, and I offer suggestions for capitalizing on mobile technology to
advance liberal education.

The “message” of mobile technology for liberal education
Almost every technological innovation promises access, innovation, creativ-
ity, and the opportunity to create new connections that promote responsibility
and civic-mindedness. Mobile technology has been hailed as an educational
miracle worker that can perform a variety of feats, from curing educational
apathy to guaranteeing student engagement and learning outcomes. Consider
the following account:

Can you imagine telling a kid to stop spending so much time on algebra? Or
not to go overboard on researching historical sources? Sounds like pure fan-
tasy, but that could become the new reality if we have the courage to dis-
card an outdated teaching methodology that doesn't reach today’s students,
and instead embrace their bustling, burgeoning digital world. Mobile de-
vices applied in the context of education will engage students, foster deep
and meaningful learning, and result in today’s kids reaching frontiers that
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generations before them could never hope to
glimpse. (McCaffrey 2011)

Such grandiose success narratives present an
incomplete picture, however. Some faculty
and administrators resist the incorporation of
technology for good reasons. To be sure, social
networking, shopping, gaming, and other per-
sonal uses distract from and interfere with stu-
dent learning. In my experience over the past
year, almost every student eagerly used iPads
for focused, educational purposes early in the
semester. Yet by the end of the semester, the
novelty had waned. Students became more
readily distracted, playing online and explor-
ing other iPad applications. New technology
also creates a hidden curriculum for students
who are unfamiliar with such devices. Lack of
access and exposure can create trepidation for
some students, and forcing these students to
transition to mobile technology may actually
hinder their learning. One student in my course
explained, “I honestly spent more time trying
to figure out the technology than I did consid-
ering the assignment.”

Mobile technology is ineluctable, and faculty
and administrators would be remiss if they were

to ignore it. However, foolhardy implementation
of mobile technology can jeopardize learning
outcomes. Mobile technology in education
“will fall far short of its potential if it merely
repackages our current educational models in
digital format. Instead, it should enable students
to become more proficient learners” (Weigel
2002, 2). Faculty and administrators must di-
rect the use of mobile technology on college
campuses toward liberal education outcomes.
How, then, might mobile technology promote
the values and outcomes of liberal education?
Perhaps the medium itself provides some clues.

Marshall McLuhan (1994) provocatively
argued that “the medium is the message.” He
warned that people often become distracted by
the content of any new medium and, therefore,
fail to consider carefully the changes wrought
by the medium itself—the ways new tech-
nologies alter human interaction, behaviors,
and ways of knowing. Indeed much of the buzz
about mobile technology focuses on the seem-
ingly endless content: apps, music, videos, news,
reference materials, and much more. Although
this ready access to information certainly ben-
efits education, I wish to direct attention to
the message of the mobile technology medium
itself: collaboration.

Mobile devices appear to alter the way stu-
dents interact, because the devices themselves
promote cooperation and invite collaboration.
During the first class sessions in which I intro-
duced iPads, almost every student who owned
an iPhone attempted to share information, such
as websites and pictures, between their personal
devices and the loaned iPads. The students’
impulse to send information back and forth
between devices suggests that the technology
has already changed the way people think
about knowledge sharing. Students who grow
up with these devices are conditioned to think
and create collaboratively. Moreover, the size
and design of mobile tablets invite increased
collaboration. Computer labs often restrict stu-
dents to individual stations with screens and
towers that prevent easy information sharing.
Laptops still create physical barriers in the form
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and passed, they hinder a more communal and
synergistic interaction. Mobile devices diminish
some of these physical barriers; they can be
passed among students as simply as a book.
The hands-on device encourages easy sharing
of work, and requires a physical closeness that
fosters greater interactivity. 

In my classes, the medium seemed to have
enabled a heightened level of collaboration.
The physical closeness and lack of barriers al-
lowed students to see their peers’ work im-
mediately and encouraged real-time critical
questions: What does this concept mean? Why
did you say those theories had something in
common? Student feedback highlighted this
collaborative potential. According to one stu-
dent, “linking [the iPads] together really helped
move the pace along and allowed us to get more
stuff done at one time.” Another student ex-
plained that “the amount and quality of infor-
mation” improved because students could work
interactively on the devices. That is, students
could quickly share files and resources and build
on one another’s work using applications that
allow them to syncronize their work across
multiple iPads and to see updates to shared doc-
uments. “Working together,” the student con-
tinued, “and focusing on the same idea allows
the iPad to become very productive.” In short,
the design and functionality of the mobile
tablets enabled greater co-construction of
knowledge and testing fo ideas.

Mobile technology uniquely invites collab-
oration while also providing more opportunities
for students to apply their knowledge. Students
readily access research materials and informa-
tion through the web and other applications.
A medium that both encourages collaboration
and provides unparalleled access to information
has great potential to foster a learning envi-
ronment where students can gain confidence
in their ability to discuss, understand, and ap-
ply new concepts. The dual benefit of collabo-
ration and information access also has the
potential to enhance problem-solving activities.
As one student noted, the technology “helps
to stimulate and engage the individual in the
learning process better than just sitting and
taking notes. When you feel that you can apply
the concepts you are learning in a hands-on
entertaining format, it can be more enjoyable to
learn while also making it easier to comprehend
the material.” 

Recommendations for incorporating
mobile technology
The incorporation of mobile technology in
higher education appears to be both inevitable
and beneficial, so proponents of liberal educa-
tion should actively and prudently direct it.
On the one hand, futile resistance to new
technologies disadvantages educators and stu-
dents alike. On the other hand, plunging with
abandon into the waters of new technology
unwisely jeopardizes student learning outcomes.
How, then, can liberal educators incorporate
mobile technology responsibly and with
healthy skepticism?

Interrogate technology as more than a
tool. Liberal educators must guide students
not only to use mobile technology as an edu-
cational tool, but also to study the technology
itself and to reflect carefully on the implications
and consequences of its various uses. How do
mobile devices alter our communication,
business, and educational practices? How do
they affect political interaction and personal
relationships? How do the form and structure
of the iPad affect our ways of knowing? What
insights does mobile technology give us about
our culture? Critical inquiry of the medium
itself, from multiple perspectives, promotes the
development of broadly applicable analytical
and interpretive skills. By inviting students to
consider the stakes of new technologies, we cre-
ate opportunities for them to grapple with the
ethical, societal, environmental, and global
consequences of choice and action.

Promoting inquiry among our students means
little unless faculty and administrators model
this expected behavior. My interdisciplinary
faculty learning community, for example, fos-
tered communication between technology and
educational support staff and liberal arts and
sciences faculty members dedicated to explor-
ing the educational impact of mobile tech-
nology. Such working groups allow faculty to
engage in problem solving that transcends indi-
vidual disciplines and enhances our ability to fa-
cilitate similar modes of inquiry in the
classroom.

Identify new and shifting learning outcomes.
Liberal educators must interrogate the impact
of mobile technology on the entire program of
liberal education, remembering that the im-
mediate areas of integration, such as the class-
room, may not be the most affected. What new
literacies must liberal educators incorporate
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into the curriculum? What
old literacies transform in the
digital environment? For ex-
ample, the speed and access to
information cultivates a sense
of immediacy: users access what
they want, when they want it.
The onslaught of customized,
attention-grabbing informa-
tion may foster distracted, im-
patient learners and diminish
students’ ability to persist through challeng-
ing, critical tasks. When answers are not read-
ily found, the effort may be abandoned or new
distractions may thwart the effort. In such an
environment, it becomes vital to help students
develop “intellectual perseverance” so that
they willingly engage intellectual endeavors
and challenges for as long as necessary to reach
satisfying conclusions or find appropriate in-
formation (Nosich 2012).

In addition, information literacy, or the
ability “to analyze, organize, and make sense of
information,” becomes paramount amidst rapid
technological shifts of the “twenty-first-century
knowledge commons” (Modern Language As-
sociation 2009, 30). Because of the ubiquity of
information, Richard Lanham (2006) argues
that we live in a time when human attention
is a scarce commodity. Lanham believes liberal
education is uniquely equipped to cultivate
skills and sensibilities that will help citizens
successfully navigate this “attention economy”
and make sense of the overwhelming amount
of information demanding our attention.

Liberal educators must also question the
extent to which mobile technology alters stan-
dards such as the essential learning outcomes
identified by the Association of American
Colleges and Universities (2007) through its
Liberal Education and America’s Promise
(LEAP) initiative. For example, mobile tech-
nology rescripts conventions of “ethical reason-
ing and action” as evidenced by debates over
intellectual property rights. Students today
must be equipped to adapt to and decipher
wooly boundaries of public and private property
in relation to virtual space and personal knowl-
edge. Consider also how mobile technology
provides “civic knowledge and engagement”
with national and global issues. Does this global
village form at the expense of local engage-
ment? If so, might mobile computing be used to
direct equal attention to the local level?

Adapt to new literacies.
Interrogating the ways mobile
technology reshapes the out-
comes of liberal education re-
quires careful consideration
of our practices and traditions.
We must be forward-thinking
in altering our educational ap-
proaches. For example, Uni-
versity Library at IUPUI is the
first, and currently only, library

in the Indiana University system with a mobile
website that allows students to search databases
and conduct research from their smartphones or
mobile tablets. Libraries must recognize that to-
day’s card catalogues are increasingly carried in
students’ pockets.

Likewise, familiar pedagogical practices re-
quire innovative adaptation to mobile tech-
nology. New practices could be developed in
performance-based, problem-solving educa-
tional settings where immediate review and
feedback is essential by including mobile
technology with video recording capability
(i.e., the public speaking classroom, theater,
or health care provider communication).
Consider also how every shift in medium al-
ters conventions of written and oral commu-
nication. Students require new skills and
sensibilities to persuade and connect in a
digital culture of tweeting, face-timing, status-
updating, and 140-characters-or-less. Writing-
intensive classes could encourage students to
develop skills both in composing a standard
written argument and in transforming that
argument into a series of short, attention-
grabbing tweets.

Balance liberal education and technological
literacy. The proliferation of mobile technology
emphasizes the development of technological
skills, to be sure (Goldin and Katz 2008).
Students without technological literacy face
economic and professional disadvantages,
diminished cultural and civic participation,
and limited problem-solving capacity. Digital-
divide disparities augment these already high
stakes. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to
privilege technological literacy or to allow
technological skills to constitute the central
focus of liberal education. Such a narrow focus
would risk creating “graduates who have learned
only the technical skills and who arrive in the
workplace deep but narrow” (AAC&U 2007,
16–17).
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Instead of skills associated with specific tech-
nologies, students need to develop adaptable
performance skills and artful, critical thinking
that will prove valuable for future technologi-
cal contexts and transformations. The Modern
Language Association has argued that “those
who learn to read slowly and carefully and to
write clearly and precisely will also acquire the
nimbleness and visual perceptions associated
with working in an electronic environment”
(2009, 32–33). Thus, the primary objective
should be to incorporate mobile technology
and reflect on its use, but not to teach mobile
technology skills for job readiness. Moreover,
emphasis on technical skills may thwart the
natural emergence of peer teaching. In my
classes, I witnessed students with expertise in
mobile technology readily helping their peers
with tasks as simple as turning on the device or
functions like copying and pasting or saving
images from the web. Significantly, some tech-
savvy students seemed to be empowered as
learners when they tapped into skills in which
they had confidence. They built on the success
of teaching technology to others and appeared
more receptive to collaborative learning of the
course material.

Mobile tablets are not magical harbingers of
liberal education outcomes. Devices such as
the iPad are born out of skills associated with
liberal education, such as problem solving and
innovative application of knowledge, but they
do not naturally foster those skills. We cannot
distribute mobile technology and expect criti-
cal thinking and communication skills to fol-
low any more than we could give students a
violin and expect them to be virtuoso violin-
ists. Faculty and administrators must actively
strive to direct the use of mobile technology
toward liberal education outcomes. Neither
avoiding mobile technology nor prematurely
saturating our campuses with it will foster

meaningful relationships to and understandings
of technology. Only through thoughtful incor-
poration of mobile technology and ongoing
inquiry as to its consequences and opportuni-
ties will faculty and administrators success-
fully harness this new technology for liberal
education outcomes. ■■

To respond to this article,e-mail liberaled@aacu.org,
with the author’s name on the subject line.
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