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administrators and faculty need to conceive of federal 
and state support as investments in the future well-
being of society, rather than as a fundamental right or a 
reward for past performance.

Among the challenges that particularly confront the 
nation’s higher education institutions are the need to 
increase access and degree attainment, particularly 
for students of lesser economic means, and to design 
programs that allow students to update their knowledge 
and competencies throughout life. Success in addressing 
these challenges will allow higher education to 
contribute substantially to optimizing societal learning 
that extends beyond the education of students in classes 
as traditionally conceived. Higher education faculty and 
administrators must conceive of themselves as having 
explicit responsibilities in fulfilling an expanded set of 
educational purposes in the U.S.

Drawing the Strands Together

To optimize learning in the U.S. and its individual 
states necessarily involves a range of players, each with 
a different set of responsibilities. Critical to the success 
of any such initiative is the ability to weave together 
separate strands in a coherent fabric to achieve what 
every party understands as shared educational goals. 
There are several aspects of a successful strategy to draw 
together the interests of different parties in achieving 
such common goals.

Productivity and management of costs
A requisite step to gaining strong political and financial 
support—from state or federal governments, the 
business community, or students and parents—is higher 
education’s demonstrated commitment to using funds 
in responsible ways to foster effective learning and to 
fulfill the educational purposes that constitute the basis 
for public and private support. No effort to strengthen 
higher education’s fulfillment of public purposes can 
hope to succeed by calling for substantially increased 
funding as the first requirement for any concerted 
action. While increased funding for higher education 
could occur in the next several years, it is not likely to 
happen until universities and colleges demonstrate their 
ability to achieve desired results in effective and efficient 
ways.

Targeting of funds to achieve the 
purposes identified
It is often observed that incentives accomplish more 
than regulation in bringing about desired behavior from 
institutions both public and private. A collective strategy 
to improve educational results must first define the 
purposes to be achieved, then allot financial and other 
resources to the extent that institutions demonstrate 
successful attainment of those results. As noted above, 
the base funding that public universities and colleges 
receive from state governments, for the most part, has 
little relation to explicit educational goals a state wishes 
to achieve. A more effective strategy to optimize learning 
is one that links dollars to the achievement of desired 
results.

Measurement of outcomes in attaining 
learning goals
A core element of any successful program to optimize 
learning is a commitment to define the markers of 
progress, and to measure results according to criteria 
that have meaning and support both inside and outside 
higher education. Explicit standards of measurement 
must be devised that all parties understand and agree to 
adopt. Just as important as the measurement of results 
is the need to use those data to identify strengths and 
weaknesses of current practices, and to make changes 
as needed to improve learning results. There is no more 
telling sign of accountability than a demonstrated 
commitment to measure results and to use feedback to 
improve performance.

Coordinating many efforts to achieve 
educational purposes that serve the 
public good 
Through the past decade 
a handful of states have 
exemplified promising 
approaches to achieving 
public purposes by building 
partnerships that engage 
a range of stakeholders 
in addressing educational 
challenges. New Jersey, New 
York, North Carolina, North 
Dakota, and Kentucky are 
examples of states that have 
made plausible inroads to 

A core element of any 
successful program to 
optimize learning is a 
commitment to define 
the markers of progress, 
and to measure results 
according to criteria 
that have meaning and 
support both inside and 
outside higher education.



8

developing partnerships in achieving shared educational 
purposes. Some recurrent themes inform the approaches 
taken by these states.

One component of effective practice is a state’s ability 
to respond to emerging challenges in a cohesive way, 
through actions that engage various stakeholders 
collectively in defining and meeting the educational 
needs to be achieved by a state’s universities and 
colleges. While the means of effecting alignment among 
often competing institutional interests may differ from 
state to state, every state needs the ability to exert a 
cohesive force among its universities and colleges to 
meet evolving public needs. By whatever means, states 
must work to mitigate the competition among public 
universities and colleges vying for increased support 
in state budgets. At best, states can draw their public 
institutions beyond the confines of narrow self-interest 
and engage them in the collective contribution to 
a state’s educational needs. Finally, states must be 
prepared, through their allocation processes, to support 
financially institutions that demonstrate success in 
fulfilling public goals for higher education.

In some cases the unifying factor may be a venue in 
which higher education leaders meet with members of 
the private business sector to take account of changing 

circumstances and needs. An 
effective, sustained dialogue 
between higher education 
leaders and representatives 
of the changing economic 
environment can yield a state 
system of heightened agility 
and responsiveness to evolving 
educational need. At best, the 
exchanges that occur from 
convening such perspectives 
both within and beyond the 
academy result in substantially 
improved focus on a shared 
purpose to optimize learning.

Exercising Leadership

The call to leadership in meeting the challenge to 
higher education extends across several domains, and 

there are pointed areas of responsibility for every partner 
in this dynamic:

• State governments: Set clear 
expectations for universities and colleges in 
meeting a state’s higher education needs, 
and hold institutions accountable for 
achieving those goals. Make necessary public 
investments in higher education, and align 
state funding more directly with the actions 
and outcomes expected of these institutions. 
Every state must convey to its public and private 
institutions the educational and societal goals 
to be attained in fulfillment of the public 
good. At the same time, states must hold those 
institutions accountable and support them as 
they succeed in reaching goals conducive to 
public purposes.

• The federal government: Support 
the expansion of educational opportunity 
by maintaining and enhancing the 
availability and purchasing power of need-
based financial aid through the Pell Grant 
program. Contribute to the quality of higher 
education in the U.S., in part by continued 
support of the nation’s research agenda, and 
in part by the collection and analysis of data 
that provide a reliable basis for assessment 
and comparisons among universities and 
colleges. Consider creating tax incentives 
for individuals who seek continued higher 
education, and for employers who support 
their employees in this purpose.

• Local business leaders: Engage 
state officials and higher education leaders 
in partnerships to design and deliver 
learning programs that meet the evolving 
skills requirements of workers in a global 
society. Provide feedback and constructive 
insights to gauge how well the state and its 
higher education institutions are educating 
graduates to be effective in the workplace.

• University and college governing 
boards: Hold institutions accountable 
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to the public purposes they need to fulfill. 
Governing boards of public institutions in 
particular must resist the tendency to pursue 
narrowly conceived institutional interests 
without regard to the broader needs of a state 
and the nation at large. Trustees must have 
the experience and understanding that allows 
them to hold institutions accountable when 
institutional interest threatens to eclipse their 
fulfillment of public purpose.

• Higher education administrators 
and faculty: Focus the intellectual goods 
and services of the academy to engage 
more directly in addressing society’s core 
challenges. Accept responsibility to educate a 
broader array of students in a greater range 
of contexts and circumstance, including 
more students for whom cost is a significant 
barrier to higher education access and 
degree attainment. Colleges and universities 
must proceed beyond the mindset that equates 
educational quality with success in amassing 
endowment, and educating primarily those who 
are economically and educationally advantaged. 
Presidential and faculty leadership must work 
to ensure that institutions meet their social 
obligation to educate more students of promise 
who have fewer financial resources.

One of the first tasks of leadership among these 
somewhat autonomous partners is to impart a sense 
of urgency and focus to a set of issues about which the 
public has grown largely complacent. The challenge of 
leaders—in the federal and state policy communities, 
among higher education governing boards, faculty 
and administrators, and across the business sector—is 
to educate the public about the critical importance 
of higher education as an instrument of social and 
economic vitality in the U.S. A combined effort is needed 
to ensure that higher education remains accessible and 
affordable regardless of one’s economic circumstance.

The point is not that universities and colleges have 
failed. Their current structures and operations 
have proven effective in meeting earlier needs these 
institutions had evolved to serve. Higher education 

in the U.S. is a system that 
accomplished the learning 
requirements of the 20th century 
very well. But the challenges of 
the current age are of a different 
order, and new behaviors are 
needed. The value-added of these 
institutions in the foreseeable 
future will result from delivering 
education to students from a 
broader array of social and 
economic circumstances, at 
all stages of life, seeking to be 
effective in a more complex 
world of international politics 
and relationships, and in a 
competitive global economy.

Part of the resistance to change, within higher education 
as well as among the public generally, may derive from 
a sense that behaviors are so entrenched that there is 
little that could change current motivations except 
a substantial infusion of new federal or state money. 
At the same time, virtually no one expects today that 
higher education would succeed in gaining a substantial 
increase in public funds without first demonstrating 
genuine initiative and progress in meeting public 
needs for higher education. Higher education cannot 
wait for that condition to change. Universities and 
colleges themselves must provide part of the initiative; 
in conjunction with a range of other stakeholders, 
they must create a stronger sense that meeting the 
educational needs of the 21st century is essential for the 
nation’s continued vitality.
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