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Pursuing Quality, Access, and Affordability: A Field 
Guide to Improving Higher Education, by Stephen C. 
Ehrmann. Stylus Press, 2021. 264 pages, Paperback 
$35.00; E-Book $35.00.

Learning Innovation and the Future of Higher Educa-
tion, by Joshua Kim & Edward Maloney. Johns Hop-
kins University Press, 2020. 232 pages. Hardcover 
$39.95; E-Book $39.95.

I
t is now common for advocates of change in higher 
education to acknowledge the systemic nature of the 
challenges that colleges and universities face. It is 
not so common for writers to address these chal-
lenges systemically! Many books and articles that 

focus on one target for improvement recognize the need 
for changes elsewhere in the system to support (rather than 
undermine) the better practices they recommend. Rela-
tively few start out with the system itself—or at least 
significant parts of it—as the aim of their improvement 
efforts.

Two new books fill this gap by taking systemic change 
seriously. In Pursuing Quality, Access, and Affordability, 
Stephen C. Ehrmann explores strategies that institutions 
have used to pursue systemic improvement in the recent 
past; in Learning Innovation and the Future of Higher 
Education, Joshua Kim and Edward Maloney examine the 
emergence of new professional positions and organiza-
tional structures that may play key roles in such work in 
the years ahead. While both books advocate systemic 
modes of change, they train their sights on different levels 
of the system. Pursuing Quality, Access, and Affordability 
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looks most closely at the institutional level, offering case 
studies of six colleges and universities that have success-
fully improved performance in the three title areas—qual-
ity, access, affordability—by addressing them together. 
Learning Innovation and the Future of Higher Education 
addresses these same challenges as a feature of the overall 
system of higher education: “Each story of learning 
innovation at colleges and universities tends to be de-
scribed as a one-off occurrence, rather than part of a larger 
system-wide story of how higher education is changing” 
(p. 24).

We will start with Pursuing Quality, Access, and Afford-
ability: A Field Guide to Improving Higher Education, 
Ehrmann’s clear, well-organized examination of what 
systemic change means, how it looks, and how it hap-
pens at an institutional level. Ehrmann is well-qualified 
as a guide, having participated in educational improve-
ment in a wide variety of roles over a long career. The 
book’s key phrase, “3fold gains,” likely reflects Ehrmann’s 
doctorate in management studies and higher education. 
This phrase may sound to some readers like a manage-
ment fad, but do not let that put you off—read on.

“3fold gains” refers to the proposition that efforts to 
improve educational quality, access, and affordability work 
best if pursued together—in contrast to the common views 
that (a) it cannot be done or (b) you can make progress by 
pursuing initiatives in each area separately. Pursuing 
Quality, Access, and Affordability details the distinctive 
strategies that six institutions have used to achieve these 
gains. Of course, Ehrmann is aware that these institutions 
operate within larger systems, and he addresses these 
issues at the end, but the book’s emphasis is on institu-
tional-level change. The book addresses this central 
question: “How can colleges and universities alter their 
ways of working in order to improve quality and access 
within the constraints of affordability?” (p. 14).

Ehrmann is careful about definitions, offering boxed 
discussions of important terms, many of which he ac-
knowledges are “confusors.” For example, he notes that in 
general academic discourse, “quality” has historically 
referred to activities like the use of evidence-based teach-
ing methods or to the excellence of inputs like faculty and 
facilities. In this book, however, “quality” refers to a third 
familiar meaning—student outcomes: “results or hoped-
for results: the nature and value of student capabilities, 
achievements, and attributes by the time they complete 
their course of study” (p. 3).

This type of disambiguation is especially important for 
terms like “access” and “affordability.” By “access,” Eh-
rmann means more than admissions: it refers to “enrolling, 
educating, and eventually graduating groups who have 
traditionally been under- or ill-served by the institution or 
by all of higher education” (p. 12). “Affordability,” in 
Ehrmann’s view, refers to more than just the price students 
pay: “To say that a program is affordable means that its 

stakeholders [including the institution itself] are both able 
and willing to sustain their own participation in the 
program” (p. 14).By carefully defining these goals, Eh-
rmann provides readers with a rationale for the change 
strategies he highlights in this book.

So, how do institutions address all three of these goals at 
the same time—quality, access, and affordability? Accord-
ing to Ehrmann, it all depends on what you mean by 
quality. In the days when quality was judged by inputs, the 
basic strategy followed by colleges and universities was to 
increase class size. This allowed institutions to improve 
access by admitting more students. With the resulting 
increased revenue, institutions could hire more qualified 
instructors to raise the quality of the education provided 
and make it more affordable by charging individual 
students less. Today, with the shift to learning outcomes as 
the mark of quality, different strategies anchored by 
theories of learning are needed to achieve 3fold gains.

Two basic strategies (and their underlying theories) 
stand out. The first, based on “The Individualized [Learn-
ing] Paradigm … assumes that students learn best when 
they each start from what they already know and proceed 
as quickly, or as slowly, as their learning allows” (p. 71). An 
example is provided in a chapter on Southern New 
Hampshire University’s College for America, a compe-
tency-based online program designed for working adults, 
which evidence suggests achieved gains in all three of 
Ehrmann’s domains. For most residential institutions, 
however, including Southern New Hampshire University, 
fully online, competency-based education is likely to sit 
somewhat apart from the main educational programs.

Thus, the more promising strategy for residential institu-
tions is derived, according to Ehrmann, from an “Integra-
tive [Learning] Paradigm,” which “assumes that the most 
lasting, useful learning stems in large part from a variety of 
kinds of personal interactions such as expert-novice 
discussions, debates, team-work, peer critiques, role 
playing, and competition” (p. 71). Campuses working 
under this paradigm create a “constellation” of mutually 
supporting initiatives, which can be done in various ways.

For example, Georgia State University engaged in a 
number of improvement efforts between 2003 and 2018 
that have led “to substantial 3fold gains” (p. 32). One 
intervention was the creation of freshman learning 
communities (FLCs) for all first-year students and, a 
decade later, organizing these FLCs around “a group of 
related majors” in order to reduce the loss of time and 
coursework that “the process of changing majors” typically 
involves (p. 33). Other efforts have included redesigning 
large enrollment classes with high DFW rates (i.e., high 
proportions of students getting a grade of “D,” failing, or 
withdrawing from the class); implementing data-driven 
advising; offering special grants for students who lose their 
state scholarships or need extra funds for their final 
semester; and creating a college-to-career initiative as part 
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of an accreditation-driven “Quality Enhancement Plan.” At 
first, this portfolio may look like a set of disconnected 
initiatives, but Ehrmann points out that the university’s 
“patient, persistent, and dogged … pursuit of student 
success” gives these efforts “shared purpose” (p. 42). The 
lesson from this case is clear: “Scattered points of light may 
suddenly take on the form of a constellation, an under-
standable picture” (p. 42).

Four other cases offer different approaches to creating 
an effective constellation of reforms. While Governors 
State University had wavered from its unique founding 
vision, a new president took office in 2007 and reinvigo-
rated its mission by focusing the institution on first-
generation students, implementing a distinctive array of 
programs and infrastructure to support their success. 
Guttman Community College in New York City was 
actually “designed from the start to help set new stan-
dards in quality and access”; for example, using educa-
tional strategies like “engaging their students with their 
city in many different courses” (p. 75). Oklahoma State 
University initiated a new focus on “transformational 
learning” (p. 92) through a corresponding set of con-
nected initiatives (including articulating six learning 
outcomes and implementing a new approach to assessing 
and documenting student learning). The University of 
Central Florida focused on blended and online courses 
as a way to achieve 3fold gains.

In each of these institution-specific chapters, Ehrmann 
attends to the key players who helped move things for-
ward, the time it took for new educational strategies and 
organizational supports to become normalized, and the 
evidence available for improvements in quality, access, and 
affordability. Later chapters draw more general lessons 
from these histories. In particular, across cases, the author 
highlights the importance of “institutionalized educational 
strategies,” by which he means new practices that have 
“been going on this way for years, that students, faculty 
and staff all consider … normal, and that a number of 
other educational strategies, organizational foundations, or 
interactions with the wider world help to support and 
sustain” (p. 123; emphasis in original). 

The overall message in Pursuing Quality, Access, and 
Affordability is that making 3fold gains is possible but 
still uncommon in higher education. Yet this does not 
mean that institutions need wait for accidents of his-
tory—the right president, the right provost—to begin to 
make 3fold gains. Institutions could start, Ehrmann 
suggests, by identifying what they are already doing and 
committing to specific goals “within the broad areas of 
quality, access, and affordability” that can “mobilize 
faculty, administrators, benefactors, and other stake-
holders” and “galvanize cross-silo collaboration” (p.175).

Further steps include gathering, consolidating, and 
validating evidence that can be used in “establishing 

base lines,” “attracting resources,” and to “decide next 
steps” (p. 177). It is important throughout, Ehrmann 
says, for campus leaders to work as a team, to keep 
adding initiatives to the constellation, to evaluate 
outcomes, and to “overcommunicate with stakeholders” 
(p. 181). Yet he also warns that making 3fold gains will 
only become “a realistic possibility” across higher 
education when the “advantages of integrative institu-
tions” (p. 187) are understood by new students, parents, 
faculty, academic leaders, grantmakers, and accredita-
tion agencies. In other words, the “wider world in 
which [colleges and universities] all operate must 
change, too” (p. 186).

Are there ways to facilitate this process, to make coordi-
nated improvement initiatives in quality, access, and 
affordability a regular part of how colleges and universities 
operate? Although cautious in tone, Ehrmann wants to 
assure readers that most institutions have useful work on 
which to build, and that “some of those tweaks of the wider 
world have already begun” (p. 194).

For another perspective on the dynamics of systemic 
change, one can turn to Learning Innovation and the Future 
of Higher Education, which aims to “open up a conversa-
tion about how colleges and universities might evolve their 
institutions to better align teaching practices with the 
emerging science of learning” (p. ix). Authors Joshua Kim 
and Edward Maloney think that a new infrastructure to 
better support new learning initiatives is already taking 
shape—not just within this or that college—but across 
higher education—through the emergence of new learning 
professionals, new learning organizations, and (possibly) a 
new scholarly field.

Kim, the director of digital learning initiatives at the 
Dartmouth Center for the Advancement of Learning, and 
Maloney, a professor of English and executive director of 
the Center for New Designs in Learning and Scholarship at 
Georgetown University, count themselves as members of 
this movement, “fully immersed in a community of 
learning innovators, both at our own institutions and 
across the field of higher education” (p. xi). Their writing is 
lively, and the reader can sense the authors’ enthusiasm 
and desire to convey to a wider audience what they see 
taking shape.

By “learning innovation,” Kim and Maloney mean

the interplay between the complex set of practices, 
methods, and designs that are part of the attempts by 
higher education to improve teaching and student 
learning. The practices not only bring together 
learning science, applied educational technologies, 
and learning analytics, but they do so within the 
framework of institutional structures, policies, 
investments, and strategic leadership that enable this 
work. (p. 6)
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In other words, learning innovation is about more than 
designing educational strategies that are informed by the 
learning sciences or made possible by new technologies. It 
is also about understanding “how universities are changing 
in response” (p. 7).

Learning Innovation and the Future of Higher Education 
starts with a description of five trends that have marked a 
“learning revolution” (p. 21) across higher education in 
recent years—advances in the scholarship of teaching and 
learning and the learning sciences, the growing role of 
online learning, the rise of the now ubiquitous learning 
management systems, the Massive Open Online Course 
phenomenon, and the proliferation of new learning 
organizations and initiatives on campuses. “Because of 
these complex intersecting forces,” Kim and Maloney 
write, “the individual-craftsperson model of teaching and 
learning is changing” to one that involves “collaboration 
with other educators” (p. 55). These educators include 
professionals who introduce faculty to “new pedagogical 
approaches,” help institutions “rethink how classrooms are 
designed,” and assist faculty in navigating “new technolo-
gies that both inform and enhance student learning”  
(p. 55).

What is new, in other words, is that “support for 
learning innovation has increasingly moved beyond the 
traditional dynamic between faculty and students and 
requires greater resources from the institution” (p. 56). 
This change is manifest in the ways that campuses are 
creating new centers and offices, sometimes merging 
previously separate groups (like a teaching and learning 
center and an office for digital learning), and expanding 
and shifting their portfolios of work. Through these 
organizational changes, these programs and the learning 
professionals who staff them collaborate on the design 
and implementation of various learning initiatives, take 
on research and evaluation roles, and work closely with 
faculty through individual consulting, workshops, and 
communities of practice that focus on new teaching 
strategies and the use of new technologies.

Kim and Maloney also emphasize the importance of 
faculty as partners in this work. In a pivotal chapter titled 
“Reclaiming Innovation From Disruption,” the authors 
argue against the idea that learning innovation (especially 
through educational technologies) should aim to com-
pletely alter the ways in which higher education operates. 
They make an important distinction: disruptive innovation 
theory, advanced most influentially in works by Clayton 
Christensen, “is a framework to explain how companies 
and organizations rise or fall under conditions of competi-
tion. It is not a theory that predicts or explains progress” 
(p. 93). For Kim and Maloney, “the disruptive goal of 
reducing costs by diminishing the role of professors must 
be replaced by an insistence that learning innovation is 
about finding complements, not substitutes, for faculty. 

Champions of learning innovation should also be defend-
ers of the values of the institutions in which their work is 
embedded” (p. 109).

Despite the momentum created by institutions’ increas-
ing investment in the activities that contribute to learning 
innovation—new pedagogies, educational technologies, 
data analytics, online courses and programs—questions 
remain about its future. Writing before the pandemic, Kim 
and Maloney could not have foreseen how all university 
operations would soon be forced online, if only temporar-
ily. But they ask the right questions: “What would it mean 
for this work to continue? How will we know if learning 
innovation is having the desired impact? What choices 
should colleges and universities make as they navigate this 
space?” (p. 110). The answers, the authors suggest, could 
come from learning professionals themselves, especially if 
learning innovation can be developed as new field of 
“scholarship at the intersection of learning and institu-
tional change” (p. 133).

Currently, learning professionals exchange ideas and 
“best practices” in a wide array of professional associations, 
meetings, and social media, but lack connections with 
“scholars who take a critical view of higher education 
and the role learning innovation is playing in its future” 
(p. 113). Kim and Maloney acknowledge that their vision 
for a scholarship of learning innovation is “both nascent 
and contestable” (p. ix). But developing such a field would, 
they argue, provide “a protected space to have sustained 
dialogue in order to generate new knowledge” (p. 140) and 
enable learning professionals to play stronger roles in 
designing “sustainable institution-wide initiatives to 
advance learning” (p. 154). Indeed, the authors also argue 
for graduate degree programs “stewarded by a campus 
learning organization” (such as the center for teaching and 
learning) rather than academic departments, in recogni-
tion of the fact that learning innovation “is evolving from a 
professional activity to a broad academic space in need of 
applied scholarship” (p. 174).

A concluding chapter warns that despite its current 
momentum and promise, learning innovation could fail to 
reach its potential if it is “atomized, siloed, and disconnected” 
(p. 179). The authors urge academic leaders to include 
learning professionals in strategic decisions, commit to 
learning innovation as a form of institutional research and 
development, and provide support for their campus’s 
learning organizations and initiatives, seeing it as an invest-
ment likely to “pay off in greater access and equity, lower 
rates of attrition for existing students, the ability to grow the 
student body through online education, and through 
improved student learning” (p. 181). Kim and Maloney also 
argue that learning professionals should take an active role in 
advancing learning innovation. In particular, they suggest 
that learning professionals should become institutional 
change agents who are able to contextualize “the future of 
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learning innovation within the structural challenges that 
higher education faces” (p. 190). And, of course, they want 
“the story of the institutional changes that are catalyzing 
learning innovation across higher education to receive the 
attention and scholarly investigation it deserves”  
(p. 188).

Pursuing Quality, Access, and Affordability and Learning 
Innovation and the Future of Higher Education provide 
complementary perspectives on systemic change. The first 
book focuses on campuses whose leaders have articulated a 
powerful vision of learning and mobilized a set of mutually 
supportive initiatives that, in combination, lead to systemic 
results—Ehrmann’s 3fold gains. In the second book, 
attention is on how changes in teaching and learning that 
cut across the entire higher education system have resulted 
in campus-level organizational change—new units and 
new professionals who specialize in activities that Kim and 
Maloney call, collectively, “learning innovation.”

Not surprisingly, these books also offer complementary 
views on what remains to be done. Ehrmann, whose book 
focuses on institutional change, challenges his pioneer 
campuses (and others who aspire to similar success) to 
mobilize support for student-centered learning in the 
larger world of higher education. Kim and Maloney, whose 
book focuses on change in this larger world of higher 
education, challenges institutional leaders and learning 
professionals to collaborate more often and more strategi-
cally in the design of campus-wide learning initiatives. 
Taken together, the argument in both books is that sys-
temic change done well is, well, systematic.

Readers will, no doubt, find useful ideas in these two 
books for thinking about how innovation travels (or 
does not) within higher education. What supports do 
campus innovators need from the larger system? How  
do changes in that larger system make their mark on 
campuses? C


