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3

1
W H AT ’ S  S O  U R G E N T ?

For reasons we’ll discuss in this chapter, it’s likely that most or all colleges 
and universities urgently need to make specific gains within three broad 
goals: quality of learning, equitable access, and stakeholder affordabil-

ity. We’ll define each of those three terms below. First let’s define broad goals 
and gain.

Terms like quality and quality of learning are umbrella terms. Broad goals 
describes the kind of focused goals that can influence action. For exam-
ple, the intention to improve education in mathematics so that graduates 
can make better use of it is a goal to improve the quality of learning. The 
title of this book uses the phrase “quality, access, and affordability.” That’s 
shorthand for “focused goals that fall under the broad umbrellas of quality 
of learning, access and equity, and stakeholder affordability.” 

In this book gain refers to improvements compared to what otherwise 
would probably have happened. If enrollments were likely to plummet by 
10%, but new initiatives cut the decrease to only 5%, that’s a gain. 

Quality: The Importance of Making Additional Gains

Quality is invoked far more often than it is defined.

Quality is a confusor (see preface). When it’s used to describe academic 
institutions or programs, the term has at least three widely used definitions.

Results or hoped-for results: the nature and value of student capabili-
ties, achievements, and attributes by the time they complete their course of 
study. These are sometimes called “(essential) student learning outcomes.” 
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4  whY ImPROvE QUALITY, EQUITABLE ACCESS, AND AFFORDABILITY?

As Michael Roth (2014) points out, higher education should strengthen 
students’ development in three overlapping spheres of life: as participants 
in the economy; as people, often transforming their vision of themselves 
and their potential; and as responsible and active citizens in their political, 
social, economic, and familial communities. I’ve listed those three spheres in 
the order that people currently seem to prioritize them. But that order has 
changed many times over the last century. For example, in the years after 
World War II, the Truman Commission recommended greater access to col-
lege because the country needed educated and active citizens (Hutcheson, 
2007). When I went to college in the late 1960s, personal transformation 
was often seen as a major goal for higher learning. 

No matter in what order work, personal development, and responsible 
citizenry are ranked, success and fulfilment in each requires some of the same 
capabilities, such as being able to frame questions, find information from many 
sources, sift and analyze that information, and then use the analysis to take 
action. The development of these capabilities, through what we will call a lib-
eral education, is far more difficult and time consuming than memorizing facts. 

Liberal education, also referred to as liberal learning, is a confusor. Some 
people assume liberal must mean politically liberal. Others use the term as 
a synonym for education in the humanities, equating liberal learning with 
some or all of the liberal arts and sciences. Still others assume that liberal 
learning is the opposite of education for good jobs. As used in this book, a 
liberal education prepares students to use information from many sources 
to think and take action in their work and in their civic and community 
lives; in the process students are likely to transform their visions of the 
world, who they are, and what they are capable of doing.

First, the good news. Since the beginning of the 21st century there has 
been growing agreement across colleges and universities about the necessary 
capabilities and attributes of a college graduate. 

Activities: teaching and learning activities that, evidence suggests, are 
likely to produce improve learning outcomes; or

Ingredients: selectivity of admissions, attributes of admitted students, 
qualifications of faculty, and/or excellence of facilities. Institutional and 
program accreditors and rating systems have often relied on this ingredient 
definition of quality. 

When this book uses quality, assume we’re using the first definition. If 
we’re using either of the other two definitions, the text will say so.
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whAT’S SO URGENT?  5

In this book, students’ attributes reflect who they are and what qualities 
they possess—for example curiosity, a desire to act in an ethical way, a 
passion for service, or a commitment to racial justice. 

The Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) has 
framed a set of Essential Learning Outcomes (ELOs) by synthesizing the 
academic goals of hundreds of their member institutions (Association of 
American Colleges & Universities, 2018a):

•	 knowledge of human cultures and the physical and natural world 
through study across many disciplines that is focused by engagement 
with big questions, both contemporary and enduring;

•	 intellectual and practical skills (including inquiry and analysis, 
critical and creative thinking, teamwork, and problem solving) that 
are developed through extensive practice on progressively more 
challenging problems, projects, and standards of performance;

•	 the capability for personal and social responsibility, enabled by 
civic knowledge, intercultural knowledge and competence, ethical 
reasoning, and lifelong learning, all developed through active 
involvement with diverse communities and real-world challenges;

•	 integrative and applied learning, in the form of synthesis and 
advanced accomplishment across general and specialized studies, 
demonstrated through the application of knowledge, skills, and 
responsibilities to new settings and complex problems.

The Lumina Foundation’s Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP) asserts a 
set of outcomes for what undergraduates should learn that are similar to 
AAC&U’s ELOs (Adelman et al., 2011). 

Employers agree that AAC&U’s ELOs and Lumina’s DQP describe 
important goals. A survey by Hart Research Associates (2015) found 
that employers identify effective verbal and written communication, 
 teamwork, ethical decision-making, critical thinking, and the abil-
ity to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings as among the 
most  important college learning outcomes that define high-quality job 
 candidates. I’d say that these same capabilities are as important for  civic 
engagement and personal development as they are for the working world. 
So rather than looking at the adequacy of outcomes within each of those 
three spheres of liberal education, we’ll focus on the outcomes important 
to all spheres. 
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6  whY ImPROvE QUALITY, EQUITABLE ACCESS, AND AFFORDABILITY?

Now, the bad news. AAC&U regularly surveys executives and hiring 
managers at for-profit and nonprofit companies of more than 25 employees 
who frequently hire graduates with 2- and 4-year degrees. Executives and 
hiring managers gave pretty much the same responses, and the results haven’t 
changed much over the years of the survey. Respondents widely agreed on 
the value of a college education, but they were largely dissatisfied with the 
actual graduates (Figure 1.1). In 2018, about 40% had doubts about the 
capability of recent graduates to work in entry level positions, and only 30% 
were confident that the educations of new hires prepared them adequately for 
advancement. For example, they judged that only 39% of recent graduates 
were well prepared to apply what they’ve been taught in real-world settings; 
that’s a quality that 87% of hiring managers saw as “very important.” The 
same was true for self-motivation, which hiring managers saw in only 39% 
of recent graduates (Hart Research Associates, 2018). Their “Falling Short?” 
report 3 years earlier had revealed similar gaps between the educational prep-
aration employers wanted from new hires and what the new hires could do; 
then, as later, the gap between content-specific knowledge and preparation 
was much smaller (Hart Research Associates, 2015).

It costs an employer significant money to replace a new employee within 
a year or two of hiring. Too many recent graduates lose their jobs because 
of lack of those abilities identified by the employer survey. For example, a 
human resources company did a 3-year study of 5,247 hiring managers from 
312 public and private business and healthcare organizations. Collectively 
these managers hired more than 20,000 employees during the study period. 
Almost half those hires (46%) failed. Respondents reported that, of the 
new hires that failed, 26% did so because they couldn’t accept feedback, 
23% because they were unable to understand and manage emotions, 17% 
because they lacked the necessary motivation to excel, 15% because they had 
the wrong temperament for the job, and only 11% because they lacked the 
necessary technical skills (LeadershipIQ, 2019). Employers know what they 
need, and when new employees come up short, they often lose their jobs. 

So far we’ve looked only at employer judgments about graduates’ abili-
ties. The evidence also suggests that a substantial fraction of college graduates 
haven’t developed capabilities that many colleges and universities see as pri-
mary goals. Critical thinking is essential in all of the liberal learning spheres, 
development for work, personhood, and active citizenry. In both 2004 and 
2010, over 85% of seniors believed that, during college, they personally 
learned to think critically “very much” or at least “quite a bit” (National 
Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE] finding, cited in Finley, 2012). 
Arum and Roksa’s Academically Adrift (2011a) cited empirical  evidence sug-
gesting that the seniors in the NSSE survey overestimated their capabilities 
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8  whY ImPROvE QUALITY, EQUITABLE ACCESS, AND AFFORDABILITY?

(as employers believe). They analyzed data from the standardized student 
writing assignments in the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA). The 
authors wrote in a New York Times op-ed: 

We found that large numbers of the students were making their way 
through college with minimal exposure to rigorous coursework, only a 
modest investment of effort and little or no meaningful improvement in 
skills like writing and reasoning. In a typical semester, for instance, 32% 
of the students did not take a single course with more than 40 pages of 
reading per week, and 50% did not take any course requiring more than 
20 pages of writing over the semester. The average student spent only 
about 12 to 13 hours per week studying—about half the time a full-time 
college student in 1960 spent studying, according to the labor econo-
mists Philip S. Babcock and Mindy S. Marks. Not surprisingly, a large 
number of the students showed no significant progress on tests of critical 
thinking, complex reasoning, and writing that were administered when 
they began college and then again at the ends of their sophomore and 
senior years. If the test that we used, the Collegiate Learning Assessment, 
were scaled on a traditional 0-to-100 point range, 45% of the students 
would not have demonstrated gains of even 1 point over the first 2 years 
of college, and 36% would not have shown such gains over 4 years of col-
lege. (Arum & Roksa, 2011b) 

Another corroboration of the hypothesis of declining quality in U.S. higher 
education comes from a literature review in 2014 that agreed that the capa-
bilities of graduating students may have declined in many ways since the 
mid-1960s (Stewart & Kilmartin, 2014). Similarly, the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Survey of Adult Skills, 
conducted through the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies, found that the average literacy, numeracy, and problem- 
solving skill levels of 16- to 24-year-olds in the U.S. is significantly below 
the average of OECD member countries (Desjardins & Colleagues, 2013).

Let’s focus on reflective judgment, a crucial component of all three 
spheres of liberal education: education for work, for personal development, 
and for living in communities. A team of researchers interviewed students 
while they considered open-ended problems such as whether the Egyptians 
could possibly have built the pyramids (King & Kitchener, 1993; 2004). 
Over 1,300 students from high school through graduate school were asked 
to describe what they knew and why they believed it. The model was used to 
classify how students interpret their world and think about what they know. 
Using redacted copies of student responses, raters decided where each  student 
response fit in a seven-stage model of how reflective judgment develops. Most 
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whAT’S SO URGENT?  9

undergraduate and graduate students were found to be  somewhere between 
stages 3 and 6:

•	 Stage 3 signature statement: “When there is evidence that people can 
give to convince everybody one way or another, then it will be knowl-
edge; until then it’s just a guess.” To put it another way, knowledge is 
either absolutely certain or else temporarily uncertain. 

•	 Stage 4 signature statement: “I’d be more inclined to believe evolution 
if they had proof . . . Who are you going to ask? No one was there.” 
For Stage 4 respondents, knowing always involves an element of 
ambiguity. To prove something, begin with what you believe and then 
find evidence that supports it.

•	 Stage 5 signature statement: “People think differently and so they 
attack the problem differently. Other theories could be as true as 
my own, but based on different evidence.” Only interpretations of 
evidence can be known. 

•	 Stage 6 signature statement: “There are degrees of sureness. You come 
to a point at which you are sure enough for a personal stance on 
the subject.” Beliefs are justified by comparing evidence and opinion 
from different sources and across different contexts.

It’s a safe guess that most faculty want seniors to have developed to at least 
stage 6. But most undergraduates in the sample didn’t make it past stage 4. 
About two-thirds of first-year college students were between stages 3 and 
4. The seniors averaged only about half a stage higher than first-year stu-
dents. Apparently only a small fraction of college graduates in the late 1990s 
were prepared to work on ill-structured, open-ended problems and, using 
evidence, to explain their actions to others who disagree.

So far, all of these findings are based on student work done outside nor-
mal academic assignments. Perhaps student scores were low because they saw 
no reason to think hard about their responses. That’s why an AAC&U study 
focused on taking a second look at course assignments students had already 
finished (Finley, 2017). The study, done in collaboration with Indiana 
University’s Center for Postsecondary Research, engaged faculty from many 
institutions who wanted to see how their students’ work measured up. Each 
faculty member contributed an assignment plus several relevant graded pieces 
of student work on that assignment. Institutional, faculty, and student names 
were redacted, as was the original grade. Faculty from other institutions then 
reviewed each piece of student work, using AAC&U Valid Assessment of 
Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) rubrics (AAC&U, 2018b) 
to assess the capabilities revealed by that piece of work. Since 2008, faculty 
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10  whY ImPROvE QUALITY, EQUITABLE ACCESS, AND AFFORDABILITY?

working with VALUE have developed and validated rubrics for 16 ELOs. 
Each rubric corresponds to an ELO that is espoused by a large number of 
2- and 4-year institutions. Each rubric is separated into 4 or 5 dimensions. 
For example, the dimensions of critical thinking are:

•	 explanation of issues,
•	 evidence (selecting and using evidence to investigate a point of view 

or conclusion),
•	 influence of context and assumptions,
•	 student’s position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis), and
•	 conclusions and related outcomes (implications and consequences).

For each dimension, the faculty reviewer rated the student’s work at one of 
four levels. For rating the dimension “student’s position (perspective, thesis/
hypothesis)”; for example, the four levels are:

1. Benchmark (lowest level): Specific position is stated but is simplistic and 
obvious.

2. Milestone 2: Specific position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis) acknowl-
edges different sides of an issue.

3. Milestone 3: Specific position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis) takes into 
account the complexities of an issue. Others’ points of view are acknowl-
edged within the position.

4. Capstone (highest level): Specific position (perspective, thesis/hypoth-
esis) is imaginative, taking into account the complexities of the issue. 
Limits of position are acknowledged. Others’ points of view are synthe-
sized within the position.

The faculty assessors could not see the grades assigned nor did they know 
whether the students were in second-year or fourth-year courses, or in 
2- or 4-year institutions. Their findings aligned with the research we’ve 
already reported. To illustrate, let’s look at students at 4-year institutions 
who had finished at least 75% of the credits needed for graduation. We’ll 
stick with the dimension “student’s position (perspective, thesis/hypoth-
esis).” Only 7% of those seniors’ work was judged to be at the capstone 
level. In contrast, 58% of the seniors were rated at milestone 2 or lower. 
Other single-digit  percentages of capstone competency were found for vir-
tually every dimension of critical thinking, quantitative literacy, and writ-
ten communications.

Each of these study methodologies—Hart’s employer research, Arum 
and Roksa’s analysis of the CLA, Stewart and Kilmartin’s literature review, 
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whAT’S SO URGENT?  11

OECD’s Survey of Adult Skills, King and Kitchener’s reflective judgement, 
and AAC&U’s VALUE rubrics—used a different methodology and each 
has its limitations. What’s striking, however, is how much their findings 
agree: Dangerously high numbers of soon-to-graduate students have not 
yet developed the capabilities that faculty and employers believe college 
graduates should have. Because of the centrality of capabilities such as 
reflective judgment, it’s likely that graduates fall short of expectations in 
personal development and community and civic engagement capabilities 
as well. 

Although the data cited here come from undergraduate programs, the 
findings have critical implications for graduate schools as well. Many gradu-
ate and professional programs are designed as though essential learning out-
comes have been mastered during bachelor’s degree programs, capabilities 
such as critical thinking or the ability to work with people from different 
cultures. As we’ve just seen, that’s seems unlikely. Graduate and professional 
programs might consider strengthening the liberal education side of their 
academic programs.

The studies cited so far have focused on what students have learned. 
Another devastating critique of current quality zeroes in on low graduation 
rates. What do you think a satisfactory graduation rate should be? What’s 
the graduation rate at your favorite institution? As Figure 1.2 depicts, grad-
uation rates differ greatly across institutions, from less than 10% to 100%. 
However, at more than half of 2- and 4-year institutions, graduation rates 
are lower than 50%. About 10% of 4-year institutions graduate fewer than 

25

20

15

10

5

0–10 11–20 21–30 31–40
Graduation rate (percent)

Four-year institutions

S
ha

re
 o

f c
ol

le
ge

s 
(p

er
ce

nt
)

Two-year institutions

41–50 51–60 61–70 71–80 81–90
0
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based on institutions in the United States that participate in federal financial aid programs.
Source. Erickson, 2020. Reprinted by permission of Education Next, EducationNext.org

Ehrmann_Pursuing Quality Access and Affordability.indb   11 9/23/2020   12:00:12 AM

In-Process, Unedited Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



12  whY ImPROvE QUALITY, EQUITABLE ACCESS, AND AFFORDABILITY?

20% of their admitted students within 6 years (that percentage doesn’t 
count students who transferred and graduated elsewhere). About 17% of 
community colleges graduate fewer than 20% of their admitted students 
within 3 years. 

Many faculty and administrators will say that quality at their own insti-
tution is acceptable, though it should be better. But what is your definition 
of “acceptable”? What does evidence suggest about whether graduation rates 
or other quality measures are acceptable?

Equitable Access: The Importance of Making Additional Gains

All six of our case history institutions share a mission to serve students who 
are often shortchanged because of their race or ethnicity, economic back-
ground, or role in life. In this book, this goal is called equitable access, or, for 
brevity, access. 

Access is a confusor. Sometimes access means enrolling and graduating 
more students, to help an institution grow or to meet public targets 
for how many citizens should have a degree. Some people use access to 
refer to the number of people admitted to college. But when students 
enter and then fail to graduate, in some ways they may be worse off 
than when they entered, having lost some or all of their options to 
borrow money for their education (Goldrick-Raab, 2016). Although 
some people assume that college dropouts have only themselves to 
blame, there is strong evidence that dropout rates also depend sub-
stantially on what colleges do and don’t do. So the fact that about 
28% of all  students who enroll in college fail to get even an associate’s 
degree means that colleges as well as their dropouts are falling short 
(Ryan & Bauman, 2016).

In this book, access 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. We occasionally use the 
term equitable access as a reminder of the kind of access we’re discuss-
ing. In this vein the speaker may have just one such group in mind, 
for example, a racial or ethnic group, those who need physical or intel-
lectual accommodation, working adults, or some combination of these 
and other categories. For us, access refers to the number and categories 
of underserved students who not only enter but also complete a degree 
or certificate, either at the original institution or another. 
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whAT’S SO URGENT?  13

Earlier we mentioned that about 28% of all students who enter  college 
never get a degree. That figure is 39% for all African Americans, rich and 
poor (Ryan & Bauman, 2016). For dependent students from the lowest 
quartile of family incomes, only 18% earn a bachelor’s degree before age 24, 
less than one-third the rate of students from the highest quartile (Table 1.1). 

This alarming relationship between household income and educational 
success is an issue of equitable access, not of affordability per se. Household 
income influences students in many ways, including quality of early school-
ing, parenting presence, health, and experience in using modern technolo-
gies. The deck is stacked in multiple ways against young people with the bad 
luck to come from poor backgrounds. Worse, income equality has grown in 
recent decades, while pathways upward have been narrowed. This inequality 
of opportunity is even worse for victims of racial discrimination who happen 
to live in lower quartile households. 

Stakeholder Affordability: The Importance of Making 
Additional Gains

In this book, stakeholder affordability refers to the likelihood that students 
and other relevant stakeholders can and will invest enough time and money 
to sustain the program’s methods of educating students and to help stu-
dents succeed in that program. Costs in higher education increase for many 
 reasons, some unrelated to the instruction program. In recent years, the 
downward pressure on college prices has been getting stronger. Some alter-
native models (like College for America, chapter 5) were designed to reduce 
costs. Demographic changes are shrinking the numbers of 18-year-olds grad-
uating from high school, which increases competitive pressure on the price 
of institutions that are striving to get a big enough piece of a shrinking pie.

TABLE 1.1 
Bachelor’s Degree Attainment by Household Income

Quartile of household 
income

Highest  
(> $133,299)

Second 
($74,904– 
$133,299)

Third 
($42,056– 
$74,904)

Lowest 
(< $42,056)

% of dependent 
young adults who 
earn a  bachelor’s 
degree before age 24

62% 47% 20% 18% 

Note: Table 1.1 data from 2017. Source: Calahan et al., 2019.
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14  whY ImPROvE QUALITY, EQUITABLE ACCESS, AND AFFORDABILITY?

Stakeholders are people or entities who may gain or lose if a program 
or institution changes. For institutions of higher education, students, 
parents, faculty, staff, organizational units within the institution, 
accreditors, taxpayers, benefactors, and the legislature are all stakehold-
ers. Stakeholders have some expectations about the performance of the 
institution or a program within it; they may take action if performance 
drops below, or exceeds, those expectations. Initiatives to advance gains 
in quality, access, and affordability virtually always require backing or 
active engagement from a coalition of stakeholders. 

 Affordability is a confusor. For most people, most of the time, afford-
ability refers to the capacity of students (one set of stakeholders) to pay 
for tuition, room, and board. However, that’s not how this book uses 
affordability and stakeholder affordability. First, our definition includes 
not only students but other stakeholders as well. For example, students 
and the institution (as an organization with staff, budgets, and policies) 
are both stakeholders in the institution’s academic program. Second, 
our definition of affordability refers to stakeholders’ time as well as their 
money. Are students making use of their time in ways that encourage 
them to invest even more time and thought in their studies? Can faculty 
afford the time to teach in collaborative, problem-focused ways? Third, 
our definition of affordability refers to whether stakeholders are both 
willing and able to sustain a regular investment of time and money. 
 Specifically, how much of a stakeholder group’s time or money could 
conceivably be allocated to the educational activities in question? Are 
they able, willing, and motivated enough to actually make that real-
location of their time or money? To say that a program is affordable 
means that its stakeholders are both able and willing to sustain their 
own  participation in the program.

This book describes changes in institutionalized educational strategies 
that can influence quality, access, and affordability. We’re not going to discuss 
why academic prices or costs are so high (that relates to many factors uncon-
nected with institutions’ academic programs). What we do ask is, “How 
can colleges and universities alter their ways of working in order to improve 
 quality and access within the constraints of affordability?” 

How often have you heard statements like these?
“They said they accomplish that in how little time??! Impossible! It takes 

us twice that much time.”
“Their budget is how big??! They must be wasting some of it; we don’t 

spend nearly that amount of money to do the same thing!”
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“Sorry, your idea has promise, but we can’t do it. We don’t have enough 
money or time.”

They all rest on a fallacy: that a certain practice, old or new, has a more 
or less fixed price tag of money and time. For example, many people believe 
that teaching online is fundamentally more (or less) time-consuming for fac-
ulty compared with teaching the same course on campus. So let’s begin by 
talking about faculty time.

There was some debate a few decades ago about whether faculty needed 
more time to teach students online than they did to teach students on cam-
pus. If an institution were going to shift more faculty effort to online teach-
ing, would that ease faculty workloads or intensify them? If 5,000 student 
enrollments would shift from campus to online, would more faculty be 
needed or fewer? Aren’t those answerable questions?

C. Northcote Parkinson (Parkinson & Osborn, 1957) asserted that 
“Work expands to fill the time available.” Some people take Parkinson’s law 
to be a sarcastic critique of bureaucracy. It’s more than that. Think about 
what that statement means for budgeting time.

Christine Geith and Michele Cometa (2003), in a small-scale research 
project at one college, revealed what Parkinson’s law means for affordability 
in time. They wanted to know which was more time-consuming, to teach a 
certain number of students online or on campus. Obviously, when faculty or 
anyone else tries out a new way of doing things, it takes more time on the 
first attempt. So the researchers interviewed only faculty who were experi-
enced in both modes of teaching. Nine faculty were chosen for this pilot test, 
seven in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields; 
each was currently teaching sections in both modes. 

First, the interviewees were asked the question directly: which mode 
was more time-consuming? They responded unanimously that teaching 
a distant learner took more faculty time. Each interviewee was asked to 
estimate how many hours over the semester they spent on each category 
of activity for teaching a course in each mode: preparation, presentation, 
interaction, assessment, practice, and application (special projects, papers, 
and labs), and evaluation. Each interviewee’s total time teaching the course 
was then divided by the number of students. It turned out that, roughly 
speaking, each faculty member spent about the same amount of time 
per student in both modes. My guess is that, over several offerings of the 
course, faculty altered what they were doing until their work fit more com-
fortably with their needs. That’s why, eventually, they were spending about 
the same number of hours per students in both modes. (It’s worth repeat-
ing that this study involved only nine experienced faculty from STEM 
fields at one institution.)
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But here’s the stunner: For the campus sections, time per student varied 
among faculty by a factor of three. For distant sections, some faculty were 
spending seven times more hours per student than their colleagues (Geith 
& Cometa, 2003). The differences in time investment among faculty varied 
far more than the difference in time investment by campus versus distance.

Before we draw any conclusions, let’s ask the same question about budg-
ets. Is there a normal price for using any particular educational strategy? For 
example, are high-impact practices necessarily more expensive than lectures? 
The evidence here is more indirect, but what information we have lines up 
with the research on time.

Howard Bowen (1980) was interested in instructional budgets at 
 colleges and universities. He studied instructional budgets from hundreds 
of institutions with similar character, size, and setting. Within groups of 
similar institutions, there were major variations in instructional cost per stu-
dent. Were similar institutions spending similar amounts for similar things 
(e.g., salaries)? No. One institution might spend more on faculty salaries 
and less on space, while another institution might allocate its dollars in the 
opposite way. Bowen concluded that a revenue theory of costs was the best 
way to account for short-term variations in the diverse ways in which insti-
tutions spend money. An institution’s instructional budget is not primarily 
influenced by the nature of its academic programs, the size of the institu-
tion, or its location. Instead, each institution raises all the money it can, 
spends all the money it gets, and spends it this year in pretty much the way 
as last year. In other words, a major determinant of how many dollars are 
spent on instruction, and how, is the institution’s revenue history. 

So statements like “we don’t have the money or the time” appear in a new 
light. Big crash programs may arouse backlash. Slow, committed implemen-
tations may accomplish more. “Can we allocate $90,000 annually for this, 
starting right now?” “This is very important but I just can’t find the money.” 
“Then about ramping up to $90,000/year over the next 3 years?” “Yes, I can 
do that. What could you do with $30K this year, $60K next year, and then 
$90K?” We’ll return to this idea of gradual change in chapter 14’s discussion 
of implementation. 

So is there a relationship between budgets and learning? It’s not surpris-
ing to discover that the answer is “not much.” Many studies have shown that 
there is hardly any relationship between an institution’s wealth and selectiv-
ity, the dollars it spends per student, how those dollars are allocated, and its 
educational effectiveness, estimated using evidence about outcomes and use 
of good practices. Ewell (2008) summarized studies that sought to find a 
relationship between budgets and learning and didn’t find much. For exam-
ple, the highly selective, usually expensive institutions in the top 100 in the 
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US News & World report rankings are apparently no more instructionally 
effective than institutions in the middle of those rankings. Also, of 30 public 
institutions that spent between $10,000 and $11,000 per student, 4 had 
6-year graduation rates over 70%, and another 4 had graduation rates below 
35%. Ewell concluded that institutional budgets and educational perfor-
mance were only loosely related.

The most important conclusions to draw from this may be:

•	 There are probably always ways to improve affordability while improv-
ing quality and equitable access.

•	 Even comparatively poor institutions can potentially improve quality, 
access, and affordability if other factors are favorable. (For example, 
later on we’ll see examples of the importance of transformative 
leaders, faculty dedicated to improving student learning, and powerful 
educational strategies in improving quality, access, and affordability.)

Turning the Page

Issues such as those discussed in this chapter are urgent because colleges 
and universities get only one shot at educating most students. When they’ve 
 finished their first year, it makes no difference to them if a year later, the first-
year experience is improved so that students go into their second year better 
prepared. If attrition rates are high this year at this institution for African 
American males, next year’s quality enhancements won’t repay them for the 
time and money they’ve lost. As for costs, each year’s choices about time and 
money constrain the options for the next year. It’s trite but true: We really 
can’t afford to wait. 

So let’s assume that it’s important to get started on improving quality, 
access, and affordability. Chapter 2 compares three approaches: a bad one, a 
comparatively ineffective one, and a better one.
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