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Education and Accountability
Executive Summary

· While many observers define accountability in quantitative terms (for example, the number of degrees granted), faculty view meaningful accountability as a measurement of quality.

· The three segments of higher education in California each have different missions and serve different student populations, and thus no one system of accountability can fit all of the state’s institutions of higher education.  

· Various accountability systems, both qualitative and quantitative, are already in place.

Background

No concept has been more frequently mentioned in discussions of higher education over the past decade than “accountability.”  Many policymakers and professional organizations trumpet accountability as education’s salvation.  Others, including faculty, characterize the persistent push for accountability as the death knell for quality education
Public policy always features a tension between quantity and quality.  To many observers, accountability in our educational system means measuring the number of degree recipients.  Others expand such a definition to include bringing students to other academic milestones, such as transfer-readiness or completion of a given sequence of courses such as basic skills. In any case, these accountability measures are quantitative:  whether they focus on degrees, certificates, transfer, or courses, they are concerned with counting the students who reach a given goal.  In contrast, faculty view accountability a measure of quality:  rather than simply counting students who reach an end-point, we should assess the abilities and knowledge of the students in order to determine what they have actually learned.

The California Master Plan recognizes that each segment higher education serves a specific purpose and a distinct student population: maintaining the research excellence for which the University of California is globally recognized requires a different policy, organizational model, and budget than is appropriate for the community colleges with their open door policy. These differing missions and student populations make not only each segment but even institutions within each segment distinct in their needs, approaches, and outcomes.  

Faculty in each segment are actively engaged in longstanding efforts to maintain quality and be accountable for our performance in educating students.  For more than 20 years, ICAS has developed “competency statements” intended to convey to students, their families, and policymakers what preparation students need in order to be able to progress effectively through college education (see <http://icas-ca.org/competencies.).  The development and assessment of student learning outcomes help faculty to determine what students are learning and to identify methods to improve instruction.  These examples are only two of the many ways that faculty at both the state and local levels are working to demonstrate meaningful, qualitative accountability throughout higher education in California.
In addition, each segment of California higher education is seeing increased demand and seeking to serve greater numbers of students who bring a wide variety of educational experience and preparation and a multitude of personal and life demands to the classroom. Students are increasingly likely to be employed more hours per week, necessarily splitting their focus and jeopardizing their success.  Most public college students begin higher education with a vaguely defined goal and begin taking courses even as their goals evolve.  These factors create additional obligations on the part of our institutions to transform unfocused or underprepared students into responsible, goal-oriented adults.  Such issues expand the missions of our educational system far beyond simply providing instruction or knowledge and further complicate questions of accountability. 
If California colleges are simply asked to provide more college graduates, faculty could easily meet this goal by awarding more passing grades to students without regard for their actual achievement.  Such a practice would clearly cheapen our degrees and would ultimately cheat students who would then be unprepared for further study or the workplace.  Colleges could tout improved performance and “accountability,” but California’s students and economy would suffer in the long run. 
Current Status
Various practices and systems are already in place to ensure accountability.  Among them are the following:
· Program Evaluation and Review: Professional peer evaluation is an integral aspect of California’s higher education institutional culture.  In the UC and CSU, academic departments are regularly subject to the scrutiny of their peers, who often make recommendations for improvement.  Community college faculty engage in regular program review to evaluate the effectiveness of programs throughout the campus.

· Accreditation: Overseen by the Federal Department of Education, regional accrediting bodies assemble teams of professional peers to review significant bodies of data, visit campuses, and make recommendations for improvement. At any given time, several California colleges may be subject to short-term sanction by accrediting bodies as they seek to meet professional standards. 

· Accountability Report for Community Colleges:  As mandated by Assembly Bill 1417, the Chancellor’s Office of the California Community Colleges prepares an annual report that provides quantitative data mapping changes in institutional effectiveness for all colleges.

· Trustee Boards:  The UC and CSU systems are overseen by appointed boards whose members are approved by the legislature.  Community colleges are overseen both by the Board of Governors and by locally elected boards of trustees. Trustees in all three systems are increasingly aware of expectations that institutions use funding as effectively as possible and expect that chancellors and presidents hold their institutions to the highest standards of performance and quality. 

· Faculty in all three segments are working to identify and implement “high impact” teaching methods—those particularly likely to improve the educational attainment of first-in-family and underrepresented students. The CSU Compass project and the CCC Basic Skills Initiative are both examples of system-wide efforts to improve student learning and to “be accountable.” 
Goals and Recommendations

Faculty urge the legislature and other policy makers to recognize the importance of qualitative accountability and the danger of pursuing an accountability agenda based primarily or solely on quantitative measures.  The goal for all should be not simply productivity, but rather productivity that maintains the highest possible standards.  

(Date approved)
The Intersegmental Committee of the Academic Senates (ICAS) was established by faculty in 1980 as a voluntary organization consisting of representatives of the Academic Senates of the three segments of public higher education in California. For more information, see: http://icas-ca.org/


