Reg Weaver, President, National Education Association
Anytime the president puts something together as it relates to education, I always have reason to pause.  And when he put together this group to look at higher education and he did not include any of us on there, and when I talk about us, I mean any of us in education, for the most part, and then when I saw some of the pieces that they were thinking about, then that even caused me to be more fearful.

And our folks in higher education as well those in K-12, they were wondering what we were doing as it relates to this particular report.  It seems as though the folks did not want anybody necessarily knowing exactly what they were doing.  They did not; they were not readily seeking our advice, our suggestions, but because Kathy and some of our other hiring staff as well as members, we were able to get some testimony in and while we are in agreement with some of the fundamental principles and recommendations advocated in the report, we are greatly concerned about much of the report, its unsupported assertions and a number of proposed solutions.  
Now the committee is current and the commission is correct that access and affordability are the top challenges facing higher education.  Access and affordability.  Now it correctly focuses on the lingering financial barriers that prevent universal access and affordability as one of those barriers.  The NEA agrees with the broad recommendation in the access and affordability sections, but we have some serious concerns about some of the supporting recommendations to achieve these goals.  

Access, well we would recommend that the nation commit to an unprecedented effort to expand college access and success by providing substantial increases in the need-based financial aid, improving student preparation and persistence in addressing non-academic barriers to college.

Affordability, we would recommend that the entire student financial aid system be overhauled in favor of substantial increases in need-based aid and a streamlined system more in line with student needs and national priorities.

Majors such as simplifying a financial aid form is nothing but a band-aid approach and we are not supportive of any more band-aid approaches to anything.  We need a serious financial commitment by both the federal and the state governments to reinvest in the public sphere.  Unmet financial need for families with incomes below 34 thousand dollars grew 80 percent from 1990 to 2004 while nation’s wealthiest families saw financial aid packages triple.  
Student populations, well, as you well know they’re changing a little bit today.  The commission is correct to note that all college students are between 18 and 22 years old, straight out of high school at four-year institutions.  Of the nation’s nearly 14 million undergraduates, more than 4 in 10 attend 2-year community colleges and nearly one-third are older than 24 years old and 40 percent are enrolled part time.  But after recognizing the nature of the student population, the commission advocates simplistic accountability majors such as graduation rates based on the 18 to 22 year old amount and that’s perpetuating the problem, folks, it’s not correcting it.
Higher education, you know, we used to not have these (speaking of his cell phone).  (Answers cell phone) Hello.  (Audience laughs)  I’m busy right now.  Talk to you later.  These things right here, they are, they’re nice to use in school.  When you find people not doing what they’re supposed to do and I would imagine it works with students 18 o 24 years old as well, all right?  

All right.  After recognizing the nature of the student population, the commission advocates, again, simplistic accountability majors such as graduation rates based on the 18 to 22 year old and that’s not correct.  It’s not solving it.  It’s adding to it.  Higher education institutions can best deliver results when they have the freedom to cater to the diverse student populations and their needs. 

The one size fits all approach to education has not worked for No Child Left Behind and certainly it’s not going to work for higher education.  I am amazed that they constantly want to put a system that’s not working in higher education.  The draft includes that the lack of innovation on the college campuses is at least partially attributable to the heavy regulatory burden with which post-secondary institutions must contend.  But the draft then suggests in a series of accountability majors that create exactly that, a heavy regulatory burden, and it recommends several surveys and standardized tests that some colleges have begun using.  And it also calls for the federal government to provide incentives to use such testing.  High stakes testing and cookie cutter approaches to education don’t work for elementary students and they certainly are not going to work for colleges.  Higher education institutions nationwide are engaged in innovative programs and experiments to improve themselves and better serve their students.  

In the final commission report there is still a sense that the commission is coming in from the outside to fix a recalcitrant system that refuses to fix itself.  Many commentators about the commission have correctly noted, including members of the commission itself, that this prospective ignores the myriad of significant steps that higher education institutions have consistently been taking to help themselves out.  To blame the institution and the constituent groups within the institution for the problems of access and affordability and innovation is not just mean-spirited, it’s wrong.

This viewpoint does not recognize the strengths and accomplishments of what the report itself labels as one of the greatest success stories.  Although Robert Zemsky, an education professor and head of the Learning Alliance at the University of Pennsylvania, although he ended up supporting the report, but he reiterated some of his initial comments about insulting the very people that the commission is trying to inspire to make the changes.  
His initial comment was “The most distressing thing to me is that it’s just mean-spirited.  Critiques can be very effective but mean-spirited critiques just don’t go anywhere.  The commission report talks about institutions and policy makers but it does not acknowledge the importance of the workforce, i.e., the faculty involvement and current successes and innovations as well as the role that they play in future changes.  Discussion of the future of higher education for all students, that should be open and honest and we would expect more transparency from a group that makes transparency such a major point in its recommendations.  The maneuvering to circumvent open meeting laws was undignified and illustrated much of the problem with the commission’s process to the extent that any recommendations are going to be successful, they need to have the enthusiastic support of those carrying out those recommendations.  The fact that no representatives from any organized faculty group was invited to join the commission was a fatal flaw.”

Well, there were some other themes that we saw from the report.  The report repeatedly cites the lack of preparation of high school students graduating; the lack of preparation of high school graduates entering college, and yet decries the need for spending more money and resources for remediation in college.  Well, higher education employees we believe play a critical role, a crucial role in ensuring student success.  It is critical the faculty have control over curricula development and methods of teaching their students.  

Higher education is not just career training.  The commission’s overwhelming thrust is that the role of higher education is producing a skilled workforce and examples they highlight are for-profit, employer focused models, i.e., the New Mountain University.  While a secure economic future for college students and graduates, it certainly an important goal.  It is not the only reason for post-secondary education.  The commission focuses solely on the economic benefits of higher education.  And what is lacking is a greater acknowledgement that higher education is key to promoting an informed citizenry and protecting our democratic society.  That is the reason that higher education is a public good, not just an individual benefit.

Thank you much.

(End of audio)

