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Accountability in Higher Education: What Are We Measuring?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Schools are increasingly being called upon to provide “evidence” of their effectiveness and efficiency. Higher education is not exempt from increasing societal expectations for more educational accountability. Driven by concerns over cost, quality, graduation rates, on time completion, and employer concerns that graduates do not have the knowledge and skills expected in the workplace, accountability in higher education is an area of great and growing interest among policymakers and stakeholders (Leveille, 2006). Educational accountability requires proving that education has achieved planned results and performances in an effective manner.(resource)  What is the planned result for a college education? Many would suggest that getting a college education serves the purpose of preparing for a career.  Others would contend that it goes far beyond getting a job. It is more than knowledge of a particular field, training in a discipline, or even achievement of certain learning outcomes and critical skills. It can be about the larger purpose and a more expansive set of outcomes that students can achieve through a college education. For this paper, I will explore different outcomes measured to address educational accountability and how they fit the perceived purposes of higher education.
Outcome-Based Funding
What is OFB?
One response over the past few years has been to develop outcomes-based funding (OBF) models for institutions of higher education. Outcome-based funding is a system based on linking state funding to performance indicators such as course completion, credit attainment, and degree completion, instead of allocating funding based entirely on enrollment. Schools that fail to meet outcomes will either have to make cuts or improve their performance. How much this affects an institution’s ability to offset any funding cuts depends on the state.  In Indiana, for example, there are a total of seven metrics in two main categories to determine OBF. Completion measures include overall degree completion, on-time graduation rate, at-risk degree completion, and high-impact degree completion.  Progress measures are also reviewed and include student persistence, remediation success, and an institutionally-defined efficiency metric. These performance funding metrics equal to six percent of total operating dollars. (https://www.in.gov/che/files/Performance_Funding_FAQ_FINAL.pdf) The remaining funds come from base funding. 
Evidence to Support OBF
What extent have these policies been effective tools for restructuring financial incentives and exerting influence over administrative behavior and student performance? A study by Research for Action (2016) compared strategic plans developed both before and after the implementation of OBF.  Researchers found that student outcomes aligned to OBF models that were designed to increase student success received significantly more emphasis as a result of OBF policy adoption. (ref) Additional findings suggest that full-time students fare well under Indiana’s OBF policy with Indiana schools showing dramatic improvement in nearly all metrics. It should be noted that findings show that OBF in Indiana has no measurable impact on either Pell, underrepresented minorities, or part-time students enrolled in the four-year sector. While their numbers are increasing overall, these students are performing about the same as they would be expected to if OBF were not in place. (https://8rri53pm0cs22jk3vvqna1ub-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/RFA-OBF-in-Indiana-Full-Brief-February-2017-updated.pdf)  
Concerns of OFB
There are three main concerns I have with this type of accountability. First, I worry that there has been no real improvement in our most vulnerable student populations.  Colleges may respond to performance-based funding by enrolling fewer low-income and minority students while spending more on non-needy students. Additionally, some colleges may not have enough resources or capacity, such as staff, technology and expertise, to improve completion rates. If OBF punishes these lower-resourced schools for lower performance by decreasing their funding, it could make it harder for the schools to boost their performance.  This funding loss can result in a performance paradox in which states demand performance, yet do not provide colleges with the resources to perform. As a result, high-performers may be the most likely to benefit and low-performers may struggle to keep pace. To the extent this occurs, it would only exacerbate existing inequalities in the postsecondary finance system.  
Second, I do not know if the metrics that are chosen is the best to measure performance. The task of educating students is complex.  Students interact with any number of administrators, faculty members, and peers on a daily basis, meaning that the production of a college graduate is a collaborative task in which no single person is responsible for achieving a goal on their own.  Additionally, the pathway for every student is not always straightforward.  There is no one size fit all student and there are a number of pitfalls along the way can deter a student from completion, just as there are a number of people on campus (faculty member, staff, administrator, and so on) involved in the student’s ultimate success. Various factors can influence student retention and completion, some of which are outside the institution’s control. These include individual student characteristics, such as intrinsic motivation, academic preparation, family circumstances, and financial hardships faced. To achieve more fairness, the distribution formula for OBF should be far more sensitive to each university’s individual mission and student body.
 Lastly, under the performance funding metrics, quality of degree is not considered. Institutions need to graduate more students to earn performance funds. I have concern that grade inflation and passing students who otherwise should have failed a class in an attempt to reach those goals may occur. These institutional responses run counter to academic rigor and quality. Performance funding incentivizes the number of degrees, yet current policies rarely include a mechanism to ensure the quality of those degrees.  For example, Indiana has a strategic plan that includes quality as one of its three main pillars. It called for the development of a statewide implementation and publication of a quality metric that could be benchmarked within the state and nationally by 2015. However, no quality metric appears to be established in the proposed changes to Indiana’s OBF models for 2019-2021. This must be addressed if performance funding is going to achieve its desired effect rather than incentivizing institutions to concentrate on degree production at the expense of academic rigor and student learning. (ref)
Accreditation Process
Institutional Accreditation
In addition to OBF models, institutions have long relied on a kind of accountability model by seeking accreditation. Accreditation is the process that evaluates institutions through (autonomy) self-regulation and peer/professional review by an external body to determine if it is meeting specific state and national standards. (ref) 
The federal government requires that a college, university, or program be accredited in order to be eligible for federal grants and loans or other federal funds. It approves agencies that the Secretary of Education determines to be reliable authorities as to the quality of education or training provided by institutions of higher education and publishes a list of nationally recognized accrediting agencies. The Department of Education does not accredit individual educational institutions and/or programs and is not directly involved in the institutional or programmatic accrediting process. Along with its recognition decision, the Department designates the scope of accrediting activities to which its recognition pertains. 
State governments also require that a college, university, or program be accredited when they make state funds available to students or institutions and when they allow students to sit for state licensure examinations in some professional fields.(ref-IN CHE) Each of the 50 states is responsible for governing public colleges and universities. The degree of control by the states varies. In some states, a governing board appointed by the state government oversees all institutions, setting funding levels, establishing accountability measures, setting policies, and approving new academic programs. Conversely, some state boards participate as an advisory function only and has little direct authority over institutions. In many others, a state agency is poised between the institutions and state government, implementing statewide policy but also attempting to insulate institutions from ill-advised or overly intrusive state policies (Eckel) For example, Indiana’s state agency, the Indiana Commission for Higher Education is not a governing board, but a coordinating agency that works closely with Indiana’s public and independent colleges for the purpose of to define the missions of Indiana’s colleges and universities,  plan and coordinate the state’s postsecondary education system, and ensure that Indiana’s higher education system is aligned to meet the needs of students and the state.
Program Accreditation
In addition to institutional accountability, programs may also be required to ensure graduates meet high competency standards for their field. Academic program accreditation is important in any field of study, but it is especially important in the field of healthcare. Schools may present healthcare material differently, but they must adhere to a standard of quality in order to assure students that the education received will adequately prepare graduates for professional careers.  
Concerns of Accreditation
Accreditation used to be completely voluntary but is now virtually mandatory.  The federal government requires that a college, university, or program be accredited in order to be eligible for federal grants and loans or other federal funds. Accrediting bodies, like OSB models, serve as a gatekeeper for funding, this time in the form of federal dollars. Under this system, the accrediting agency is typically the sole judge of whether the training or education offered by an institution is of sufficient quality to authorize spending federal student aid money there.(ref) Under the authority they wield as agents of the federal government, accreditors could possibly interfere with institutional autonomy. 
There are several examples where major regional accreditors of colleges and universities have inserted themselves into the internal affairs of their member schools while ignoring academic quality.  For example, in the early 1990s, the Middle States Association threatened to withdraw accreditation from Baruch College, a public institution in New York City whose faculty was 18 percent minority, on the grounds that it did not meet standards for racial and gender "equity and diversity." Middle States did not specify a percentage requirement, but it firmly indicated that eighteen percent was not good enough despite other institutions having lower percentages. Middle States also threatened to shut down Westminster Seminary because the school did not have any women on the governing board. This religious-based institution determined only ordained elders or ministers should be on the governing board and that only men should be ordained.  
In both cases, Middle States found that the institutions in question were of high academic quality but that their failure to satisfy diversity criteria, which was not clearly defined prevented their reaccreditation.(26 ref)  By threatening to withdraw accreditation of institutions like Westminster and Baruch not on grounds that the institutions were of high quality, but instead on the accrediting bodies own determination of what constitutes diversity, the reliability of the accrediting body was questioned. Lawsuits from these institutions addressed these serious questions with the result of Middle States deciding to amend its diversity standards to provide that each member school is free to define diversity for itself and that the agency's diversity standards are not mandatory conditions for accreditation.
Taking authority away from the accreditors and giving it to the institutions is not so simple. While institutional autonomy and academic freedom is a good thing, our colleges and universities shouldn't receive tax-exempt status and billions of dollars each year and then simply expect taxpayers and parents, students, and policymakers to trust them just because they ask. Transparency of institutions is the key to accountability. Currently, the Department of Education is seeking this transparency through the College Scorecard which was launched in 2015. The scorecard is a database managed by the Department of Education that tracks the outcomes of students who took out federal loans. (ref) The hope is that the scorecard will publicize the graduation rate, the average student debt after graduation, and the average salary of a student ten years after graduation (among other measures) for every program at every college and university. This way, students will be able to make a well-informed decision about the financial benefits of where they study, as well as what they study.  In its current form, it is not perfect and could detail more valuable information, but it does give prospective students valuable information they could need in order to make informed decisions about what is good for them.  
Social Accountability
In addition to be accountable for academic quality, schools should also be socially accountable and contribute to the health and welfare of society.  More and more universities are integrating social responsibility into their mission statements, including their research and teaching missions, arguing that higher education is better off when it gives back to the society that is responsible for funding it.  (ref) For example, the University of Southern Indiana has the following mission: “USI is an engaged learning community advancing education and knowledge, enhancing civic and cultural awareness, and fostering partnerships through comprehensive outreach programs. We prepare individuals to live wisely in a diverse and global community.” (ref) Universities have a social role and service to the community beyond legal and economic duties in areas like the political and educational aimed at achieving the welfare of society [16]. A general concern is increasingly voiced for a fair balance between economic growth and social justice.  
Social Accountability in Healthcare Education
Healthcare education is not exempt from these increased societal expectations of accountability. The World Health Organization (WHO) has defined social accountability as the commitment to coordinate university activities in education, research, and service delivery fields to meet local and national health related needs, as well as establishing social health priorities; so that graduates could accomplish their professional goals (1). In the health field, social accountability involves a commitment to respond as best as possible to the priority health needs of citizens and society. Health profession educators must prepare health profession students to be competent to practice. Since health professionals are accountable to the public, all educators have the responsibility to prepare entry-level clinicians with the skills and ability to care for patients when they graduate. Health profession programs employ several strategies to ensure newly licensed practitioners are prepared for practice. Some of these strategies include the incorporation of national standards into curriculum, use of active learning strategies, use of simulation to increase clinical competence, and extended orientations for new graduates.
Additionally, programs should address strategies to meet society’s priority health needs and making its school more socially accountable by designing appropriate educational activities such as reorienting education, research, and service delivery activities towards priority health needs and challenges of society and ensuring that their efforts have achieved intended outcomes and impact. Subsequently, an educational institution for health education should verify its impact on society by following basic principles of quality, equity, relevance and effectiveness, and by active participation in health system development. Therefore, social, economic, cultural and environmental determinants of health must guide the strategic development of an educational institution.
There are currently very limited numbers of published literature on the impact of socially accountable health professional education on communities and health outcomes.  More research should be done to investigate this growing trend in social accountability, particularly in healthcare education.  
Conclusion
My opinion in what is really happening with accountability is that most of accountability in higher education is focused on economics. One strategy involves outcome-based funding which looks at mechanisms like on-time graduation rates which does nothing to prove that students are receiving any form of quality education. Conversely, accreditation may help illustrate a quality of education is being delivered, however, agency biases have interfered with the autonomy of institutions in the past with no regard for quality.  Both of these strategies use funding to influence higher education and what drives most of higher education goals.  These strategies are driven by both federal and state agencies that get very little input from the greatest stakeholders.  Largely absent in discussions of accountability are the voices of those who work, learn, and teach in schools and other educational institutions.  Also absent is the voice from the community including parents and students to which universities are serving.  
Institutions should be able to show their accountability to society not just by producing graduates in a timely manner or meeting certain academic standards.  Outcomes related to societal needs should drive educational institutions goals.  Moreover, universities should have some form of autonomy with proper input from all stakeholders to accomplish these tasks without fear of reductions in funding.  



