It is my pleasure to respond to the invitation to comment on the draft report on accreditation as related to reauthorization of the Higher Education Act.  The draft shows broad sensitivity to the issues that are central to institutional accreditation, mostly overseen by six regional accreditors.  It is also true that there are many professional accreditors evaluating professional programs offered by universities, accreditors generally seeking recognition by CHEA as their seal of approval.  But those are not as central to the Title IV and related issues at the center of the NACIQUI discussions.
While many university faculty and staff, to say nothing of legislators and journalists, are quick to criticize our current pattern of regional accreditation and its regional inconsistencies, no one has made a case that a federalized accreditation system would be better.  I do not know any university or college administrator who does not believe his institution must be accountable for the millions of dollars taxpayers make available for financial aid to students.  Accountability is not only related to the financial stability of a college but also related to the quality of the education provided at the college, since taxpayers are making an investment in the nation’s future, an investment worth making only if students graduate and graduate able to be productive citizens using their education.
I would encourage intentional dialogue among NACIQUI, CHEA, and the six regional accreditors to determine how the United States might take advantage of the real strengths of the current regional system, improve on its weaknesses, achieve greater consistency among them, provide taxpayers with the accountability needed, continue an important process of self-improvement by our universities and colleges, and also take advantage of the tremendous diversity of our kinds of institutions. The greatest unique asset of American higher education is the enormous diversity of kinds of institutions, public and private, in America. No other country has anything like this.  We have the best system of higher education because we do not have a “system.”  Probably the worst thing that can happen to American higher education is the evolution of a Ministry of Higher Education, an evolution feared by many leaders in education.
So we do want to connect financial aid to quality and results, for the sake of the country and its taxpayers.  Financial statistics are not enough.  Quality evaluations must be mission-sensitive but also based on data and results.  There are practices in place that provided a strong base from which to make improvements, and to make them more efficiently than by starting a new federal system.  Some level of transparency is important for the accreditation process, but at the same time without a corresponding level of confidentiality evaluations will lack candor and incisiveness.  Finally it seems important to address the issue of which concerns in the draft report are most appropriately the responsibility of the federal government and which the responsibility of institutions and accreditors.
Thank you for the invitation to respond to the thoughtful options discussed in the draft report.
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