FIVE GREATEST HITS
While I was president of the Teagle Foundation I wrote short, provocatiuve pieces for the “Liblog”, a blog on liberal education. Now Google analytics and Annie  Bezbatchenko of the foundation’s staff, have identified the most frequently visited entries. 
Here they are, with minor editorial changes.  The whole Liblog can be viewed at http://www.teaglefoundation.org/liblog/default.aspx
Number One: What to Do with Harvard’s Missing $390 Million
July 24, 2006
The Wall Street Journal on July 13th 2006  reported (“Summers’ Supporters Withhold $390 Million From Harvard,” Marketplace, B1) that donors, disaffected by the departure of former president Larry Summers, had withheld at least $390 million in pledges to Harvard. I take such reports with a grain of salt or two. It’s not big news when your endowment is over $20 billion. But it set me thinking about the discrepancy of resources in American higher education.

Some while ago some economists helped the Teagle Foundation identify a “Baker’s Dozen” of private liberal arts colleges that were doing exceptional work with limited resources. They had high graduation rates and many of their students went on to win Ph.D.’s. Here are the colleges with their endowments as of 2005:

	 
	Augustana University
	$93,012,000

	 
	Austin College
	$97,997,456

	 
	Barnard College
	$154,774,000

	 
	Bates College
	$207,512,000

	 
	Bennington College
	$11,586,606

	 
	Furman University
	$429,766,000

	 
	Juniata College
	$58,202,000

	 
	Knox College
	$51,206,000

	 
	Luther College
	$83,853,000

	 
	St. John's University (MN)
	$115,135,000

	 
	St. Olaf College
	$231,781,000

	 
	Thomas Aquinas College
	$9,660,619

	 
	Wofford College
	$117,862,000


 Of these colleges only Furman has an endowment larger than what the Journal asserts was withheld from Harvard. Barnard has less than half, Thomas Aquinas about one fortieth of that amount, and so on.

I’m not suggesting that disaffected Harvardians send their checks to one of these colleges instead of alma mater. We all want Harvard to be strong and to get over the Summers fiasco as quickly as possible. But let’s try this thought experiment. Suppose another $390 million  were available. What would Harvard do with it? Probably many worthy things including finishing their spiffy  new quarters across the river in Allston. On the other hand,  what if the amount were divided equally among this Baker’s Dozen of high performing colleges with relatively low endowments?   Which of these two courses would produce the greater educational benefit? 
Number Two: Being Systematic about Student Learning 
March 15th 2010 –
At the recent meeting of the National Forum on the Future of Liberal Education, I promised to put together some references to important work concerned with assessment and other approaches to improving liberal education. As I drafted this, I realized that many of the topics raised practical questions about how one might exercise low key but effective leadership on campuses. Hence the “leadership questions” in the text below: 
1. In recent years, many institutions have reformulated their understanding of “liberal education” as the cumulative development of cognitive and personal capacities such as critical thinking, analytical reasoning, cogency of written and oral expression, moral reasoning, civic engagement, etc. 

Background: Under the auspices of its “Liberal Education and America’s Promise” program (LEAP), the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) has articulated one widely followed set of “essential learning outcomes,” which are commonly known as LEAP outcomes. 

Many colleges and universities have similar learning outcomes. An AAC&U poll found that about four out of five institutions have specified such learning outcomes for undergraduate education. See page 3. 

Leadership question: Does this match my understanding of “liberal education” and that of my department or institution? 

2. While there is broad agreement among faculty members, business leaders, and others about the importance of such capacities, students often have little idea that these are intended outcomes of their education 

Background: The same AAC&U poll surveyed senior administrators and found only about 5% were confident that their students understood the institution’s learning goals. See page 5. 

Leadership question: How can I best convey the learning goals that I regard as most important with my students?

3. Most of the goals in point 1 above are cumulative, that is, they are not likely to be achieved in a single course or project; but progress toward many of them can to some degree be assessed by currently available tools and instruments. 

Background: There are many kinds of assessment instruments. Here are some frequently used types:

• Surveys of student responses: The most widely used of these is the National Survey of Student Engagement or NSSE, which your institution, which your institution may already be using. 

• Direct measures of student performance: While perhaps not the most widely used, one instrument that is frequently discussed is the Collegiate Learning Assessmentor CLA, which uses well-crafted performance tasks to gauge the quality of student critical thinking, problem solving, analytical reasoning, and writing.

Because the CLA is designed to measure student performance at an institutional level, translating results to the individual or classroom level is challenging (and is not without problems). CLA in the Classroom is an “on the ground” alternative that provides faculty with the know-how to adapt the CLA performance tasks—or even to develop their own—for use in their own courses. 

Another way to directly assess student learning at the individual or course (or even departmental) level is through the use of rubrics. Through its Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education or VALUE initiative, the AAC&U has developed a set of rubrics that evaluate student accomplishment of LEAP outcomes.


Worth knowing about as well is the Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education, which uses a combination of student surveys and direct measures of performance to get a holistic sense of students over their four years of college. 

Leadership question: Does my institution use these instruments and do faculty learn from them?

4. Data from these instruments, when aggregated and analyzed, can show which practices are most effective, as well as which are not. 

Example: Using data and research on student learning, George Kuh of Indiana University has documented a number of “high impact educational practices,” that is, practices that have been proven to benefit many college students. An excerpt of Kuh’s findings, as well as a link to purchase the whole document, can be found here. 

Leadership questions: Are all these “high impact practices” in place on my campus and what percentage of students take advantage of them? In general, does the development of new academic programs or practices on my campus start with data? That is, are data used to determine the kinds of programs or practices that need to be implemented to genuinely improve student learning? 

5. Course evaluations can be transformed from “student satisfaction surveys” to student self-assessment of their progress toward learning goals. 

Background: Robert J. Thompson and Matt Serra. “Use of Course Evaluations to Assess the Contributions of Curricular and Pedagogical Initiatives to Undergraduate General Education Learning Objectives.” Education 125, no. 4, Summer 2005, pp. 693-701. Not available on line but see also: http://www.teagle.org/liblog/entry.aspx?bid=1&id=58. 

Also worth checking out is the work of the IDEA Center, and in particular, its “student ratings of instruction” initiative, which is focused on “learning and curricular objectives.” 

Leadership question: When was our course evaluation questionnaire last revised?

6. Good analyses of assessment data are under way at Wabash and at other centers, including the University of Virginia. Fellow Josipa Roksa (UVA) can bring us up to date on this work; in the meantime see http://teis.virginia.edu/files/doc/highered/Quarterly_Summer_07.pdf andhttp://www.web.virginia.edu/iaas/reports/subject/competencies/overview.htm . 

Also worth knowing about is the work of the New England Consortium on Student Learning and Accountability. 

Leadership question: Who on my campus is best informed about such matters? Is there any campus-wide venue for dialogue about such matters? 

7. Cognitive science is yielding some insights about student learning at the college level. Fellow Elise Temple can help on this matter, I am sure, but for a start, see also the list of “Findings” from the Teagle Collegium at Columbia University. 

Leadership question: Are cognitive psychologists or neuro scientists at your institution doing any work along these lines? 

8. Among the many other promising approaches to increasing student learning is the Reacting to the Past pedagogy project run by Mark Carnes at Barnard College.

Leadership question: Has anyone I know tried any of these simulations, or role- playing games and with results? 

9. There are many websites that provide resources and forums for discussion of assessment material. Here are just a few: 

• AAC&U 

• Duke University 

• New Leadership Alliance for Student Learning and Accountability

• North Carolina State University 

• The Reinvention Center 

• The Teagle Foundation 

• The University of Michigan 
Leadership question: As I learn more about student learning where can I best share my insights to others? 

10. For an overview of assessment based projects on various campuses see 
• The National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA).

Number Three:       Hibernating Occidental Obama 
August 27th 2008

The Boston Globe on Monday, August 25th, 2008 ran a fascinating article by Scott Helman. In the article Helman refers to an  “aimless student” , who turns out to be  Barack Obama. The real story is. as the front page headline in the Globe put it, a"small college awakened a future senator to service”. The small college was Occidental, in Los Angeles, where Obama studied for two years before transferring to Columbia. 

Helman’s article fills in a period only sketchily treated in Obama’s biographies, especially Dreams from My Father. Perhaps the future presidential candidate wasn’t eager to focus on a time (initially) of pot smoking, basketball dribbling and aimless drifting. Columbia was a different story -- one the motivated, determined, focused Obama likes to tell.

But something happened during his time at Occidental that made what followed possible. What was it? Helman’s article evokes various theories – the Zeitgeist of the late 70s and early 80s, the supportive teacher, the atmosphere at Occidental. Obama himself, apparently, saw it as the end of a period of “hibernation”:

He told a Wesleyan University commencement audience earlier this year that the values he learned from his mother – hard work, honesty, and empathy – resurfaced at Occidental “after a long hibernation.”

Well, I don’t know about the “all that I am and all that I ever hope to be I owe to my mother” bit, but there is some plausibility in Helman’s thought that this small college helped wake him up. 
His appetite for knowledge of the wider world, expanded by Occidental’s vibrant intellectual and political environment, grew so big the college could no longer sate it.

It must be a wonderful thing to see a bear come out of hibernation. (Don’t get in its way!) I know it is a wonderful thing to see a student wake up to a wider world of knowledge, ideas and responsibilities. As a college friend of Obama told Helman:

“He wasn’t talking about becoming the leader of the free world. He was talking about, I feel, being a responsible citizen. A lot of us were like that at Oxy. You were kind of turned on to doing something with your life.”
My hunch is that we still don’t understand the physiology of this kind of hibernation very well, still less the awakening process. But we know some things that work and we have some ideas worth testing about some things that might work. When you see a hibernating bear come out of its cave, you know it’s worth the effort. 
Number Four Kaizen Anyone? 
June 2, 2008
The versatile Cheryl Ching, of Teagle’s New York staff, called my attention to a recent New Yorker article "The Open Secret of Success" by James Surowiecki. Mr. Surowiecki points to the importance of the process of continuous improvement which has allowed Toyota to become such a force in the global market place, and pocket many a yen while doing so. How have they done it? Mr. Surowiecki says, 
The answer has a lot to do with another distinctive element of Toyota’s approach: defining innovation as an incremental process, in which the goal is not to make huge, sudden leaps but, rather, to make things better on a daily basis. (The principle is often known by its Japanese name, kaizen—continuous improvement.) Instead of trying to throw long touchdown passes, as it were, Toyota moves down the field by means of short and steady gains. And so it rejects the idea that innovation is the province of an elect few; instead, it’s taken to be an everyday task for which everyone is responsible. 
This is precisely what accreditors are calling for these days when they visit American campuses. If one can get over the cultural divide, not so much the one between the US and Japan as the one between our traditional ideas of academia vs. the real world, the idea can be a liberating one for colleges and universities. We don't have to wait for the perfect curriculum reform, or a generation of genius teachers, or the hundred million dollar bequest. We can make improvements, NOW. Small ones add up.

Number Five :     In Praise of Literalism 
After I wrote the blog entry “Kids Die,” a friend wrote me that he agreed that speaking of higher education as a “life or death” matter was a useful metaphor, “in the way we speak of ‘the life of the mind.’” 

I don’t think so. I don’t think it is a metaphor, at least not all the time, and when it is a metaphor, I don’t think it’s a useful one. Better to be a literalist. Before you dismiss my conversion to literalism try this thought experiment: 

At Christmas a friend gave Professor Jones a spherical piece of clear quartz, teasing him that while historians might see clearly into the past, they needed a “crystal ball” to see into the future. Professor Jones soon decided to get the object out of his house and put it in his office. He left it on his desk and all but forgot about it until one day, while correcting exams, his eyes drifted over to it, and he fell into a day dream, of sorts. Looking into the sphere, he thought he saw a student of his, now middle aged, clad in a fine grey suit, putting papers from a broad and impressive desk, into a fine leather brief case. Professor Jones felt it was a scene set several decades in the future, and that this person was a student whom he would teach next semester. But he couldn’t tell which student. All he knew was that this student would become Secretary of Defense and would make a recommendation to the President about going to war. Professor Jones then saw another scene, which he felt confident was taking place at exactly that same moment in the future. He could see his grand daughter signing some document as she enlisted in the Marines; she was saying how much she wanted to serve her country. At that point Professor Jones broke out of his reverie, and turned back to the examination papers, shaking his head as if he could in this way escape from this fantasy, though in fact he could never quite put it aside. 

The question: Will Professor Jones teach any differently next semester? And if so, how?

And just to follow up on the last, and end on a cheery note, here’s “Kids Die:”
I was flying to New York for a meeting of the Teagle board of directors, wondering what I should say to them that wasn’t just the same old stuff, totally boring. In frustration I reached into my brief case and pulled out an old The New Yorker article that Dick Hersh had sent to me. Why he did so was a mystery. The article had nothing to do with our mutual interest in liberal education. It was about kids dying from cystic fibrosis. A terrible subject but it got my mind off the impending report to the board. 

About half way through the article, the light came on. The article is called “The Bell Curve” because centers treating cystic fibrosis are distributed on a bell curve when you measure their outcomes. In 1997 “patients at an average center lived to be just over 30 years old; patients at the top center typically lived to be 46.” If you bring your kid to a nice, well run, well regarded center at the middle of the bell curve, rather than one at the far right end of the curve, you know what that means. She dies earlier. Or maybe you don’t know, because the center has no incentive to tell you. No incentive, that is, except concern for the patient. Kids die. Some die sooner than others. Some places care. Some places don’t. 

But if your institution cared, what would it do? The far right lip of the bell doesn’t coincide with reputation or measures such as where the doctors got their degrees, or whether they are using the most expensive equipment. Maybe it has something to do with fanaticism, uncompromising determination to do whatever it takes to get that patient to survive as long and as well as possible. We may not know exactly what accounts for the difference between “average” and “top”, but it appears that in medicine we do know two prerequisites for moving a medical center towards the right end of the bell curve. Let me quote the hero of the The New Yorker story, a physician named Don Berwick, who runs a non profit in Boston called the Institute for Health Care Improvement. 

“To fix medicine,” Berwick maintained, “we need to do two things…measure outcomes, and be more open about what we are doing.” 

“Go naked” as one doctor put it. And it turns out that some centers have done just that, made the data about their outcomes totally public. That left them with no alternative but to do everything they could imagine, as fast as they possibly could, to help those kids survive. 

So is there any analogy to higher education? Centers treating cystic fibrosis have crystal clear outcomes. Bodies live; bodies die. Count them. If we could get some comparable measure for what happens in higher education, would we find another bell curve? Would it coincide with the pecking order reported each year in US News? More important: could an institution that really cared, one that thought the mind was as important as the body, move from the middle of the bell curve to the far right lip? Could it change from doing a perfectly good, “average” job to “top”? And to do so, what would it take? “Going naked?” 

When I put the article down, I realized how much I wanted to know the answers to these questions, and how we could best help those places that really cared. There was my “report” to the Board. That’s what we have to figure out. 

You have to read the The New Yorker article. It’s by Atul Gawande and it’s called “The Bell Curve” in the December 4, 2004 issue.
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