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On behalf of the other member institutions of the University System of New Hampshire, I bring you warm greetings as you gather here at their sister institution, Keene State College, for the 2009 annual meeting.  


What I would like to say to you this morning would best be described as “folksy” rather than “scholarly.”  This little paper has only four footnotes, so that should tell you something.  The scholarship is to be found in the presentations of the other speakers at this conference as well as in the extensive literature on the importance of the liberal arts and sciences to which many of you have contributed and from which we all draw regularly in our service to COPLAC.  I would mention, in particular, the paper that Christine King and Gordon Leversee will present later today, titled, “Making the Case for a Liberal Arts Education in a Global Economy.” What I hope to do here is simply to break up the ground a little so you can perhaps do some new planting or put it another way:  to raise some questions that you might wish to discuss with your colleagues back on your campuses.

I would begin by telling you a brief story: one that is illustrative in two ways.  First, it suggests what we ought to say, both today to ourselves, and later to those many audiences to whom we must speak, and second, it should suggest a way of speaking with those audiences.


In August 1958, my high school summer job was working as an onion picker in the fields just outside Bakersfield, California.  One Sunday that summer, I attended a Catholic Mass on a brutally hot morning.  When it came time for the sermon, the priest stepped into the pulpit – they had pulpits in those days.  He was perspiring quite noticeably and we in the congregation were equally uncomfortable.  If experience were any guide, we all expected to sit for at least twenty minutes.  The priest must have read our minds, because before uttering a word, he just looked out over our heads, scanning our faces, silently engaging our eyes.  He then addressed us in a clear, clipped voice:  “Life is short.  Death is certain.  Eternity is forever.  Think about it.”  He then turned and exited the pulpit.


That, I assure you, is the only sermon I can remember word for word!


This morning, we are neither in the onion fields of Bakersfield nor in a church, but we are at a time when the thermometer is reading a very high temperature of public opinion.  And I believe it is important that we attend to that fact and chose our words to fit the occasion.  Our “congregation” – those to whom we would speak – are hot and restless, whether they be, as they are at this moment here in New Hampshire, legislators struggling to make hard choices among a long list of competing demands for public funding, or prospective students who are shopping for the best credential, or employers ever concerned about the preparedness of our graduates, or parents skeptical about the return on investment for a markedly rising tuition, or a media that is ever on the lookout for instances of financial malfeasance or misappropriation.  And more recently, and certainly in the wake of Tom Friedman’s The World is Flat, and its articulation of the challenge to America’s competitiveness in the rapidly changing global economy, we face today an ever intense and bewildering range of often conflicting expectations.


In this “Through a Looking Glass” wonderland, it shouldn’t surprise us that words take on a certain ambiguity.  Terms such as “value,” “quality,” “preparation,” “cost effectiveness,” and “accountability” – to name but a few – are hurled in challenge, emblazoned in print, embedded in legislative budget notes, and made the grist of popular journalism.   Whether it is nationally syndicated columnists or just the editor of the local newspaper sounding off about the rising cost of higher education, gross inefficiencies, irrelevance of, or misplaced priorities of higher education, we in the profession often read with astonishment or react with chagrin or anger when challenged to defend the importance of what we have believed all our lives to be self-evident.

My earliest recollection of the ambiguity of expectations came in the early 50’s when, a teacher explained to me that, in the context of the Cold War, the word “peace” had quite different meanings for Americans and for Soviets.  “Why,” I remember wondering in my youthful naiveté, “can’t we just get the words right?”  Well, I may be more experienced than I was in the sixth grade, but I remain convinced that we must get our words right in the current debate over the mission and support of higher education.  If we are to move beyond a mean-spirited exchange to a useful conversation, we, I believe, must make the first move.

Anyone who has ever testified before a legislative committee knows how critical it is to recognize the concern that lies behind the question asked by the legislators.  While it might appear that specific information is being sought (for example, the question I am regularly asked, “Just what is the standard teaching load for faculty members at your universities and colleges?”) the much more fundamental, truly underlying concern, is whether the institution values teaching or research or whether the resource represented by the faculty is being deployed most efficiently.  Even the most freshman president or chancellor, tempered by such questioning, whether by legislators or trustees, quickly comes to recognize the importance of answering both the specific question and the implicit concern.


So just how well do we in higher education fare in this regard?  Consider just one bit of evidence?  Not long ago, at a national meeting of college and university presidents, a presenter, reporting on the results of a survey he’d made of public attitudes toward higher education, put a series of questions to his audience.


“Raise your hand,” he said, “if you think the people I interviewed said things like the following:”


“College and universities must be doing something right.  Look at all the foreign students who study here in this country.” OR 
“College changed by child.  I can’t say how exactly, but it was good.” OR
“Professors are underpaid.”  About three people in the room raised their hand.


“All right,” he said, “how many of you think we heard things like this?”


“It never ceases to amaze me how many college graduates cannot compose a decent letter.”  OR  “Corporate America is downsizing; there is terrible anxiety about the economy and job security, yet colleges and universities keep raising their tuition at a rate twice that of inflation.”  OR “You practically have to commit a felony to be fired.  The life of a college professor is a cushy one.”

Of course you know that nearly everyone in the room raised his or her hand.  The explanation is simple.  We live daily with conflicting expectations, many of them well-founded, many not so.  Consequently, we are nervous, insecure, and cautious.


Our challenge is to mediate conflicting expectations and to speak to them directly.  There is a new, much higher bar of expectations:

· Today’s students, regardless of age, want choice, convenience, and quality.  The higher the price tag, the greater the expectations for all three.

· Traditional college students are anything but traditional in the ways they operate and the ways they learn.  Their first “campus visit” is on-line.  They multitask, network socially, operate in just-in-time, and find it difficult to sit long with a book, even a Kindle.  They write on a keyboard not with a pen, do not read newspapers or watch the news.  They expect to do well both in college as well as after they graduate.
· Students and their parents was low prices, generous financial aid, admission to high status schools, convenient class schedules, good food, housing, and recreation, freedom (students), safety (parents), small classes, contact with faculty, access to the latest technology, and cheap, ample, and convenient parking.

At the same time….

· Faculty members, regardless of age, see themselves as highly qualified professionals.  They expect well-prepared students to teach, above-average salary and benefits, control of working conditions, including schedules, office space, respect, academic freedom, a strong voice in governance, secure employment, and good retirement.

But policy makers, including governors and legislators, also want…

· The ability to deliver for their constituents, efficient operations, low tuition, access for in-state students, an ample supply of well-prepared graduates, satisfied parents, well-behaved students, docile faculty and staff, and generous alumni.

Regarding these several constituency groups, James Harvey, consulting editor for Trusteeship, the publication of the Association of Governing Boards, concludes:

Members of the general public typically know very little about higher education, display little support for traditional academic goals, express high levels of satisfaction with higher education in general, believe that the major problems in higher education revolve around access and cost – not quality – and offer little spontaneous support for reform in higher education.  By contract, community leaders – newspaper and media observers, corporate officials, small business owners, school superintendents and school board members, leaders of non-profit, religious, and community-based organizations, and mayors and other elected officials—are polar opposites.  They know a great deal about campus life, support academic goals, express significant reservations about faculty productivity, research utility, and graduates’ ability, and are beginning to think seriously about the need for campus change.

Recent national reports on the state of American higher education focus, and often magnify, these perspectives and concerns.  Their titles say it all:

· “Transforming Higher Education – National Imperative, State Responsibility”
· “College Learning for the New Global Century”
· “A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of US Higher Education”
· “Setting a Public Agenda for Higher Education in the States”
· “Accountability for Better Results”

· “America’s Perfect Storm”

· “Tough Choices, Tough Times”

In short, we operate in an arena of competing expectations, constrained resources, and an increasing sense of urgency regarding global competition, and rarely is there time to speak adequately to those who voice any one of these.  This harsh reality was first made clear to me several years ago in a biennial budget session in Oregon.  As I took my seat for the first time in front of the Joint Ways and Means Committee of the Legislature, the chairwoman of the committee picked up and turned over an old-fashioned sand-filled egg timer and informed me “When the sand runs out so does your time with this committee.”  
Such a situation is hardly conducive to a nuanced discussion!
So what do we do?  The challenge as I see it is for us in the academy to work with our several “publics” to develop a shared language of expectation.  In saying this, I assume that within COPLAC at least, there is agreement that communication with those constituencies is our collective responsibility.  The mission statement of COPLAC establishes the priority of promoting “nationally the values of superior undergraduate liberal education in a public college setting in order to enhance understanding among the general public of the value of moderately sized public liberal arts colleges,” and “to communicate to state and federal policy makers the vital importance and benefits of providing students with comprehensive public higher education in the liberal arts and sciences.”

One of our dearest and most articulate colleagues, the late Bart Giamatti, challenged us to open a dialogue between ourselves in the academy and those outside it.  He bid us acknowledge that ours is – to the outsider – a truly strange world, more ecclesiastical than corporate, more quaint than quotient, and certainly more curious than curious.  We should acknowledge that:


…the university, is where values of all kinds are meant to collide, to contest, to be tested, debated, disagreed about---freely, openly, civilly….(it ) is the place where the first seeds of speech first grow and where most of us first began to find a voice.  It is neither a paradise nor the worst spot we have ever been in; it is a good place that continues to want to make her children better.


In short, our colleges and universities are enclaves our society has created – and indeed attempted to safeguard with protections – in which messy things can, do, and should happen.  They are places where mistakes can be made relatively free of the potentially devastating consequences were those have been made in the so-called “real world.”  They are truly testing grounds – places where the values espoused by COPLAC should be flourishing.  Yet the very existence of such enclaves – a metaphor of a Medieval monastery will suffice – sets up a challenge we in the academy must embrace.  


How do we serve as translators across that frontier of colliding expectations?

We know what we are to do.  The real, next question, is how to do it.  I am convinced the way to begin is by opening a conversation both within the academy and with those outside with a goal of identifying true intersections of interests across both constituencies.

To begin developing a shared language of expectation with those outside the academy – policy-makers, business and professional constituencies, the media, and others – I believe we need to confront—and I speak plainly here -- the many arrogances of the academy.  These arrogances are rarely voiced, save among ourselves, but they often seep into our public writings and statements nonetheless.  They may take the form of mild impatience, subtle condescension, an ill-disguised petulance, or an ever-so-cleverly concealed suggestion that the questioner really doesn’t know what she or he is talking about, and that we’d much rather they didn’t poke their noses into our highly technical affairs.  Whether we engage in a long, complicated, jargon-filled, statistics-laden monologue or fire back curt responses that have overtones of “shouldn’t you have known that?” we not only miss an opportunity but most certainly close off future ones.

I also believe we must be willing to resist our highly-developed proclivity to say everything - with as much completeness as possible- at the expense of saying something simple, direct, and hopefully even provocative.  In such situations, we might be able to move the conversation to a more mutually satisfying plane.


Next, we must be willing to put away the time-honored argument from authority.  This is especially hard for us to do because we expect (and believe we are expected to be) masters of our discipline, whether it is an academic field or the more general area of higher education administration.  Regardless of whether we are a specialist on student financial aid, institutional accreditation, curriculum development, or new teaching and learning technologies, we need to draw upon that expertise without calling undue attention to our possession of it.  The potential for intimidation, and all it can provoke, remains a danger for which we should be on the lookout.  We are so often perceived by our publics as being so supremely self-assured that the potential of crossing the line into arrogance is very real.

And lastly, I believe a common language of understanding is possible only if we genuinely try to see the issues as our publics see them, unfiltered by our years of experience, by our values and assumptions, and couched in our “academese.”  We might ask ourselves when was the last time we tried to crawl into the persona of a legislator, or a trustee, an angry taxpayer, or a reporter.  To fail to have tried at least is to fail to recognize the other end of the log on which we and they sit in these conversations that are not always of our choosing.


What I am saying is that a common language of expectation is possible only if we are willing to build a relationship.  And we all know relationships take time to develop.  They are not achieved simply by writing a position paper, ‘though they can start there.  They are not sustained by our simply deciding what our publics need to know.  The recently developed Voluntary System of Accountability is an example, I think, of a work in progress.  Its eventual efficacy will only be realized through an ongoing dialogue between academics and other stakeholders through which its components and formats are further refined.

Last Saturday, I had the pleasure of meeting Jim Lehrer, host of the PBS program, “The News Hour.”  He spoke at a dinner celebrating the 50th anniversary of New Hampshire Public Television (a unit of our University System here).  Although his talk was rather longer than the sermon I heard many years ago in Bakersfield, California, his core message was captured most simply when he looked out at us and said, “You trust us and our knowing that drives us to keep on earning it.”

I would respectfully submit that that bond of trust is neither less important nor indeed less timely in our own enterprise of higher education.  As stewards of our publics’ trust, not to mention their resources, our relationship with them must be founded on no less than this.
� 	The account of this professional meeting is reported by James Harvey, in “Fragile Support for Higher Education,” Trusteeship, (January/February 1996), pp. 7-11.


� 	I am grateful to Paul Lingenfelter, President of SHEEO, for having identified some of the following expectations.  These are paraphrases of some of his and additions of my own.


� 	Ibid.


� 	A. Bartlett Giamatti, A Free and Ordered Space: The Real World of the University, New York, W.W. Norton & Company, 1988, pp. 25-29. 
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