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Students and Parents/Public Perception 
Students and parents today have different expectations and a different “state of being” compared to 
previous decades.  The focus has shifted to going to college to get a job.  There is a realization that 
macroeconomics has changed, and people can no longer work without a credential.  An example was given 
of a son graduating in May with dual degrees plus three certifications, and he started college with 30 credit 
hours of prior learning. Students also increasingly recognize that their learning will be obsolete in 6-7 years 
so lifelong learning makes sense for a rapidly changing world.  Learning is now a lifelong enterprise. This 
raises the specter that the rich can continue to be educated for life, but others may not be able to afford 
lifelong post-secondary education. 

The willingness to invest in higher education as a social good has declined.  In the United States, higher 
education is not seen as a public or social good, but as a private good that is good for the student rather 
than to a broader group.  Costs were borne by government (especially states), but the costs have now 
shifted to students and parents.  In other words, the decreased emphasis on higher education as a public 
good is expressed through a decrease in public funding.  So, now parents and students ask what is the cost 
benefit?  What tangible benefits are colleges and universities providing? 

Parents look at the value proposition for their children’s degree and their employability.  Parents ask how 
does civic engagement in college impact my child’s future? How do skills lead to an internship and then to a 
job?  Return on investment (ROI) is the point of view.  Students double major and are concerned about the 
college’s ratings in order to make more money.  There is an increase in science program enrollments while 
there is a decrease in students graduating with English or humanities degrees.  Colleges need to help shape 
students’ understanding of the consequences of their choices by exploring life choices responsibly. This 
supports the importance of critical thinking. 

This shift in funding comes with additional costs to students. Mental health issues have increased as 
students are concerned about affording college, jobs and what comes next.  Students are often in survival 
mode being challenged with basic stability of housing and food, with being caretakers for kids and parents, 
and with family support systems that are limited or nonexistent.  A dream of millennials is to get a degree, 
but they live in a dream world of survival. 

Colleges and Universities/Faculty 
Student expectations and faculty/staff expectations differ.  There is a need to focus on what students 
want.  Knowing their preferences would enable faculty to build an environment in which students thrive.  
So, what process do they use to understand what students need? How are faculty rewarded for keeping up 
with student and employer needs?  If they are focused on this, then how do they use their academic 
freedom and stay current in their research? Student success is closely tied to faculty relationships and 
faculty need to assume some responsibility for student success.  Perhaps to acclimate faculty to today’s 
students, faculty might go to high schools to understand the students that will be headed to colleges.  And 
perhaps, AAUP should be brought into the discussion to help redefine “what is college.” 

How can colleges and universities be viable?  Already more learning is occurring at a distance with most 
institutions now having at least one online program.  There is a realization that institutions need a 
promotional rather than a defensive position, for example, that they need to identify additional revenue 
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streams and diversify offerings.  At the same time, institutions realize that the economic benefit of 
diversification does not kick in immediately.  Institutions need to deal with procedures, policies and culture, 
quality of programs, time to launch a next step, governance complexities, and with the need to 
demonstrate to students and parents the long-term cost benefit of time to complete a program.  At the 
same time, there is a desire to support values education that supports democracy by encouraging civic 
engagement and community service.  A challenge for colleges and universities is to make the shift from 
assessing students’ ability to answer questions to the more difficult task of assessing the questions 
students ask. 
 
Businesses 
Businesses realize there is increased competitiveness both internationally and domestically.  Now in an era 
of full employment, they are looking for workers to fill positions NOW in order to meet their organizational 
goals.  Students are looked at as a commodity, serving the economic good.  So, what is the value of higher 
education to businesses that are hiring these learners?  It is verification of credentials. Employers want 
proof of skills via clear explanations of what students know. They are not necessarily interested in 
certificates or degrees and may accept badges. There is, however, no consistent quality standard in 
badging. There is a need to look at the value/quality of a badge and a need for consistency of badges across 
institutions. 
 
Since the business industry may care more about broader programs and educational curriculum when 
unemployment rises, institutions are now focusing on new program development that is created with 
employers as partners.  Employers, however, don’t always know what they want in terms of learning 
outcomes.  While they claim that students are not prepared to work, employers may need to adapt to the 
changing population of graduates and better articulate expectations.   
 
Institutions should be in communication with businesses and employees to be educated about various 
industries.  Advisory boards are a good mechanism for two-way communication.  Open enrollment 
institutions need to develop courses and programs that meet market needs while at the same time 
balancing what students want.  The bottom line is that institutions need to be nimble and flexible because 
value to students and employers is now measured in terms of employment rates. 
 
Accreditation 
While institutional mission is at the forefront of accreditation, there should be service to the broader 
economy regardless of mission. Employers may want/need specific skills, but is the identity of higher 
learning being lost as education becomes more focused on workforce development?  What is accreditation 
of higher education if learning now occurs over the course of life, and not just defined as earning a degree?  
When accreditation began, it needed to define “what” is college, now it needs to redefine “what is post-
secondary education” in this new machine-based digital economy.  The 20th century paid little attention to 
success, but rather to give people more opportunity to earn one degree.  That was all that was necessary.  
The 21st century emphasis needs to be focused on success and the ability to help people to continue to 
learn and to change. 
 
Consumers and industry determine quality. A product may be high quality but have no value in today’s 
world.  An institution needs to make decisions in this broader context.  Higher education’s educational 
offerings need to be high quality, and also need to have value in today’s world.   
 
Accreditation questions.  Physician’s Assistant and Medical School accreditations are perceived as more 
important than institutional accreditation.  Is that true for other specialized accreditations?  Does 
accreditation drive change or make change possible?  Should accreditation help to facilitate necessary 
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changes at institutions?  How do accreditation processes allow institutions to remain agile?  What 
processes foster agility? Does time in the approval process hamper the ability to change?  Does the overlap 
of regulators hamper an institution’s agility? What is the effect of different regulators’ expectations in 
various timeframes?  
 
HLC 
How should we grade institutions?  80% of HLC membership gets some type of follow-up.  Are more 
institutions failing as suggested by that number?  HLC is losing the big picture.   There are MORE standards 
in the proposed revised Criteria.  The proposed criteria change feels like it creates more stress and 
workload issues.  HLC seems to be growing in regulation, claiming this is what quality means.  Interestingly, 
when asked what keeps you up at night, answers included mental health, loan bubble, Core Components 
4.B and 5.B.  To help institutions, it would be beneficial to be able to meet with liaisons at the Annual 
Conference.   
 
At the same time, there is a feeling that accreditation is valuable and needs to lead us in a self-regulating 
way.  Institutions trust accreditation that is workable and portable.  
 
 Since the U.S. Constitution relegates responsibility of education to the states, accreditation could help 
institutions to be strong and to work closely with the states.  This partnership between HLC and the states 
requires innovative thinking. 
 
Alternative post-secondary providers.  Accreditors should be concerned about post-secondary education 
regardless of who is providing it because students will come to colleges and universities to have credits 
evaluated as prior learning.  Should institutions use subject matter experts that are in-house to determine 
credit, or should only skills be evaluated?  HLC could provide a service to this growing group of alternative 
(aka non-traditional) providers.  It could be a new set of members to cater to. 
 
Should HLC focus on providers or students?  Students are cherry picking their learning options.  They take 
classes for a broad range of reasons:  reskilling, upskilling, value, quality.  Given the ongoing learning that 
needs to take place, there needs to be consideration of building MyHealth type of accounts for students.  
Accounts could load classes taken, workforce training, and credentials from traditional and alternative 
providers.  This banking of learning could be reviewed by future educational providers and businesses 
looking for employees. 
 
Questions? 
Please contact luminaproject@hlcommission.org. 
 
Facilitator 
David Wendler, Vice President for Academics Emeritus, Martin Luther College 


