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coordinating board Web sites, download lengthy PDF 
documents or Excel spreadsheets, and sort through 
columns of numbers to decide where to apply to college. 
The same is true (unfortunately) for many of the reporters 
and opinion leaders who influence public perception. 
States cannot simply publish raw data if they expect it 
to have an impact. They need to aggressively work to 
interpret that information, contextualize it, publicize it, and 
make it available in a user-friendly way.

In June 2008, the Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities System launched an online “Accountability 
Dashboard,” with the aim of, in the words of one system 

trustee, “shin[ing] a light on where we need to improve.” 
The site presents information in the form of multiple 
automobile speedometer-style dials, each of which 
rotates along a 180-degree scale, from a “red zone” on 
the left indicating poor performance, through a more 
positive blue zone in the middle indicating “expected” 
performance, to a high-performing gold zone on the right. 
(See Figure 14.) Information is grouped into four overall 
categories: access and opportunity, state and regional 
economic needs, quality programs and services, and 
innovation and efficiency. The specific measures used 
include changes in enrollment, net tuition and fees as 
a percentage of median family income, the percentage 

Figure 14. Minnesota’s Accountability Dashboard (Winona State University)

Source: http://www.mnscu.edu/board/accountability/index.html
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of graduates landing jobs in fields related to their major, 
persistence and completion, licensure exam pass rates, 
and a measure of campus facilities conditions. The site 
also has gauges for innovation, high-quality learning, and 
student engagement, which are currently unpopulated as 
the commission works to gather appropriate information 
to fill them.

Site users can examine dashboards for the system 
as a whole, all universities, all colleges, and individual 
institutions. Users can click through each dashboard 
dial to a page that shows longitudinal data going back 
to 2001, along with the specific cutoffs for the red, blue, 
and gold zones; definitions of terms; and access to a 
set of much more detailed charts and graphs wherein 
data is broken down by student race/ethnicity. The 
documentation for each measure explains how the red, 
blue, and gold cutoffs are established. Tuition and fees as 
a percentage of median income, for example, is compared 
to similar measures at peer institutions, while the upper 
and lower boundaries of the blue “meet expectations” 
range for year-to-year enrollment change are based on the 

largest and smallest actual changes over the preceding 
six years. The site also offers narrative descriptions of 
why the data are relevant to important public policy issues 
and what outside factors may influence institutional 
performance.

Both Wisconsin and Kentucky offer examples of simply 
designed, accessible accountability documents. (See 
Figures 13 and 15, respectively.) Both feature some type 
of indicator showing progress (Wisconsin uses check 
marks while Kentucky uses arrows), and both explain 
the rationale behind the goals. Georgia’s “Education 
Scoreboard” is designed to look like a scoreboard from 
a major league sports game.25 It begins with statewide 
measures on achievement among students of all ages, 
including those in K–12 schools. Postsecondary indicators 
include the number of bachelor’s degree holders; science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 
degrees awarded; technical college graduation rates; and 
four-year institutional graduation rates. Other measures 
include freshmen retention, the retention rate for students 
receiving a HOPE scholarship (a merit-based award for 

Figure 15. Kentucky’s Performance Accountability Report

Source: Five Questions, One Mission: Better Lives for Kentucky’s People, 2005–06 Kentucky Postsecondary Education Accountability Report, Kentucky 
Council on Postsecondary Education, p. 12.
http://cpe.ky.gov/NR/rdonlyres/93B600B9-C6E2-4E06-A76D-4E11D2D66F7A/0/0506draft_FINALFORWEB.pdf
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Georgia residents who maintain a “B” average), remedial 
coursework participation and graduation, six-year 
graduation rates, STEM degrees awarded, and course 
credits earned at graduation. (See Figure 16.) Metrics for 
the state’s technical colleges include associate degrees 
and diplomas, GED completions, technical certificates, job 
placement rates, remedial coursework participation, and 
graduation. Each of those measures appears alongside 
national or Southeastern state averages.

A MODEL SYSTEM
The economic, geographic, and demographic 
characteristics of states vary profoundly, demanding 
different higher education systems—and thus, 
accountability regimes—to match. No one system is 
right for all states. Nor could any state adopt all of the 
measures and strategies employed by its peers. But 
there are certain elements that constitute a model state 
higher education system, one that all states should 
strongly consider adopting, in a manner that fits their 
unique circumstances. By gathering information about 
a range of outcomes and practices, states will avoid 
putting too much weight on a single measure and 

creating distortionary incentives that fail to recognize the 
inherent complexity of higher education. By using multiple 
strategies to make accountability information meaningful, 
including governance, funding, and transparency, states 
can ensure that accountability systems provide strong, 
constructive incentives for institutional improvement. 

1)	 Measure Student Outcomes

•	 States should administer at least one standard 
assessment that tracks “value added” learning 
growth between students’ first and final years, 
and make the results public for all institutions, as 
the University of Texas System does now with 
results from the Collegiate Learning Assessment. 
States should then ask each college and 
university to develop a set of additional student 
learning measures based on their institution’s 
unique academic mission. The results should be 
quantifiable, verifiable, and presented relative to 
past institutional performance and future goals.

•	 States should also utilize the full range of 
currently available federal graduation rate 
measures, broken down by student race/
ethnicity and gender. States should augment 
these measures with graduation rates for part-
time students and students who receive Pell 
Grants, rates that track students who transfer 
between institutions, and rates over extended 
time frames up to 10 years. Student retention 
should also be tracked annually, not just from the 
freshman to sophomore years.

•	 Once students leave college, states should 
use existing employment databases to track 
work force outcomes by institution. There 
is a wealth of untapped data in existing state 
systems, from wages to occupational category 
to industry of employment, all of which can be 
mapped back against students’ college majors 
and other information. This data can be combined 
with occupational licensure results and employer 
surveys to indicate whether students are well-
prepared to succeed in their careers.

•	 As a rule, student outcome data should be 
disaggregated by race/ethnicity, gender, and 
economic status. Institutional data should always 
be presented in context by comparing results 
to those of peer institutions and to the same 
institution in previous years. At larger institutions, 
results should also be broken down by college 

Figure 16. Georgia’s Education Scoreboard

Source: The Governor’s Office of Student Achievement.
http://www.gaosa.org/University.aspx?PageReq=108&FromSection=scor
e&SchoolId=STU:013&SY=2007&ScoreBoardId=7&Tab=SB
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and department, reflecting the fact that student 
results often vary as much within institutions as 
between them.

•	 While states have limited ability to compel 
private and for-profit institutions to participate in 
accountability systems, they should give these 
institutions the opportunity to participate 
voluntarily—as long as they don’t pick and 
choose which measures to report.

2)	 Measure Institutional Practices

•	 States should incorporate surveys such as the 
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) 
and the Community College Survey of Student 
Engagement (CCSSE) into all state accountability 
systems. These surveys are now widely used 
and accepted and are not costly. NSSE recently 
completed its 10th year, and hundreds of colleges 
and universities are voluntarily reporting their results 
on their Web sites, as well as to newly established 
national accountability Web sites, and to USA 
Today. And CCSSE has now been administered at 
nearly two-thirds of all community colleges, and all 
of the results are publicly available.

•	 Combine measures of best teaching 
practices with measures of access, equity, 
and affordability. Enrollment at institutions that 
serve a particular geographic region should be 
compared to that region’s population. Colleges 
should also report basic affordability and finance 
measures—including net price, average debt 
load upon graduation, and amount of need- and 
merit-based institutional aid awarded—broken 
down by student income categories. As with 
other accountability measures, peer comparisons 
and longitudinal measures will provide important 
context.

•	 States should also monitor efficiency and 
productivity measures, including space 
utilization, the ratio of spending on teaching 
to administration and other activities, and 
the average number of credits students have 
completed upon graduation.

3)	 Measure Scholarship, External Impact, and Service

•	 States should balance the teaching and 
scholarly missions of their institutions when 
holding them accountable. Research-intensive 

institutions have a range of measures from which 
to choose, including sponsored funding, rankings 
from outside bodies like the National Research 
Council, inventions, patents, publications, and 
prizes. In addition to basic degree production 
data, which nearly all states currently report, 
states can also use their employment databases 
to track the economic impact of colleges in terms 
of graduates’ earnings, industry of employment, 
and tax revenues generated. States should also 
be sure to recognize the often underappreciated 
role that colleges play in providing adult education 
and service to the surrounding community.

4)	 Connect Accountability to Governance and 
Strategic Planning

•	 Simply reporting accountability information 
isn’t enough. States should establish specific 
institutional goals for every measure they 
gather. The goals should call for ambitious 
but realistic growth, based on the best current 
performance among peer institutions. Goals 
should be established on a fixed timetable and be 
formally incorporated into hiring and performance 
review processes for university presidents and 
campus leaders. Those measures should then 
be tied directly into a larger system of statewide 
strategic planning. This will allow higher education 
systems to demonstrate how they contribute to 
key state educational, cultural, and economic 
aspirations.

5)	 Tie Funding to Performance

Funding represents a crucial leverage point for state 
policymakers. Currently, states provide colleges and 
universities with tens of billions of dollars per year 
regardless of performance. A few states have managed 
to establish and hold a beachhead in performance 
funding; now is the time for others to follow. Past 
efforts have faltered for two reasons. First, there wasn’t 
enough good information to fairly measure performance. 
That excuse is rapidly fading with the development 
of sophisticated student outcome and best practice 
measures. Second, states tended to only tie performance 
to small amounts of supplemental funding that often 
disappeared in times of fiscal crisis. The formulas used 
were also such that institutions stood little risk of losing 
much money. In other words, the performance funding 
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incentives were small and short-lived. Unsurprisingly, 
they had little effect.

•	 States should tie a significant percentage of 
public funding to performance. This principle 
extends to both the overall amount of money 
subject to performance and the amount of 
money that is potentially at stake. (If the lowest-
performing institution still gets 90 percent of the 
maximum possible performance funding level, for 
example, performance funding is unlikely to have 
much effect.) Given the likelihood of tight state 
budgets for the next few years, this may seem like 
an inopportune moment to make so-called “base” 
funding subject to performance. But history 
shows that tying performance to the surplus funds 
enjoyed in boom times results in weak incentives 
and ephemeral programs—institutional leaders 
have fewer incentives to make tough choices if 
only “bonus” money is at stake, and those funds 
often disappear when fiscal fortunes turn for the 
worse. The fewer resources that are available, 
the more important it becomes to invest those 
resources in improving student outcomes.

•	 States can mitigate the possible negative impact 
of funding-based incentives on currently under-
resourced institutions by providing equal levels 
of per-student performance funding to all 
public colleges and universities, regardless 
of how much per-student funding they currently 
receive. This would benefit the institutions 
that currently receive the least funding, which 
also tend to enroll a greater percentage of 
academically at-risk students.

6)	 Aggressively Promote Transparency

Many state accountability systems do little to link the 
information that is gathered to governance, strategic 
planning, or funding. Instead, the information is simply 
made available, on the theory that parents, students, 
lawmakers, and others will seek it out and thus make 
decisions in a more rational, optimal way. Transparency 
can be, in and of itself, a viable accountability strategy. 
But the onus is on states to make accountability 
information understandable to intended audiences and to 
communicate it in a proactive way.

•	 States should look to the examples of Minnesota, 
Kentucky, and Georgia, which have created user-
friendly Web sites that show a limited number 
of key higher education indicators in easy-to-
understand graphical fashion. States should 
also take advantage of an underused asset: the 
Web sites for prospective college students that 
nearly all states maintain. The information on 
these sites tends to be limited to student aid 
concerns and generic institutional information 
that can be found in any commercial college 
guide. States are missing an opportunity to create 
accountability incentives by making the college 
marketplace more well-informed. Accountability 
information should be translated into student-
friendly terms and actively communicated to all 
upper-middle and high school students, starting 
in the seventh grade. If students and parents start 
choosing colleges based on student outcomes 
and high-quality teaching practices, higher 
education leaders will have strong incentives to 
focus on improving those results.
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