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On September 19, 2005, US Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings formed the Commission on the Future of Higher Education to launch a national dialogue on the need to strengthen higher education.  The 19-member Commission, comprising public officials, researchers, and leaders from the academic and business community, was charged with examining vital issues central to a quality higher education, such as accessibility, affordability, accountability and quality. 

Over the past year, the Commission held a series of public meetings and hearings across the country, engaging Americans in a national dialogue around these issues, which culminated in the issuance of this report.  While the Commissioners did not agree unanimously on each finding and recommendation, even they noted that there has been “remarkable consensus among our members not only on the acute challenges facing the nation’s colleges and universities but also on how we can begin to address higher education’s weaknesses and build a promising foundation for a thriving 21st century postsecondary system.”

The Commission found that:

· College access, particularly for low-income and minority students, is limited by inadequate academic preparation, a lack of information and persistent financial barriers; 

· The current financial aid system is confusing, complex and inefficient, and is therefore frequently unable to direct aid to the students who need it most; and 

· There is a shortage of clear, comprehensive, and accessible information about the colleges and universities themselves, including comparative data about cost and performance. 

To address these issues, the Commission presented to the Secretary of Education a series of recommendations designed to improve the accessibility, affordability and accountability of higher education.

1. Student academic preparation should be improved and financial aid made available so that more students are able to access and afford a quality higher education. 

2. The entire student financial aid system should be simplified, restructured and provided with incentives to better manage costs and measure performance. 

3. A "robust culture of accountability and transparency" should be cultivated throughout the higher education system, aided by new systems of data measurement and a publicly available information database with comparable college information. There should also be a greater focus on student learning and development of a more outcome-focused accreditation system. 

4. Colleges and universities should embrace continuous innovation and quality improvement. 

5. Federal investments should be targeted to areas critical to America's global competitiveness, such as math, science, and foreign languages. 

6. A strategy for lifelong learning should be developed to increase awareness and understanding of the importance of a college education to every American's future.
Dr. Tom Layzell, president of the Council on Postsecondary Education will lead the Council in a discussion of the issues raised in this paper and their impact and relevance to the Kentucky's current P-16 work.  Dr. Jim Applegate, vice president for academic affairs at the CPE, attended a meeting of 50 higher education leaders convened by Secretary Spellings on November 29, 2006 to identify next steps in implementing the recommendations of the report.  He will share the results of that meeting.
