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I.
Background
In 2002, the Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Education (FIPSE) awarded a grant to the South Carolina Commission on Higher Education for a three-year period beginning October 1, 2002, to define, document, evaluate, and disseminate “best practices” for responsible accountability models in higher education using the expertise of four states—California, Connecticut, Oklahoma, and South Carolina. “Best practices” for this project are defined as specific measures or institutional or state practices in large-scale accountability systems that can most closely produce the expected outcomes.  These “best practices” are to identify guidelines for use by policymakers, both inside and outside of the academy, to assist them in implementing accountability systems targeted to specific outcomes in three areas of concern for higher education consisting of: cost containment, student achievement, and public trust. Each state chose one of the above areas to focus its expertise.  The state of South Carolina is responsible for the issue of cost containment in accountability models for higher education. 

II.
Project Strategies

Throughout the grant period, several strategies have been employed to document best practices in accountability for college cost containment including: document analysis of policy and practices, ethnographic analysis of focus groups and interviews, survey analysis, and data analysis of state level information to determine data most vital to monitor for a particular best practice.  

During 2003, the project moved ahead in its research strategies.  As an initial step, ethnographic research using focus groups was undertaken with groups of institutional relations and institutional effectiveness personnel, finance officers, and public relations experts, to identify current and future best practices in the areas of cost containment and public trust. To supplement this information, in-depth interviews were used as an additional research strategy. Subsequently, information was obtained from each of the fifty states related to accountability systems currently in place.  In particular, information was obtained from each state related to performance indicators, type of accountability model currently in use, and laws (i.e., mandates) regulating such systems in higher education. The document analysis and ethnographic strategies have laid the groundwork for the third year of the project.  In this year, the research focus is on the national survey, while the document analysis of the study continues. The statistical analysis of performance data as well as pilot tests of the findings by various institutions within the state will occur in the fall of 2005.

III.
Project Status

1. Ethnographic Analysis

Focus Groups.  During the months of October and November of 2003, a series of focus group sessions were designed to provide initial input to the project by identifying current and future best practices.  The consulting firm of Quality Partners was hired to support this part of the FIPSE project. Quality Partners facilitated five focus group sessions between October 30 and November 19, 2003.  Participants for the five focus groups were selected by CHE staff to represent institutional effectiveness, finance, and public affairs sectors. Each group was designed to include between six and eleven participants.  Four of the focus groups discussed containing the costs of higher education and the fifth group discussed assuring public trust in higher education. Each group brainstormed and prioritized best practices (beneficial actions that are being taken) and opportunities (potentially beneficial practices that have not yet been implemented) to contain college costs.  
All five focus groups generated lists of best practices and improvement opportunities for cost containment and public trust (see, Interim Report on Focus Groups 2004). However, the groups only developed strategies for cost containment without accountability.  The only focus was saving money.  No accountability measures centered on cost containment were discussed (see, Appendix 1).  Thus, the results of the focus group sessions indicate that it is much easier for people to discuss and devise strategies for containing cost (i.e., saving money or reducing costs) than to discuss accountability for cost containment in higher education.  

Interviews.  To acquire information that was not obtained from the focus groups, a series of structured interviews was designed to provide input on the topic of cost containment through accountability. Quality Partners was again contracted by CHE staff to conduct the interviews. Using participants from the focus groups, an advisory council was formed made up of institutional effectiveness personnel and finance officers from representative institutions within the state.  The team developed a definition of cost containment, a series of interview questions, and a list of fifty potential interviewees for the interview process.  Interviewees were selected to represent all four sectors of higher education as well as state government (legislators and administrators), the private sector (represented by the South Carolina Chamber of Commerce), and lobbyist responsible for liaison with elements of the higher education system.  Institutional presidents who are participating in the revision of the state’s higher education accountability system were also included.  

The results from the interviews indicate that creation of a single cost containment accountability model for all higher education institutions is neither desirable nor possible.  The respondents were found to be generally consistent in their belief that no single system could be designed to fairly evaluate cost containment across the spectrum of higher education institutions.  Instead, sector-specific models were deemed to be more feasible as long as such models consider differences in mission, size, scope of offerings, and student quality.  

In addition, return on investment (ROI) was described as one of the most significant cost containment measures to be included in a state accountability model for higher education. Respondents from all four educational groups as well as state government found such a measure as being significant to a cost containment system. Typical ROI measures suggested include: lifetime earning potential divided by cost of the education; graduation rates; and the percentage of graduates working in the state. Most of the data required to create these measures is readily available.

2. State Teams
To support the work of staff on the grant, several groups have been established.  A state team, The FIPSE Advisory Council, was created consisting of institutional effectiveness personnel as well as finance officers from institutions from all sectors within the state.  The advisory council serves as the expert team in the area of college cost containment and as an advisory board for staff.  The advisory council has been closely involved with staff in developing “best practice” guidelines and with each step of the project.  In addition to the advisory council, two other groups have been created: one consisting of chief business officers from institutions across the state and the other consisting of staff with related expertise within the CHE.  The main purpose of both groups is to supplement the efforts of the advisory council, and to participate in the pilot portion of the project and dissemination of results.  Meetings are held once a month or as needed, to discuss progress, next steps, and problems and challenges related to the project.  

3. Document Analysis
Document analysis has been conducted throughout the second and third years of the project.  There are three principal document sources: accountability reports developed by state agencies and institutions of higher learning; reports and studies developed by other national organizations (e.g., State Higher Education Executive Officers (SHEEO), National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS), Education Commission of the States (ECS), National Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO), etc.) with an emphasis dedicated toward higher education policy reform; and scholarly publications pertaining to the issues of cost containment and accountability in higher education. 

Accountability reports were gathered via web searches and direct communication with the staff of other state agencies (i.e., higher education commissions, boards of regents, state boards of education). After web searches were conducted to find accountability reports and other documents, each state was contacted directly by both e-mail and phone calls to obtain more up-to-date information and to obtain more detailed information related to the current accountability system and performance measures being used across the different states.  Once such information was received, the documents were analyzed and a list of all performance indicators currently in use across all of the fifty states was developed.  From this list, we were able to document the indicators used by states to assess the financial health of institutions, finding that there are no states with indicators related to cost containment by public colleges and universities.  Instead, most of the current indicators being used in higher education are more related to finance or college costs in general.  

In addition, a list of best practices for developing and establishing performance indicators (e.g., direct linkage to mission, incorporates both quantitative and quality measures, etc.) as well as a list of best attributes for effective indicators (e.g., valid, reliable, consistent, data readily available, fair and equitable to all institutions in the state, etc.)  in an accountability model for higher education were also developed.  Each of these documents identify guidelines and best practices for use by policymakers, to assist them in implementing accountability models and measures targeted to specific outcomes in the area of cost containment.

Finally, studies of cost containment and accountability in higher education were reviewed to evaluate cost containment efforts or policies of individual states and institutions that have been developed and successfully implemented to encourage greater cost efficiency.  A review of the literature, however, revealed that the majority of the current research on cost containment in higher education is devoted to discussions of policy, philosophical debates, or grand principles rather comprehensive recommendations or best practices.  Thus, a national survey is currently being conducted to document best practices in accountability for cost containment strategies and policies currently in use in other states.  

4. Survey Research

As a part of the ongoing research on the grant, we are currently conducting a national survey by requesting information from state higher education agencies concerning accountability in cost containment.  One of the primary purposes of the survey is to identify those elements that practitioners in the field believe would be most useful to include in a cost containment accountability system.  We are surveying directors of finance in state higher education agencies and SHEEOs across all fifty states.  The questions that are of particular interest are: the most appropriate indicators that should be included in a state-wide accountability system to monitor cost containment efforts by institutions of higher learning; development and implementation of new or current state initiatives/policies related to higher education accountability or cost containment; and best practices for communicating the state’s performance in accountability for cost containment in higher education to lawmakers and the general public.

IV.
Conclusion

The FIPSE project to study best practices in cost containment accountability in higher education is moving ahead on schedule.  Significant data collection efforts and research planning have taken place in both the second and third years of the project.  Issues that have required special consideration include:

· Stimulating sufficient response from the ethnographic research

· Collecting sufficient documentation of best practices in college cost containment accountability

· Identification of elements that should be included in a state-wide system to monitor accountability in cost containment in higher education

These issues have been recognized throughout the duration of the project, and the researchers have taken steps, with the assistance of the various state teams, in addressing them. The difficulties with obtaining sufficient information from the ethnographic research and document analysis are being addressed through the use of surveys and follow-ups with experts in the field.  The overarching issue of documenting best practices in cost containment through the lens of accountability is one that all of the research strategies being utilized are designed to address.  The problem is a fundamental and common one where the topic of the research is so abstract.  As the results of the focus groups and interviews indicate, it is difficult for people to view cost containment in terms of accountability.  When one considers cost containment, the usual response is to find ways to reduce the amount of money spent or to reduce costs.  In this study, however, cost containment does not equal cost reduction. Instead, we are concerned with the efficient use of resources (i.e., how well institutions are efficiently using the resources that they have; and getting the bang for the buck), and ways for the higher education community to monitor and communicate their performance in cost containment accountability to lawmakers and the public.

Once the best practices are identified, the project will shift its focus to dissemination. At the end of three years, a national conference will be held to obtain additional information on the research topic.  Moreover, pilot tests as well as an electronic survey are planned to follow-up with other states to evaluate the long-term usefulness of the guidelines produced for states outside the project.  Publications will be developed for use by governors, legislators, college presidents, faculty, and state directors of higher education to assist them in guiding the implementation of new initiatives or improving ones they already have. 
Appendix 1: Results of the Focus Groups, FIPSE Project 2002-2005
Best Practices for Cost Containment:
· Deploying technology to reduce paper.
· Web-based student registration and payments and electronic fund transfers. 
· Elimination or termination of nonessential (i.e., unproductive) academic programs.  
· Restructuring tuition and fees or “Right Pricing”.
· Reviewing the curriculum for relevance and efficiency, leading to elimination of nonessential programs.
· Utilizing technology to reduce energy costs.  Examples included software and hardware applications such as computer control of heating systems, better insulated windows, modern boilers, etc. 
· Consolidation of like operations and programs and sharing common courses in “Zero-Based” curricula.

Improvement Opportunities for Cost Containment:
· Enhanced institutional cooperation and collaboration.  This opportunity included regular meetings to share experiences and collaboration to eliminate program duplication.

· Deregulation of operations.  Specific examples of regulatory roadblocks included purchasing and human resources restrictions and interference with entrepreneurial partnerships.

Best Practice for Assuring Public Trust:

· Publicity on institution projects and accomplishments was most frequently endorsed as a best practice.

· Access to the president of the institution, including a newsletter to the community was seen as very beneficial.

· Creating public and private partnerships for economic development and leveraging resources was a top vote-getter.

· Public involvement of institution staff and faculty with the community, businesses, and universities was endorsed

· Utilization of Advisory Boards and Boards of Visitors were seen as contributing to public trust.

Improvement Opportunities for Assuring Public Trust:
· Establish a coordinated grass-roots advocacy effort to recognize the effectiveness of what is happening in higher education and the need for public and legislative support.

· Relate the benefits of higher education to all South Carolinians including what individuals can achieve through higher education; the impact on South Carolina human resources; and quality of life benefits. 
