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THERE HAS BEEN A GOOD DEAL OF TALK IN RECENT MONTHS
about a “new normal” for states and their higher education 
systems. But how do we define this new normal? More 
importantly, what does it mean for governors and trustees?

The new normal for higher education is about increasing 
productivity — graduating more of the students our states 
need with the resources we have. States and their colleges and 
universities must meet this challenge to grow our economies 
and maintain our quality of life. That is why the National 
Governors Association (NGA) focused on these issues through 
Complete to Compete, Washington Gov. Chris Gregoire’s 
initiative as the association’s 2010-11 chair.

Three massive forces are colliding to create the new normal. 
First, our economy continues to demand more skilled workers. 
The number of jobs requiring education beyond high school 
continues to rise at the same time we face evidence that there 

is a growing mismatch between the jobs that are open and the 
skill levels of the people available to fill them.

Second, states face short-term and long-term limits on 
revenues. Over the next two to three years, states will continue 
to grapple with the aftereffects of The Great Recession. Beyond 
that, they will have to contend with slower revenue growth and 
increasing competition for available revenues from areas such 
as health care and infrastructure. 

Third, the face of America is changing. Our fastest-growing 
populations — low-income students, working adults, and 
students of color — are those who have faced and continue to 
face the greatest hurdles getting to and through college.

These trends make it clear that we are in a time that demands 
a commitment from governors and trustees to map out new  
ways of measuring, funding, and delivering higher education.

 A new approach starts with the metrics we employ to gauge 
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the performance of our colleges and universities. Our higher 
education system is awash in data, but much of it is not very 
helpful to policymakers or trustees in assessing the return on 
investment of existing dollars or in setting priorities for the 
investment of future dollars. 

In July 2010, NGA released a set of common completion 
metrics that address important questions about students’ 
progress through certificate and degree programs. Half the 
states have already committed to collecting and reporting these 
metrics, and Washington state has enacted the metrics into law 
for its public four-year institutions. 

This summer, NGA published a companion set of 
recommended metrics designed to provide information about 
the efficiency and effectiveness of states’ higher education 
systems. The metrics tackle questions such as the following:
1. How well are our higher education systems doing at 

producing certificates and degrees that correspond to states’ 
economic needs?

2. How are our higher education systems doing at graduating 
students relative to enrolling them?

3. What is the return on state and student investments in terms 
of completed certificates and degrees?

4. Are colleges and universities maintaining or improving 
learning even as they seek to graduate more students?
It is important that we use these metrics, not just collect the 

data. Governors and trustees have a number of opportunities 
to make use of performance measures, whether in developing 
budgets, approving or evaluating programs, or deciding 
whether to deregulate (or re-regulate) administrative services.

Financing higher education represents another essential part 
of the policy conversation about the new normal. Increasing 
college attainment without significant new resources demands 
that elected leaders and trustees ask tough questions about 
how and to whom dollars flow. They also must consider new 
funding models that promote efficiency and attainment. 

Ohio offers a key example. Starting this year, all state 
funding for public four-year institutions will be awarded based 
on courses completed rather than attempted, and funding 
incentives for degree completion will be phased in over 
time. For two-year institutions, appropriations will be based 
on students’ achievement of key markers of progress toward 
certificates and degrees starting next year.

Finally, our states and colleges and universities must be open 
to new ways of offering courses and programs. For example, 

while educating working adults will be critical for many states as 
they seek to meet workforce needs, too many institutions lack the 
capacity to serve this population effectively. 

Indiana offers an innovative example through its adoption 
of Western Governors University, a private, non-profit online 
institution that allows students to advance when they are ready 
instead of waiting until the next semester. WGU Indiana students 
are eligible for state student aid, opening the doors to college for 
more working adults.

The new normal is also calling us to do less of some things — 
or, in some cases, stop doing them altogether. These include:
1. Raising tuition as a first rather than a last resort. Additionally, 

tuition and fee levels should be evaluated relative to family 
income in the state, rather than tuition and fee rates at 
peer institutions. 

2. Paying for unnecessary duplication and under-enrolled 
programs. It is good for colleges and universities to have 
aspirations. But when multiple institutions are offering the same 
degree program, all of them with low enrollment, policymakers 
and trustees have a right — and a duty — to push back.

3. Ignoring high rates of remediation needed to compensate for 
shortcomings in the K-12 system. As a nation, we spend billions 
of dollars on remedial courses that could go to other priorities. 
The Common Core State Standards Initiative represents a 
promising effort to diagnose and remedy students’ skill gaps 
while they are still in high school. 

4. Delaying hard choices about pensions and benefits for higher 
education employees. Failing to create more sustainable benefit 
systems will only siphon more and more taxpayer and tuition 
dollars from the classroom. 
Governors and trustees recognize that the road to a strong 

and lasting recovery runs through our campuses. But if we do 
not take steps to define our own “new normal” — as states, as 
systems, and as institutions — our competitors will define it for 
us, and in ways that will leave our educational system far short 
of first in the world.
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THE NEW NORMAL FOR HIGHER EDUCATION IS ABOUT INCREASING 

PRODUCTIVITY — GRADUATING MORE OF THE STUDENTS OUR STATES 

NEED WITH THE RESOURCES WE HAVE.




