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Abstract: Within the last decade, there has been an ever-increasing attention on
the need for higher education reform. Measures to mitigate the increased cost and
different policy proposals have been introduced to increase the accountability and
value. This paper examines current higher education polices and looks at some
overarching ideas involved.

The U.S. has had many social, economic, and demographic changes, which have required
that the federal government re-evaluate the structure of higher education. This re-evaluation also
includes a re-examination of higher education funding and its connection with the federal
government and individual state interest and needs (Bird, Foster, & Ganzglass, 2014; Campbell
& Pence, 2004). These changes also require that any policy changes or reforms include the
appropriate stakeholders and interest necessary for implementation. The policy goals must be
clearly outlined before the development of the policy framework, and the proper involvement of
different stakeholders at different points, along with an understanding of the level of involvement
of these stakeholders during the policy process, is essential (Afdal, 2013; Bagin, Gallagher, &
Moore, 2008). To increase options for higher education, states have considered the need for
increased accreditation options for public and private institutions to meet their economic
development education needs (Afdal, 2013; Bagin et al., 2008; Bird et al., 2014; Campbell &
Pence, 2004). The federal government also has proposed measures to increase financial options
for potential students that may not be able attend college due to the cost. Increased options for
post-secondary education and more access to financial aid are major components in the federal
government’s effort to address the issues in the U.S. higher education system, and an
examination into the latest policy under the Higher Education and Opportunity and Reform
(HERO) Act is made below. In addition to this examination, an investigation into some of the
issues facing higher education from some different perspectives is presented. Furthermore, some
analysis is made into the goals, stakeholders, and interest that need to be incorporated into a
higher education reform policy and the necessary steps to implement it and make it successful.
Finally, some additional suggestions are made as to other components or processes that need to
be included in the current higher education reform policy.

The Current Need for Higher Education Reform

The need for reforms within the higher education systems in U.S. has been voiced by
many different sources with many different perspectives and viewpoints on how to tackle the
issue (Burke & Butler, 2012; Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015; Office of Senator
Michael S. Lee, 2015). Some of these viewpoints have been widely supported while other
viewpoints have come from different perspectives on reforms necessary within higher education
(Burke & Butler, 2012; Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015). One suggested viewpoint is
that higher education should be re-structured as purely a public good accessible by any citizen,
like the public library. Butin (2015) discusses this notion of higher education as a public good
that not only equips students with a skill, but also provides them with the foundation to learn and
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advance their skillsets. Some organizations focused on higher education reforms have identified
core goals to guide the reforms (Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015). The American
Enterprise Institute’s Center for Higher Education (2015) has identified four core goals to guide
initiatives: (a) increased options and guidance in selecting higher education institutions, (b) joint
responsibility on the student and college to effectively play their part in a quality higher
education transaction, (c) close and careful attention to the use of federal funding and financial
aid for use where the most value is added, and (d) the investigation of the challenges that may
inhibit advancement and creative thought within the higher education environment. This year,
presidential candidates and congressional members also showed much interest in higher
education reform. This includes the passing of the HERO Act sponsored by Senator Michael
Lee and many other senators (Office of Senator Michael S. Lee, 2015). This act addresses
problems such as higher education access, funding for students, and accreditation options that
states could use to approve different types of higher education programs. Each of these different
views offer answers to different problems and some of these are discussed below. Also, these
problems are investigated as they relate to their impact on higher education reform.

Tuition at public and private higher education institutions has substantially increased and
in most cases doubled ((Southern Regional Education Board, 2013). Cost for public higher
education increased by over 130% from 1981 to 2012 (National Center for Education Statistics,
2013). For some families, if they were to have to pay out of pocket, this increase translated into
over 149% of their income being used for just one child’s education (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2013; Southern Regional Education Board, 2013). These continuous
increases in tuition could deter potential students and their families from post-secondary
education altogether.

The Need for More Higher Education Accreditation Options

Most higher education institutions in the U.S. voluntarily submit to accreditation
standards. Dickeson (2009) highlighted the need for reform with the voluntary approach to
accreditation that higher education schools now have. One example is the need for certain
degree programs in areas such as law and engineering to be accredited by some recognized body,
which provides a standardization of the core competencies that must be covered in the
coursework and instruction that students would receive. Some of the specialized accreditations
are not focused as much on student knowledge and matriculation after completing the programs
as much as they are on the faculty-student make-up and terminal degrees of faculty members
(Dickeson, 2009). Birch, Cottrell and Miller (2010) found that proper accreditation supports the
quality and rigor necessary for undergraduate and graduate programs. Dickeson’s definition
proposal for accreditation also helps support the individual institutional goals that guide the
engagement with the local community (Bagin et al., 2008; Borchardt, Green, Fitzgerald,
Raymond, & Paton, 2014).

Post-Secondary Education and Economic Development

Most states organize their degree and certificate programs of some or many of their post-
secondary institutions around their goals for economic development (Bird et al., 2014; Campbell
& Pence, 2004). The structure and organization of the education system at the state level can
greatly impact the types of businesses that are located in a region or state (Bird et al., 2014;
Campbell & Pence, 2004). It is necessary that businesses have the required local talent to
support their staffing needs; hence, many states have developed components within their
traditional post-secondary framework to create certificate and skills based programs that focus on
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students having the skillsets to find employment (Bird et al., 2014; Campbell & Pence, 2004;
Glickman, n.d.). To be effective, any higher education reform policy will have to take this into
account as many of the state leaders will require that the economic development interest be
observed with the higher education policy framework (Office of Senator Michael S. Lee, 2015).
The focus on economic development has such a priority in itself that policy makers have created
additional legislation under the umbrella of workforce development to help support economic
development (Bird et al., 2014; Campbell & Pence, 2004; Glickman, n.d.). Furthermore, to
make any policy effective, some fundamental goals must be identified for higher education
reform, which are discussed below.

Proposed Goals for Higher Education Reform Policy

Higher education reform itself must address some fundamental goals to meet the broad
interest of the groups and entities involved. One of the first goals is improved access to higher
education options (Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015). Many students may believe that
many schools are out of their reach because of their families’ socioeconomic standing and may
settle for second or third school options even though the students may qualify for scholarships
and other financial aid (Burke & Butler, 2012; Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015). In
some cases, students could decide to completely bypass post-secondary education as an option
all together because of ineffective advisement, limited knowledge on their financial options, or
no knowledge of the different degree and certification options that are offered in non-traditional
education formats (Burke & Butler, 2012). Within the area of improved advisement, students
need to have advisement that considers not only the family situation of the student as it relates to
their current socioeconomic level but also helps the student develop a plan for their future and
understand how any amount or type of post-secondary education may fit within the student’s
long term goals (Burke & Butler, 2012; Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015).

Another goal is helping students clearly understand their responsibility during their time
as college students and the level of attention necessary for them to receive an education that
supports their goals (Burke & Butler, 2012; Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015;
Dickeson, 2009). This also involves the student’s ability to evaluate the post-secondary
institutions and their prospective programs of study to understand if they could help the students
meet their personal goals. Another area of student understanding is the cost of the programs
versus the value that the degree provides (Burke & Butler, 2012). This includes having some
means to judge the school programs based on the outputs versus just the inputs (Dickeson, 2009).
Both public and private schools should be evaluated with a clear set of measures to provide the
student a clear picture of the quality, rigor, and focus of each program.

The next goal is tied to the goal discussed in the above paragraph and involves
correlating incentives through federal or state funding, as an example, to a school’s performance
(Burke & Butler, 2012; Dickeson, 2009). This performance would be centered on the student
assessments, specifically a student’s abilities and mastered skillsets before graduation. For
certain programs, a final project or capstone can be utilized to judge the program’s level of
efficacy. Requirements and guidelines for these evaluations or measures should be covered
within the accreditation metrics that a school must meet. Such measures would provide some
level of standards for schools within a specific degree area and enable the schools to craft their
own formats for educational programs to meet these measures. Through these measures also,
program rigor and quality can be tied to some form of support to grow the current programs or
start others. To properly address these goals, stakeholders required for a higher education reform
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policy need to be understood.
Key Stakeholders Within Higher Education Reform

Every policy development includes identification of the stakeholders involved, the point
and degree of their involvement, and their impact in the implementation phase. In a higher
education reform policy, the first level of stakeholders that need to be involved after the federal
level are the state leaders, which include the governor, along with state house and senate
leadership (Center for Higher Education Reform, 2015; Burke, 2015; S. 649, 2015). The
governor would act as the main agent of the policy and would select elected or non-elected
members to handle the regional implementation of the policy. At the state level, the state
university leadership (i.e., higher education system chancellor) would need to be involved to
make sure the interest of the schools is addressed. Also, the lead state labor agent would also
need to be involved during the early framing of the policy to represent the interest of the business
with the state. As the policy is translated into regional formats, the governor or his appointed
higher education bodies would be responsible for setting guidelines for stakeholders, which
could include everyone from local elected leaders such as city and county council members,
business and economic organization leaders, and also university or community college
leadership. Many of these same stakeholders would be involved with policies implemented
under the HERO Act passed in 2015, and this act is discussed below.
Key Components of the HERO Act

The HERO Act was first created as the Higher Education Act of 1965 to improve access
to higher education by regulating the administration of federal student aid (Burke, 2015; S. 649,
2015). One key component of the original Higher Education Act was Title IV, where it
specifically discussed student assistance through federal loan and grant programs, such as the
Perkins loan program, Pell grant program, the Federal Family Education Loan Program, and the
Federal Direct Loan Program (S. 649, 2015). Title IV focused also on the institutions’ eligibility
to receive federal funds and the accreditation requirements for the programs that federal aid can
be used for. The HERO Act of 2015 focused specifically on amending Title IV to open the
accreditation more for states to be able to accredit their own education programs and apply for
alternative program approval (Burke, 2015). Under the HERO Act, post-secondary institutions,
entities providing post-secondary courses, apprenticeships, including private, public, non-profit,
for-profit post-secondary institutions, must provide programs or course work that can be used
toward completion of a post-secondary degree, diploma, or certificate program.

Conclusion

The HERO Act (2015) has many of the components necessary to address the proposed
goals mentioned above. Two additional components that should be added to a policy under the
HERO Act framework are greater visibility of school success metrics and more focus on
advisement for new post-secondary students. With greater visibility into graduation success
rates, mastered skillsets of students for employment, and degree value in the employment area,
students are provided for additional means to make informed decision when selecting a school to
attend. Also, first generation college students, for example, would benefit greatly from having
guidance and advisement of the general steps that are necessary for college access and degree
attainment. Such adjustments would better fine tune the current HERO act policy to address the
needs for reform within the higher education reform system in the U.S.
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