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From the issue dated April 21, 2006

Federal Commission Gears Up for the Home 
Stretch

The higher-education panel sets its priorities and 
considers new approaches to accountability and 
accreditation

By KELLY FIELD

Indianapolis

With less than four months remaining in its charter, the 
secretary of education's Commission on the Future of Higher 
Education took a series of informal votes this month to 
identify members' chief goals for the commission's report.

Topping the list was increasing access to college for low-
income students and adults. That was followed by improving 
the nation's commitment to lifelong learning and work-force 
development, increasing need-based aid, doubling the number 
of graduates in science and mathematics, and expanding 
institutional accountability and transparency.

The list is intended to guide the commission's work, although 
it is unclear how the commission will translate its broad goals 
into concrete policy recommendations by the August 1 
deadline set by the secretary of education, Margaret Spellings.

Before it voted, the commission heard four hours of testimony 
on college affordability and the accreditation system. Charles 
Miller, the panel's chairman, started the discussion by 
suggesting that the federal government restructure its 
financial-aid system to make it more "need-based, simple, 
student-friendly, fair — and generous." He also asserted that 
the accreditation system stifles innovation, and is too 
burdensome and arcane.

However, Mr. Miller did not endorse a controversial proposal 
to eliminate regional accreditors and replace them with a 
national body, as suggested by a consultant to the committee. 
That proposal, presented in a commission discussion paper 
released in March, has drawn fierce criticism from leaders of 
some college groups, including the Council for Higher 
Education Accreditation, an umbrella group of accreditors.
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