The Rise of the Professoriate?

By Greg Gilbert

“For the next generation of college teachers, the price could be steep if the current generation stares resolutely into the sand while the accountability movement gains force.” 

                                                             Steven Brint (Academe, May-June 2008)

The Erosion of Faculty Influence Within its Own Profession
Professorial influence within higher education pales when compared to its august standing a mere three or four decades ago. One may reasonably opine that this falling off is the result of a perfect storm of emergent corporate influences, the proliferation of career administrators, profit-based decision making, increased federal oversight, outcomes based accreditation, and a defensible proclivity by faculty to favor teaching and research over political action. Contributing factors aside, the marginalization of America’s professoriate is evidenced by the persistent evaporation of tenure, the decline of faculty influence within their own institutions, the absence of faculty in federal discussions on the future of higher education, and the minuscule percentages of faculty members serving on most accreditation bodies, California excepted. Given present circumstances, one may conjecture if this downward trend will find completion in an academy of standardized, market-based curricula and armies of contingent faculty. Or, is there yet a tipping point opportunity? This essay offers a resounding “perhaps.” 
The Threat and the Promise
In the present era of federal intervention into curricular matters and the ever-increasing numbers of insecure, low-paid contingent positions, college and university faculty must seek new and effective ways to ensure their primacy as the developers and guardians of academically-excellent, comprehensive courses and programs. One area where faculty can exert meaningful influence is through the accreditation process; particularly given the present oversight authority granted accrediting agencies by the federal government. The expanded authority of accreditors and their desire to see institutional cohesion reflected in self-studies has greatly increased the potential for local faculty input concerning institutional decision making. Taken against a backdrop where the voices of administrators, board members, and business interests have supplanted that of the professoriate, the changes currently being wrought by regional accrediting associations offer an unprecedented opportunity for faculty to reestablish their influence in the academy as a whole.
But, accrediting commissions too, in an effort to protect collegial peer review, must safe-guard their own existence, a point that should not be discounted. The elimination of collegial peer review continues to hang over accreditation bodies. As recently as September 2007, Charles Miller, the former Chair of U. S. Education Secretary Margaret Spellings’ Commission on the Future of Higher Education, in a keynote address, said that today’s accreditation system is “the primary barrier to innovation in American higher education.” Just four years ago, Spellings narrowly failed in her effort to standardize higher education. Today, the present administration has taken up where she left off, but more subtly, with less derisive rhetoric and fanfare. If the professoriate is not successful in shaping this continuing discussion, and soon, by applying its arsenal of cross-curricular and networking skills to saying what will be measured and how those measures are to be used, there will be no end of “experts” who will gladly offer their services. Without the longstanding tradition of collegial peer review, the road to direct federal authority would be a fait accompli.
In an effort to accommodate federal regulators, accreditors have replaced their focus on inputs with that of measurable outcomes, and by so doing, accrediting agencies, through necessity, have become the real engines for change in higher education, change that increasingly aligns with the goals of the professoriate. Today, evidence is required to demonstrate that departments and programs are united in support of their institution’s mission and, conversely, that the institution is aligned with course and program outcomes. Because outcomes-based accreditation applies to all of America’s higher education institutions, the potential to establish networks of shared faculty research, resources, and influence involving academic and professional matters has never been greater.
A case in point concerns the California Community College system and my own institution. For years the Faculty Senate urged, unsuccessfully, actions in support of the college’s mission. Though faculty recommendations were supported by data, little progress was made. In the end, the Accrediting Commission of Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC, a division of WASC) termed by one faculty member as “the bigger dog,” required technological upgrades and expanded roles for faculty in fiscal planning and the oversight of courses and programs. 
Applied at a national level, the question at hand concerns who will have authority over the provision of services in higher education, in this instance curriculum and enrollment priorities – or more succinctly, what is taught and who will be permitted entry? When the voice of the professoriate is stifled and the curriculum (courses, programs, and related budgetary priorities) is controlled by narrowly defined marketplace considerations, the stage is set for a decline in the teaching of anything but the marketable. 
The Opportunity

In the September 2010 edition of Academe, Judith Eaton, president of the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA), reinforces the importance of faculty participation within the accreditation field and the need to overcome disincentives.  Indeed, when queried about the lack of faculty involvement in accreditation processes (drafting self-studies, participating on visiting teams, and serving on commissions), the consistent response by accreditors has been that greater faculty participation is needed. But, they add, the demands on faculty time, the near non-existence of institutional reward structures, and a lack of travel funding appear to discourage faculty from lending their expertise; disincentives that reflect poorly on higher education as a whole.
Faculty involvement in accreditation favors everyone. Accreditation reviews that indicate a high level of institutional coordination and evidence of student success benefit presidents, chancellors, and trustees.  Faculty seated as commissioners help ensure practical policies in support of American higher education. Faculty on visiting teams provide practitioner perspectives in the review of self-studies, increase exposure to a range of institutional practices, and strengthen interagency communication, thus elevating faculty influence and, hopefully, buoying the arguments of those who oppose increased federal oversight. Though accrediting associations gain vital insights from commissioners with business and civic backgrounds, the faculty provide an in-depth understanding of curriculum and higher education practices.
Again, relying on the California experience, in 2007 the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges established an annual accreditation institute, a two-and-a-half day conference with keynotes and breakouts utilizing experts from all segments of the higher education community. In addition, smaller regional workshops were established that support local faculty who oversee outcomes planning, including their own listserv. Institutions support faculty attendance (travel and registration), but, largely, these efforts are founded in the will of faculty and institutional cooperation. 
To encourage faculty involvement, an accrediting association anywhere might host a conference where faculty members, college and university administrators, and trustees attend workshops together. The benefits derived include an increased appreciation for the challenges that accompany differing roles and responsibilities. In the scenarios that accompany such workshops, faculty and administrators would collaborate on such thorny issues as setting budgetary priorities, developing institutional outcomes, and making the tough calls that too often result in institutional chasms and silos. While financial support may not be immediately forthcoming, funds can be sought from donors and foundations.  Indeed, when individuals and institutions step forward and work together to build something, broad based ownership translates into shared pride and a growing unity of purpose. 

If colleges and universities would budget for the modest expenses required to encourage faculty members to step forward, if administrators and boards would acknowledge the value of such participation, and if the various higher education segments would begin to establish collaborative workshops and conferences, it would not be long before the collective benefits would make disincentives for service a thing of the past.   Conversely, abandoning the field favors the continuing erosion of tenure by attrition, a growing reliance on contingent faculty, and the eventual imposition of course plans that are monitored by managers and measured by government review boards. Faculty members must become entrepreneurial, establish networks, and begin to share information.
We live in the Age of Information – and this means that data-based decision making will be on the rise for the foreseeable future.  The combination of computerized data collection and analysis is a formula for powerful entities to regulate industry, government, and higher education. The future of higher education depends on who designs and establishes the uses of its data. The collective talent of the professoriate, once engaged in processes that help shape and manage the entire accreditation continuum, will establish networks of data and research as well as vital new inter- and intra-organizational relationships. 
Over the past several decades, accreditation has shifted from inquiring of institutions if they have the necessary resources to achieve their missions to how they are going to deliver on their missions. Regardless of how one feels about evidence based outcomes, the fact remains that in shepherding this shift accreditation has become a powerhouse for change in higher education. Supported by federal authority, greater participation in the accreditation process could provide faculty an unprecedented voice on behalf of their missions and their students. It is no exaggeration to say that a modest infusion of funds, collegiality, and determination can result in a new age of discovery for American higher education. The costs are modest and the need is urgent. 
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