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By John V. Lombardi

Finding the Best: The College Football 
Championship in America   
This is the time of endless speculation about which division I-A college football team is the best in America. We
have polls, computer rankings, conference championships, and the high profile BCS (Bowl Championship Series)
program. Our experts (which include just about everyone who follows college sports) argue with great passion
about which scheme is the appropriate method for anointing the “best college football team in America.” This
controversy lives and repeats itself because we can never get it right.

The notion of “best” in college football represents an unattainable goal. If football were organized like track or
swimming with absolute standardized measurements of performance for everyone, we might be able to measure
the best. But football is not organized this way. Football is a regionalized team sport (through the mechanism of
conferences), and it is constructed in a format that guarantees the impossibility of defining the best.

No college football team in America can play every other college football team. Some football teams play some
other football teams. Moreover, not every football team or athletic conference is equal to every other. Some are
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very rich (the SEC for example), some have institutions with huge athletic programs (like the Big Ten with Ohio
State), and some struggle with financial difficulties or low attendance (like the University at Buffalo). Some are in
conferences that have 12 teams divided into east and west divisions, play an extra conference championship game,
but no team plays every other team in the conference. The won-loss record of one college football team almost
always has a different value from the same won-loss record of another team. If a mediocre team plays other
mediocre teams, the won-loss record means something different than if the mediocre team had played very good
teams. This illustrates why we have no standardized measure of a football team’s performance.

Absent a clear measurement of football performance, we end up with subjective measures. For many years, we 
identified the national champion of college football by consulting expert opinions, expressed in various polls, 
from sports writers, coaches, and others who, in theory, had seen most of the contenders play during the year and 
who we hoped had a reasonably objective basis for identifying the best. This, however, violated the fundamental 
premise of sports which is defined by a competition within a strict set of rules that produces an unambiguous 
winner. People who play and watch sports keep score. If we only care about the beauty of the game, then we do 
not need to keep score. Not keeping score is inconceivable to most sports enthusiasts, and so everything in sports 
turns on determining winners and losers.

This context helps explain why the college football season’s end is so fraught with controversy. We can’t figure
out how to get a clear, single, winner. Some argue that a tournament would make it work better, but that’s not any
clearer because we have to seed a tournament by using a formula based on season performances of teams that did
not play each other. The tournament format gives the illusion of effectively determining a winner, but it only
creates a second season of football for a group of teams chosen by a complex ranking process that relies on
judgment, not direct competition. At the end of a tournament, a team is crowned champion, but the team is only
champion of the group invited to the tournament. Given the inconsistency of collegiate football performance, the
wide range of resources and capabilities of the various college athletic programs, and the large number of
potential participants in a tournament, one can easily imagine a team not included in the tournament that might
well have ended up a winner.

The BCS, the mechanism used to identify a football champion, takes a different approach. It recognizes that 
football is organized into conferences, that the conferences are of differing quality and significance, and that the 
teams from these conferences will accumulate records in ways complicated and difficult to compare. The BCS 
identifies the best football teams by combining first, the opinions of two groups of experts (a panel of observers 
representative of the experienced public and a poll of coaches), and second, rankings based on six different 
computer models (that offer an illusion of impartiality and fairness) to identify the best football team. These 
computer models are of course just as arbitrary as the opinions of the human experts, but at least they eliminate 
the possibility of individual bias against particular teams by substituting systematic bias in favor of certain 
characteristics of measurable team performance. The resulting rankings produce a playoff between number one 
and number two in the BCS formula, and then provides a set of secondary playoffs between other ranked teams 
paired up for their presumed performance quality and television draw. (For a primer on the BCS see 
http://www.bcsfootball.org/bcsfb/about )

The owners of the BCS, the football conferences and the various bowl organizations, have adjusted the 
methodology for constructing the ranking to persuade the football-expert public of its validity. However, no 
ranking system based on subjective or computer analysis can produce a true competition between the best teams 
for an objectively identified BEST football team in America. We have intentionally constructed a college football 
system to produce conference champions, not national champions.

Should we worry about all this? No, not at all. While some might yearn for the certainty of knowing which 
college football team is the best in the country this year, not knowing exactly which team is best has many 
advantages. The argument over the schemes employed to designate the best two teams to compete for the 
championship gives us endless conversational opportunity, it gives our alumni and friends something to focus on, 
it allows newspapers and sports shows to fill their pages and air time with speculation about the relative 
performances of our teams, and it delivers a discussion that requires no closure because it presents a question that 
has no answer.
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The conference structure of football ensures that we will have many champions, many contenders for the best in
the nation, whatever the results of the BCS contests. If our team is very good, but didn’t get into the top game, we
can feel confident that, but for the vagaries of a peculiar polling system and ranking calculation, our favorite
would have been able to demonstrate its supremacy. If we are among the 64 teams playing in one of the 32 bowl
games, we have another chance for a celebration.

This is the genius of the BCS system. It invents an imprecise standard based on subjective measurement (the polls
and computer models). It applies this standard of measurement to one of the most rigidly structured games in the
nation. It then builds a second season of bowl championships of various degrees of importance around this
ranking system and the entrepreneurial enthusiasm of bowl promoters. America’s sports fans, who spend endless
hours debating the merits of the imprecise measurement, consume this manufactured championship process and its
subsidiary bowl games with ever-growing enthusiasm.

Whatever else we can say about the Bowl Championship Series, it is a one of the most visible demonstrations of
America’s unique ability to combine serious academic enterprise with intense competitive spirit, remarkable
entrepreneurial ingenuity, and spectacular entertainment value.

[Disclaimer: the author’s institution, LSU, will play in the BCS championship game.]

There currently are no comments on this blog post.

Tuesday, November 27, 2007 at 1:49 pm EST
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By John V. Lombardi

Deconstructing Faculty Work   
(9 comments)

Over the past decade much discussion has focused on the growing percentage of college teaching done by 
contingent faculty. Variously seen as the exploitation of an academic proletariat, the consequence of hostility 
towards tenure, or a response to difficult economic circumstances, this issue manifests itself in many forms. While
we worry about the declining percentage of tenure-track faculty as a symptom of lost significance for the 
professoriate and struggle with ways of empowering contingent and part-time faculty to participate more fully in 
academic life, we also need to reflect on the causes for this long-term shift in the employment structure of college 
faculty.

Many of us who are old imagined that the norm of faculty life revolved around a full-time tenured position in a
college or university where we would become permanent and engaged members of an academic community,
participating in teaching, research, public service, and governance responding to a holistic conception of faculty
responsibilities. We didn’t think much about the relative value of these various functions or the appropriate
amount of effort needed to do them. We imagined that sometimes we’d do more teaching or more research or
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more service, depending on the needs of the institution or our department and our own commitments. We
recognized that a job at a state college would entail more teaching than research and a job at a research university
would require more research than teaching, but the distinctions remained casually defined and rarely examined in
depth.

With successive cycles of financial hard times, the rise of the accountability movement, and the growing intensity 
of competition for research competent faculty, many of these graceful notions of the faculty job faded. In pursuit 
of efficiency or at least the effort to demonstrate efficiency, universities began calibrating their investments in 
different faculty functions. We constructed the artifact of faculty assignment; a quantity set at 100 percent, and 
then partitioned that assignment into sections assigned to teaching, research, service, and other duties. Although 
most institutions do not explicitly quantify these assignments, the work recorded in our faculty annual reports 
make clear that we parcel out our actual effort into categories defined by what we do for teaching, for research, 
and for service. Our administrative work became defined by the released teaching effort traded for the 
administrative effort, further subdividing our faculty work. When our colleagues came up for promotion and 
tenure, we looked at their file and the distribution of their work. If they appeared to spend 100 percent of their 
time on teaching, we could not insist on a strong research record, and if they appeared to spend 100 percent on 
research we could not worry much about their teaching. Some colleagues appeared for tenure with a full time 
commitment to service activities, and neither their teaching nor their research would be relevant.

We designed accountability systems to measure the cost of teaching as an item separate from research so that we 
could calculate the return on the investment in teaching separately from the return on investment in research. 
Teaching produced credit hours which produced dollars. Research produced grants, contracts, and publications 
which produced prestige. These became the measurable quantities for effective optimization and management in 
our increasingly accountable world.

Recurring hard financial times required us to focus more closely on what we purchased and how much it cost in a
short term maximizing mode. Rather than invest in our faculty for a generation we found it necessary to invest in
some faculty for much shorter periods. Rather than attack tenure, we simply hired people on non-tenure tracks,
sometimes full time, sometimes part time, but with the opportunity to design their work load and measure and pay
for their productivity on a retail, piece-work basis. Although we’d always done this before through graduate
teaching assistants, the transfer of this temporary status to the regular employment of academic talent became
much more significant in our institutions. As we continued to refine the work of academics, we became precise in
our ability to price their contributions. Our expertise focused primarily on teaching, and we could determine the
spot price of a history course for 100 students with considerable accuracy and buy the faculty talent to provide
that course at the market price. Sometimes we bought this talent on a course by course basis (a model adopted by
many for-profit educational enterprises and many distance education subsidiaries of major universities). In other
circumstances we looked to full-time, non-tenured faculty hired for fixed periods of 5 years or less with an option
to renew in the event the demand for their services continued and the quality and productivity of their work
remained high.

With somewhat less precision we also developed our skill at deconstructing the research component of faculty 
work, in many cases by a process of subtraction. We assumed that 100 percent effort would be equivalent to a 
certain amount of teaching, and then for different levels of research productivity, we would deduct teaching 
obligations in return for research achievement. Grants and contracts bought faculty released time from teaching to 
do research. We hired term research faculty to work full time on grant-supported and other activities, giving us the
option to terminate them when the money ran out or their productivity declined.

We also priced administrative tasks by releasing teaching obligations in exchange for service as graduate 
coordinator or department chair or dean.

Once fully engaged in this complex process of deconstructing faculty work into its components to be able to
operate more efficiently and effectively in the highly competitive and resource constrained academic world of the
late 20th century, we undermined the power of the unified theory of the tenured professor. Rather than
symbolizing the lifetime commitment of individual and institution to the academic work of teaching, research, and
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service and the freedom to pursue these tasks as our conscience dictated, tenure became a job entitlement that
created a container of faculty effort, the content of which would be negotiated with institutions to define each
faculty member’s responsibilities within the lifetime security of tenure. Further reducing the significance of tenure
as identifying anything other than job security, many of our institutions saw fit to include full-time or even
part-time contingent faculty within the context of faculty governance with full rights to vote and participate in the
academic process.

For the institutions, however, the deconstruction of faculty work offered a great incentive to reduce their
commitment to an inflexible work force of tenured faculty and increase their investment in short-term, highly
efficient faculty dedicated to specific purposes for specific periods of time and whose productivity and
performance could be reliably maintained. The argument about whether it’s better to have part-time or full-time
contingent faculty is surely important, but it may obscure the remarkable transformation of much academic
commitment from an investment in a person who produces many products over a lifetime to the investment in
specific products that ensure the competitive position of the employing institution.

This transformation is still in process, elite private liberal arts colleges feel it the least while mid to lower level 
public and private institutions feel it the most. Major research universities experience all of this to one degree or 
another simply because they are large and complex and the deconstructed faculty member is often the most 
effective individual for a particular purpose. The continuing development of accountability metrics that attempt to 
measure exactly what each faculty member does in research, or teaching, or service and how those activities 
produce particular measurable outcomes will accelerate the deconstruction of the faculty. While we will surely 
never completely lose the role of those tenured full-time faculty who constitute the permanent core of significant 
academic institutions, the demand for high levels of student access, high productivity demonstrated through 
measurable output, and low cost will drive more and more institutions to reduce the tenured core to a minimum 
and increase the deconstructed elements of faculty work to the maximum.

Thursday, November 15, 2007 at 9:48 am EST
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By John V. Lombardi

Watch Lists   
(1 comments)

OK, I’m following the conversation in Washington about putting universities and colleges on a watch list if they
increase their tuition by a percentage deemed too high. What a wonderfully nonsensical notion.

The solution to the cost of a college education, we learn, is to publish a list that puts a generic public college with
tuition of $3,000 dollars on the bad list because it requires a 10% increase to stay open. That’s an increase of
$300. Then we can celebrate the affordability of a very expensive public college with tuition of $6,000 whose
tuition increase of 5% or an equivalent of $300 dollars falls below some mindless cutoff point. We’re supposed to
think it’s a bad thing worthy of public scorn that the poor public college now has a tuition of $3,300 while it’s a
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matter of congratulation that the rich public college now has a tuition of $6,300. Who thinks up this nonsense?
Whose child pays tuition with a check written in percentage points?

Who is so naïve and clueless that they fail to recognize that the sticker price of tuition and fees at public and
private colleges does not reflect the true cost of attendance? Who is so out of touch they don’t understand that the
net price to students varies depending on their desirability to the college, their financial circumstances, and other
characteristics? Who is so numb that they do not recognize that increases in tuition and fees reflect both decisions
about luxury and expensive programs AS WELL AS reductions in state funding?

If Congress wanted to do something useful, they would require a standardized methodology for reporting the net 
cost of attendance at all colleges and universities, require each college and university to provide a profile of their 
students by their need-based financial aid status, and require the publication of information on the percent of 
student financial need met by the college or university.

The price of tuition and fees is one of the poorest indicators of the true cost of college to the consumer, and it fails
completely to tell consumers—whether parents, legislators, alumni, or trustees—the amount students with
different characteristics will need to pay for their college education. Some places do high-tuition high-aid
strategies that charge a lot to people with substantial resources and discount heavily to students with fewer
resources. Is this worse that charging a lower flat rate that costs the poor student more than the net to a poor
student after financial aid at the high-tuition high-aid institution?

This question is surely worth a policy debate, but the mindless listing of institutions by the percentage rate of 
increase simply guarantees that the rich will get richer and the poor will get poorly funded higher education.

Perhaps sensible people will eventually intervene in this debate.

Friday, November 2, 2007 at 1:50 pm EST
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By John V. Lombardi

Testing What?   
(1 comments)

Testing enthusiasm continues to grow among friends and critics of higher education. My own enthusiasm for the 
endless standardized testing schemes proposed tends to be limited. Nonetheless, even as some protest the effects 
of standardized entrance tests such as the SAT and the ACT, others extol the power of accountability based on 
standardized exit tests. Leaving aside for the moment, the issue of whether standardized tests serve a useful 
purpose for sorting students into colleges, the exit testing conversation raises some interesting questions that we 
should try to answer before signing up for one form of testing or another.

One problem is deciding what we want the test to tell us.
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We may want to focus on an institution’s performance in producing students who, in general, meet an average
standard of performance. Or, we may want to focus on the student, and certify that each individual graduate meets
an individual standard of performance. These different perspectives require a different testing strategy.

The institutional perspective requires us to define a test reminiscent of industrial quality control. We sample the 
production of our educational process, the students, and test for quality, using statistical quality control to tell us 
how well our process works. While there are practical issues that may limit the success of this strategy (students 
selected for the sample may not take the test seriously because it does not have an individual impact and the high 
variability of student talent and motivation may make the statistical validity of the sampling difficult to 
demonstrate), the sampling technique gives institutions a way to respond to many of their accountability critics.

The individual perspective requires us to define a test reminiscent of the SAT or ACT that assesses every
individual graduate’s level of achievement and certifies the level of competence achieved by each graduate. In
large institutions, administering such a testing program will surely be a challenge, but the benefit in establishing a
quality metric may well justify the expense.

Both systems will tell us much about the output of the institution, but the utility of either approach depends on the 
audience. For some, the purpose of the testing is to help parents and prospective students evaluate the expected 
quality of an institution before enrolling. For others, the purpose of the testing is to guarantee that the graduates 
can perform at an expected level.

If we want to certify institutions as having the ability to produce a reasonable product out of the student material
provided, then the institutional version is useful in picking an institution. We can predict the odds of our student
emerging with good skills in much the same way we can predict the chances of an airline arriving on-time.
There’s no guarantee that any particular student will emerge fully qualified, but if the institutional average score is
good, we can expect that the odds of a good result for our student will be high.

However, an employer may well prefer a certification of the individual student, because the employer needs
individuals to perform. If the institution has a good average score, the employer might take a chance that the
graduate is good, but if the graduate can pass the appropriate test as an individual, the risk for the employer
disappears. This form of testing is what we do when we test students for admission to graduate or professional
programs using such tests as the LSAT, the MCAT, or the GRE or require them to take certification exams for
nursing or the CPA. Those tests are exit tests from college to determine whether the student, by whatever means,
has graduated with the right skills required for either specific employment or particular graduate study. We may
want to know that they graduated from a rigorous college, but we are much more secure in our judgment about an
individual’s prospects if they can demonstrate directly their own personal capability.

The least useful testing, of course, is indirect measurements where we poll our students and ask them how they
feel about their education. The very popular NSSE surveys are a prime example of this kind of test. We know that
students who feel good about their education may have had a good learning experience, but absent a test of their
actual academic achievement, we really don’t know what they learned as they enjoyed the learning process. Also,
asking people whether they think they studied hard or think they had a good interaction with their professor,
among other questions of this type, tells us about customer satisfaction, but it doesn’t tell us much of anything
about what students learn. This is reminiscent of student evaluation of teaching, a process that has almost nothing
to do with learning but much to do with enjoyment and perception. We know what the student learned in class
when we give a rigorous test that asks questions about the material. If the student passes the test, we know what
the student learned. The relationship between enjoyment or satisfaction and learning is tenuous at best.

Another issue for the testing discussion is the issue of what constitutes a reasonable standard of performance. 
Much study has gone into the tests that measure baseline reading, writing, mathematical, and reasoning skills. For 
some institutions, meeting these baseline goals, whether testing institutional performance by sampling or student 
performance by exit exams, may be a challenge. For highly selective institutions, however, the existence of such 
minimal standards may prove to be yet another differentiator. Selective institutions might test their applicants 
against this minimal standard and deny admission to those who do not pass or they might require students to pass 
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the test by the end of the first year. Then, they could introduce subject-specific specialized certifications to give 
their graduates an additional edge in the job and graduate or professional education markets.

We’re probably locked into some form of exit testing to certify our graduates because our internal processes of
evaluation no longer inspire confidence or speak to common standards of performance. Given this inevitability,
institutions should think carefully about the competitive advantages of different forms of exit testing, because it is
certain that the results of whatever exit exam systems emerge will be used as part of the intense competition
among institutions for students and funding.

Monday, October 1, 2007 at 12:32 pm EST
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By John V. Lombardi

Taxing the Sports Factory   
(4 comments)

Since at least the early 20th century, it has been fashionable to attack college athletics as distorting the priorities of 
American colleges and universities, and there is often much evidence to support the attacks. The difficulty in 
taking these challenges seriously is that they are often unclear about the context within which college athletics 
functions and undervalue the significance of the constituencies that support this part of the American collegiate 
enterprise. The latest issue involves the question of whether the increasing amount of giving to college athletics 
represents a shift of donor interest from academic enterprise. While it is surely true that athletic giving is 
increasing it is not necessarily true that it comes at the expense of academic giving, which is also on the rise. To 
accept this premise, we would need to be sure that those who give to athletics would, in the absence of a tax break
or an athletic program, give substantially to academic activities. While evidence on giving patterns is not always 
entirely conclusive, what we do have appears to indicate that athletic and academic donors are substantially 
different groups. That is, most of the big donors to athletics do not give much to academics and most of the big 
donors to academics do not give much to athletics.

This reflects the fact that donors can do what they want with their money. If they want to give it to a political
candidate, a church, an international charity, a scholarship fund, and endowed chair, or a college football team, it
is their choice and reflects their values. The notion that we, in the university or in the government, can
dramatically shift these preferences is charming but not realistic as anyone who has spent time fundraising knows.
The donor’s preferences are what matter. They surely like the tax break when it’s relevant and they like matching
funds for academic gifts provided by many states, but a matching program for academic gifts does not make an
athletic donor decide to give an endowed chair rather than an endow a football scholarship. It might persuade a
donor to give an endowed chair to one of their alma maters that has a matching program rather than to another
alma mater that does not.

The public benefit of the tax break for college athletics is more complicated than our belief in the value of sports
in our universities. If we want to eliminate expensive competitive intercollegiate sports from our colleges and
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universities, the issue of a tax break won’t make much difference. It will just raise the cost of the enterprise, and
since most college sports programs (with the exception of maybe the top ten BCS football schools) run a deficit,
the increased cost will fall back on institutional budgets. We can say that money- losing intercollegiate sports
programs are a bad thing, but our constituencies (whether at elite private colleges or mega football factories) love
their sports.

At the same time, there are many items that big time sports programs do, paid for by their donors, that do not
qualify for tax breaks. When donors give money to a sports program, they only get the tax break associated with
the gift portion, not the portion that buys a ticket to the game or pays for a meal or provides a team jacket. The
rules require that the institution deduct all the products and services that directly benefit the donor, recognizing
that these things are commercial transactions, while the gift to the athletic program that sustains its expenses in
support of student-athletes and the costs of the non-revenue sports, as well as the losses of football in most
institutions, does help the academic enterprise and is deserving of a tax break. These rules may need to be
improved, tightened, or otherwise changed to make giving to college sports more expensive to the donors. While
this may well affect some donors, the truth is that the people who give in the many-million dollar category
(athletic gifts that provoke the most outrage) almost always do not need and cannot use the tax break because they
have already used up every imaginable tax dodge available to the rich and super rich. In talking with major donors
and extolling the opportunity for a tax break as the result of a gift, many will tell me, “that’s nice, but I can’t use
that tax break and I’ll just give the money because I want to help.”

Attempting to fix what’s believed to be wrong with college sports by manipulating tax policies is likely to produce
many unintended consequences, harm the smallest and most vulnerable sports programs at colleges and
universities, and have almost no impact at all on the mega sports programs that offend many observers. If these
mega programs are a bad thing, we should take them on and fix them directly rather than try to sneak in a fix that
won’t work via the tax code. Mega college athletics is indeed a remarkable American invention, it reflects the
decisions of academic administrators and governing boards at almost all colleges and universities for over a
century. It prospers because for the most part we (our faculty, our staff, our alumni, our legislators, our trustees,
our students, and our many other constituencies) want it. We could easily change it, IF MOST OF US WANTED
TO CHANGE IT. All protestations to the contrary, we, the colleges and universities of America and our friends
and supporters, do not want to change it. What we really want is to imitate the best (often the most expensive)
programs in America by winning games and championships.

Wednesday, September 26, 2007 at 11:20 am EST
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By John V. Lombardi

The Academic Success Entitlement   
(3 comments)

At one time, we imagined that students came to the university to learn, that they had an obligation to engage their 
courses and faculty, read, write, study, take exams, and demonstrate their achievement. This simple approach 
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placed the responsibility for learning on the students who we assumed recognized that the privilege of attending a 
college carried with it a commitment to the learning process. We expected the faculty to know their subject, 
prepare for class, provide support and advice, hold office hours, give fair and effective examinations, mark papers 
with care, and provide a grade that reflected what the students had learned. This simple formulation has suffered 
considerable modification over the years.

Today we believe students are entitled to attend college, that they have a right to achieve a standard level of
academic accomplishment, and that the institutions have an obligation to ensure that their learning meets this
standard by the time they leave. The obligation to guarantee student learning and graduation is sometimes
explicitly articulated, but more often appears through measures applied to demonstrate institutional success.
Graduation rate, for example, is seen as a measure of institutional effectiveness and anticipates that the institution
will guarantee student learning at a level acceptable for graduation and successful entry into the world of work. In
this formulation, the students’ responsibilities lie in attendance, but their academic success becomes the
responsibility of the institution. When graduation rates are low or students fail to meet some testable standard, we
assume that the institution failed, not that the student failed. Indeed, if the student fails, the remedy is to punish the
institution and its teachers.

The academic success entitlement that students enjoy reflects a broader belief that institutions need to guarantee
results not opportunity. This is a notion borrowed from the manufacturing world where we demand guarantees
that the products we buy be free of defects and that all products of a certain type perform their functions in the
same predictable and standardized way. This model, while effective for mass produced items constructed out of
standard malleable materials where the producer controls the conditions of production, has little to do with high
quality education. In a high quality educational context, as we who live here know, the academic enterprise
requires the direct and responsible participation of student and teacher. Neither can fail, for if the student is lazy,
poorly prepared, or just doesn’t care, the academic result will be poor no matter how expert the teacher. Similarly,
if the teacher is incompetent, lazy, or unprepared, the academic result will also be poor no matter how responsible
the student. When we place all the responsibility for academic success or failure on the institution and its teachers,
exempting the student s, we create an engine capable of predictable mediocre performance.

Our difficulty in restoring the authority of the university and its faculty in the definition of academic 
accomplishment, and the consequent intrusion of external agencies in the measurement of institutional success, 
reflects our own ambivalence about measuring and evaluating our own performance. We know quite a bit about 
learning and how it takes place, but most institutions are reluctant to institute programs that review and assess 
faculty teaching performance. While the faculty may well be doing a terrific job, updating their courses every 
year, adopting new teaching techniques that leverage technology and research on student learning, and otherwise 
performing at a high level, our ability to demonstrate this effectiveness is minimal. Mostly, what we see are 
outstanding examples, drawn from the work of a number of dedicated faculty with the commitment of teaching 
resource centers. These wonderful people and their support enterprise capture the enthusiasm of some subset of 
faculty, but we rarely find comprehensive institution-wide faculty teaching assessments that build confidence in 
the faculty part of the student-faculty collaboration. To be sure, we have student evaluations of teaching, but as 
almost everyone knows, these are weak tools for measuring instructional effectiveness although they often 
identify the outliers (very bad and very good teachers). More elaborate forms of evaluation that employ expert 
reviewers of faculty teaching performance are rare indeed.

We know that such reviews are expensive and time consuming (although we also know that we do this type of 
reviewing for research productivity and effectiveness). We know that absent significant rewards for faculty 
teaching performance, few faculty or institutions want to make the investment or support the controversies that 
will surround designing an effective process. But we are also very short sighted in this.

The external constituencies that will demand exit testing and various other forms of standardized evaluation of 
institutional teaching effectiveness will require expensive tests. What they test will often be the wrong things. The
consequences of these tests, which will stigmatize some institutions as ineffective and their faculty as poor 
teachers based on perhaps wrong-headed criteria, will prove expensive for the institutions and their faculty.
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Our failure to take full ownership of the issue of teaching and learning effectiveness and evaluation, recognizing 
both the student and teacher as required partners in producing success, gives influence to meddlesome bureaucrats
with often ideological agenda, empowers academic entrepreneurs exploiting our abdication of responsibility by 
selling us the latest in testing methodologies, and further erodes the authority of the university and its faculty and 
their ability to determine the definitions of academic quality.

Friday, August 17, 2007 at 7:26 am EST
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By John V. Lombardi

Ranking the rankings   
(2 comments)

It is rankings time again,
as everyone interested in colleges and universities know. This annual celebration gives everyone something. It 
gives the rich elite colleges a way to demonstrate their presumed superiority and it gives everyone else an 
opportunity to identify the errors, misconceptions and ideological biases that inform the lists. As often observed, 
when institutions rise in spurious rankings, they publicize the results; when they fall in the same rankings, they 
critique the methodology. While the debate is entertaining and often significant in substance, the key issues in 
rankings sometimes get lost.

Rankings are what they are because the American public likes lists. It knows that they are mostly artifacts of 
wealth and publicity, it understands that the qualities represented may or may not have anything to do with 
effectiveness of institutions, and it recognizes that the institutions and the rankings organizations may well 
manipulate the data and the calculations to match anticipated results. Nonetheless, people like to buy the 
magazines and reports, they like to see who is where and who may have risen or fallen.

Most institutions, except for those ranked No. 1, find fault with the whole process, and while some college leaders
have tried to opt out of a competition
that is flawed in almost every way, their public wants to see them listed in the top 10, 20, 50, or whatever category
matters. Best dressed, most talented, best small college, most popular movie, No. 1 football team, all these
designations feed Americans insecurity about their own ability to make a judgment. So they make some choice —
my college, my football team, my favorite movie — and then seek validation in a pseudo-scientific ranking
system.

We can surely complain, try to help the organizations that produce these things do them better, and point out the 
failings in the different rankings, but since the public wants them, likes them, buys them, and argues about them; 
clearly the organizations that produce them are delivering a popular item. That the results distort the educational 
purposes of many institutions, that the structure of most of these rankings reflect wealth, that the issues of prestige 
and effectiveness are confused in the data simply demonstrate that in the absence of serious academic evaluations 
of substance and reliability, pop science will fill the void.



Jobs, News and Views for All of Higher Education - Inside Higher Ed ::... http://www.insidehighered.com/views/blogs/reality_check

12 of 15 12/10/2007 8:10 AM

Having shunned this marketplace of ideas, having failed to engage the question of measuring institutional 
effectiveness and value in any meaningful way, and having continued in large measure to voluntarily cooperate 
with these commercial products, we should be embarrassed to take the high ground that the commercial ratings are
deficient in academic seriousness. Actually, it is the academic industry that is deficient in evaluation seriousness; 
the commercial folks are just doing what they do by selling a popular product to the public in the absence of 
significant competition.

Wednesday, August 8, 2007 at 5:35 pm EST
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By John V. Lombardi

Recruiting Student-Athletes   
(1 comments)

Nothing gets our academic principles exercised quite as quickly as a conflict between athletic excellence and 
academic standards. Any issue in this domain quickly escalates to the extremes, as various commentators leverage
a specific issue into a cosmic debate about values. The recent flap triggered by my good friend Steve Spurrier is 
an example of this process. Sometimes it helps to be a little less extreme. For example, no one really expects to 
delegate academic admission decisions to an athletic department and no one really expects that academic 
admissions decisions will ignore non-academic issues related to special talents or circumstances. The trick is to 
get the balance right.

In the case of athletics, the issue really is about timing. A letter of intent may, technically, not be an admissions
document, but for a recruited student-athlete, it is a mutual commitment between the student-athlete and the
institution. The university guarantees a scholarship for one year in exchange for the student-athlete attending and
participating in whatever sport is involved (not just football). The letter of intent also prohibits most other
institutions from recruiting the student-athlete and for all practical purposes removes the student-athlete from the
national recruitment competition. Once the student-athlete signs the letter of intent offered by the university’s
representatives, that student is no longer able to compete for scholarships from other institutions. So while we can
parse the technicalities of the letter of intent, if the athletic department, which is reasonably taken by prospective
students and their parents to be a fully authorized representative of the university, commits to a scholarship if the
student attends and meets the NCAA minimum eligibility requirements, the university is probably not being fair to
then say that it did not mean to admit the student-athlete. It may be that the athletic department exceeded its
authority in offering a letter of intent to an academically inadmissible student-athlete who is otherwise eligible
under NCAA rules, but this failure is not the student’s failure. Instead, it is a failure of institutional control if
representatives of the institution who do not have the appropriate authority, nonetheless make commitments to
prospective student-athletes. This is not the student’s problem it is the university’s problem.

One way to fix this is to recognize that all applicants, athletic or otherwise, fall into three broad categories: those
whose academic accomplishments in high school are stellar or obviously acceptable, those whose academic
accomplishments in high school are poor and obviously unacceptable, and a group in the middle who may be OK
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and may not be OK. The first group, we admit enthusiastically, offer merit scholarships or early admission, and
otherwise court. The second group we gracefully reject. The middle group however, we agonize over. How many
of these should we admit, knowing that many may have difficulty achieving academic success? Some may have
special talents we want (they sing, they dance, they play tennis, they write poetry) even if the rest of their
academic credentials are marginal. Perhaps they belong to a group we need to balance the diversity of our student
population by region, ethnicity, gender, or international perspective. Some in this group may have famous or
influential parents or patrons. All of these elements enter into a decision about admission for members of this
middle group. Whatever the special circumstances, these student are rarely admitted on a simple merit basis
referenced to rigid numerical standards driven by standardized tests and high school GPA’s.

One way to deal with the recruitment of stellar but perhaps marginally prepared student-athletes is to have a 
special admissions committee that deals with these marginal cases (high talent or other desirable quality in one 
area, marginal academic preparation otherwise). This committee, appointed by the academic side of the university 
and including admission professionals, reviews these cases and makes a judgment based primarily on whether 
they believe the desirable if not fully prepared applicant has a reasonable chance to succeed academically. They 
may also consider whether the unit of the university seeking admission for this candidate has support systems in 
place capable of helping the student succeed with special tutoring and remediation where needed. If the committee
says YES, then the athletic department, the music department, or other interested departments can recruit the 
prospective student. If the committee says NO, then this student is no longer eligible to be recruited by anyone in 
the university. The committee should make its decision as early as necessary for the recruitment to take place, and 
the timing issues will be different for violinists and tennis stars. As in all things controversial, an interested 
department (music, dance, or track) can appeal a negative decision to the provost or chancellor/president, but these
worthies would likely find it wise to strongly back a carefully appointed academic committee.

The university must keep track of the results of these decisions. If the committee admits talented but academically 
marginal students, do these students eventually graduate? If they drop out, why did they drop out? Over a 
relatively short time, the institution will have a good sense of how well its committee predicts academic success in
these special cases.

The university should not permit its representatives to promise what they cannot deliver and it should not deny its 
own departments and programs timely decisions about who can be recruited for admission. If there are issues 
about intercollegiate athletics in general or the academic performance of student-athletes, these issues should be 
addressed directly, rather than through controversies about special admissions which affect many more 
prospective students than just those with athletic talent.

Sunday, July 29, 2007 at 9:26 am EST
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Differential Pricing   
(1 comments)
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The New York Times noticed in its edition of July 29, 2007 the introduction of differential tuition by field into 
some public universities. While the notion of explicitly charging more for business or engineering majors than for 
history or English is hardly new, the desperate search for additional revenue to sustain university operations has 
led to more explicit pricing strategies such as this one. Partly this is because the consumers, the students and their 
parents, can be convinced that the extra cost of a business or engineering degree will be recovered after 
graduation, and the extra quality the premium price buys will be reflected in the marketability of the graduates. 
Sometimes these strategies reflect state rules that may permit additional specific fees but not general tuition 
increases. All of this reflects the continued shift of parts of public higher education into the fee for services rather 
than the public service business.

However, even though this may appear dramatic and ominous, in fact, most large universities, as well as many 
small colleges, have always used an invisible form of differential pricing. When a campus charges the same fee 
for all majors, and some majors cost more to produce than others, the participants in the low cost majors are 
subsidizing the participants in the high cost majors. Similarly, when the tuition and fees for all students are 
uniform, those students who take small classes taught by distinguished professors, participate in honors programs, 
and otherwise enjoy high cost instructional environments are subsidized by the tuition and fees of those students 
who take ordinary large classes taught by adjunct professors, who do not qualify for honors programs, and who 
move through the university without requiring special services.

The rationale for these cross subsidies is that the standardized tuition and fee pricing permits students to make 
choices about their academic careers without consideration of differential costs. This charming notion comes of 
course from the experience of small private liberal arts colleges where the academic environment is limited, most 
classes in all fields are small, and the institution may not support the highest cost programs available at major 
research universities. Also, of course, some elite private colleges have the high tuition and endowment income to 
support subsidies of whatever kind to produce whatever instructional environment seems appropriate to them.

As public higher education continues to struggle with the tremendous pressure to deliver the highest level of 
quality to its students (and their parents) and the lowest cost to their political sponsors (legislatures), we can 
expect to continue to see various forms of pricing designed to resolve the conflict between quality and cost. In the 
end, the most successful public institutions will probably find a way to use all the possible techniques: raise 
general tuition and fees, increase financial aid for the needy, create special fees for special programs, and raise 
external dollars to support quality enhancements. The critical challenge for all quality public institution is 
acquiring the revenue required to purchase the quality demanded by its constituencies.

Monday, July 23, 2007 at 3:18 pm EST
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University Presidential Memoirs   
University presidents are a varied lot: some charismatic and charming, some dour and solid, some charlatans and
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others true believers. Those of us who have watched, and lived the cycle of presidential performance often wonder
if there’s a predictable set of characteristics that would define the successful, triumphant institutional leader. We
read studies of the university presidency, follow the ups and downs of individual careers, handicap the likely
outcome of this or that public presidential controversy, but in the end, we find it difficult to sort out the elements
of singular leadership. Of course, many successful presidents imagine that the quality of their achievement came
from within themselves, while those whose time in office was painful and unproductive will emphasize the
context that prevented success. Truth of course is somewhere in the middle, success coming from a combination
of personal characteristics, talents, and skills matched to particular opportunities and limitations of place and time,
combinations rarely repeated and difficult to emulate.

In the genre of presidential memoirs, one of the best is by the legendary president of Indiana University, Herman 
B Wells, whose book Being Lucky: Reminiscences and Reflections (1980) provided a sane, fascinating, and 
realistic appraisal of his long and remarkably successful reign with an admirable recognition of the luck that made
success possible. A more recent addition to this literature comes from the pen of James J. Duderstadt, former 
president of the University of Michigan. A long-time leader of the Michigan enterprise in many roles ending up as
president for most of a decade, Duderstad offers his perspective in The View from the Helm: Leading the 
American University during an Era of Change (2007),
and produces a fine example of the genre. Reflecting a deep understanding of the challenges and rewards of a 
lifetime of university engagement, and with the wisdom born of many battles, mostly won, a few lost, the book is 
required reading for those interested in the career and inner life of major public university presidents.

Duderstadt’s approach, surely a reflection of his engineer’s background, is thorough, comprehensive, complete,
and careful. At times, the effort to fully explain and celebrate the history and accomplishments of the University
of Michigan wears a bit, but in the end, the reward is a truly perceptive and candid commentary on the changing
nature of the public university and its impact on the presidency. No short commentary can do this book justice,
except to recommend it. The analyses of governance issues, of the increasing difficulty of managing politically
generated boards, and of the fragmented nature of campus culture are exceptionally useful. Duderstadt works hard
to keep his optimism intact and his enthusiasm for the game high, but in the end, this is not an altogether cheerful
story.

And we ask ourselves, we who live in similar contexts: If one of the most successful university presidents of our
time, who lived and worked in one of America’s premier research universities, leaves the helm with concern and
misgivings, what foolhardy instinct keeps the rest of us at it?
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