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    Broadening access while pursuing excellence is a growing challenge to higher education in the United States.  National and state components of this challenge include: variable and in some areas unprecedented demographic changes, growing demands to increase educational opportunities for traditional college-age students while also serving the needs of older adult populations, and budget and resource constraints that limit public funding and drive up student costs. Within higher education, there is an increasing recognition that broader access must come with excellence, beginning with improvements to assure student success. The components of this challenge include: improving student preparation for college and the workplace, enhancing the quality of academic programs and the performance of institutions, and ensuring that our systems of higher education meet the needs of today’s diverse students and knowledge-based economies.  

    In this context, ensuring broad and meaningful postsecondary access not only takes on additional meaning, it requires state policies that have the capacity to effect such changes. In addition to ensuring adequate numbers of classrooms and institutions, states are being challenged to play new roles in improving the quality of teaching and learning, promoting appropriate student outcomes, and enhancing institutional and system effectiveness. Excellent systems of higher education also require renewed investments in educational infrastructure and technology, in leading-edge research, and in scholarship attuned to global competition. 
     The SHEEO Access and Excellence Initiative reflects three core observations that emerged from a collaborative examination of the demands and challenges facing higher education at the state level. First, policies need to be better informed by rapidly growing information and knowledge about higher education (through improved surveys, data systems, web-based resources, performance assessments, accountability systems, and other means). Second, the available knowledge resources must be shared more broadly and productively to achieve the collaboration and “buy-in” essential for improving policy development, decision-making, and implementation. Third, both the expansion of our collective higher education knowledge and increased policy collaboration require new skills and forms of professional development for those engaged in policy making and implementation.

     By addressing these three needs together, SHEEO believes that state higher education policy-making capacity can be significantly strengthened. With support from the Lumina Foundation for Education and working in close collaboration with other organizations (including the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, NCHEMS, and our state members), SHEEO’s Access and Excellence Initiative will:

1. Organize working groups to develop a set of core policy indicators (and a broader on-line catalog of policy resources and tools) across the following components of higher education policy:  
· student preparation, participation, progress, and outcomes; 
· workforce needs, economic development, research, and community needs; and 
· resources, costs, affordability, and returns on public and private investments. 

2. Develop a useful and adaptable “framework” to integrate core policy indicators and relevant contextual information into a state postsecondary education “policy profile,” to be field tested and disseminated widely through state visits and supported through website resources.

3. Promote the adoption, capacity building, and professional development necessary to foster effective and collaborative use of these resources by SHEEO agencies and others involved in state higher education policy.

Working groups for these tasks will be formed beginning in early 2006. SHEEO encourages inquiries and participation by its state-member organizations and other interested higher education associations and policy researchers.  The working groups, to be appointed and financially supported by SHEEO, will be convened at the State Higher Education Policy Center in Boulder, Colorado, for two or more two-day meetings.  Participants’ expertise and contributed time will also be required to review background materials, comment on draft documents, and participate in a highly interactive process. SHEEO welcomes inquiries and participation in other components of this initiative as well, including opportunities for state visits, conference presentations, and other means to promote broad awareness and engagement.

A longer background paper on this initiative is available on the SHEEO website at www.sheeo.org. All SHEEO staff will participate in this initiative. Comments, inquiries, and expressions of interest for distribution to all SHEEO staff should be emailed to access-excellence@sheeo.org.  Questions and inquiries about specific aspects of this project or requiring an immediate individual response may be addressed to Charlie Lenth at 303-541-1601 or clenth@sheeo.org. 

The impact and ultimate success of SHEEO’s Access and Excellence Initiative will depend in large measure on the efforts and participation of all parties with an interest in improving higher education policy.  We encourage and look forward to your involvement.           
