
Steven Stepanek:   It's now my pleasure to introduce Dr. Debra 
Humphreys.  As you can see from the slide, (See slide #1) she is 
currently with the Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities.  In my introduction she wanted to stress the fact that 
she, like all of us started out as an academic, and actually did 
teach English for a period of time.  But then, other interest 
started to intervene.  For Dr. Humphreys it was an interest 
having to do with women studies and women in education 
that attracted her interest and through this focus she procured 
a position at the AAC&U, and that led to other promotions and 
to her current position that she now have which is Vice Presi-
dent of Policy and Public Engagement, which I understand is a 
relatively new position.  She's going to be talking this morning 
about; “More for less, the quality imperative and the brave new world of higher education.” Debra.       [ 
 
 Applause ] 
 
Debra Humphreys:   Thank you so much, Steve, and thank you, President Harrison, for being here and not 
only do I want to thank you for inviting me to be here, but I wanted to publicly thank you for all the service 
you've done for AAC&U.  Some of you in the audience may not know that Dianne Harrison has been on the 
board of our association for some time now and is also on our executive committee.  So, in addition to all of 
the leadership that she is exercising here in California, she is helping to bring the lessons of what all of you are 
doing and what you are collectively creating here in the Cal State system to our national association so that 
we can help the rest of the country learn from it.  So, we really thank you, Dianne.  
 
We know that leadership jobs in higher education these days are extremely challenging.  So, every minute of 
her time that we steal from you, we know we're stealing 
from you; we really appreciate that.  I also want to thank 
Michael Hoggan for inviting me and Provost Hellenbrand for 
supporting this event.  It is really, really essential today, I 
think, to bring all of us together especially those of us who 
are sort of on the frontlines or those of you who are on the 
frontlines of teaching and learning to come together to talk 
about how things are changing, what needs to change, what 
needs to stay the same, and what the world of higher educa-
tion is going to be in this thing we're calling a brave new 
world. 
 
To begin,  President Harrison mentioned the LEAP Initiative, 
and I know that a lot of you in the audience have been very 
involved in the LEAP Initiative.  (See slide #2)  I want to get a 
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sense from the audience; how many of you is LEAP something you've only vaguely heard about and/or you 
don't really know that much about?  Don't be shy, raise your hand.  [15 hands go up]  OK, and how many of 
you have been working on one of the various projects related to LEAP?  [12 hands go up] 
  
Not many, so let me back up a little bit and, first, say a little bit about AAC&U and then give you a sense of the 
LEAP initiative. AAC&U is a pretty big tent association in Washington, and the first thing that I will say is that 
we are not a formal lobbying association, we are an institutional membership association.  So your institution 
as an institution belongs to us.  We have about 1,300 colleges and universities that belong to AAC&U and 
we're a little bit unusual in Washington in that they run the gamut of institutional type.  So we have roughly 
half public, half private, we have two-year institutions, we have four-year institutions, we have big research 
universities, we have small liberal arts colleges.  And we bring all of the people from all of those diverse set-
tings together to work together in a quite focused way on the quality of teaching and learning and the quality 
of the undergraduate experience.  That's sort of all that we are about. 
 
The LEAP initiative is an initiative we launched in 2005.  And as you can see from this slide, we really do see 
this initiative as a collaboration.  It's different than a lot of other initiatives we've managed in two ways.  First, 
when we launched in 2005 we, at that time, said, "This is a really big challenge.  We're going to be working on 
it for at least 10 years," which is a pretty long horizon for DC association sorts of projects.  But we also envi-
sioned it as a collaboration with all of you—with our members, but also we wanted very much to bring in peo-
ple from outside of higher education, policy makers, educators from the K-12 system, business leaders, non-
profit leaders, other people who have a stake in our success and in the success of our students. 
 
Now, why did we do that?  Why did we want it to be such a collaborative sort of effort?  In 2005, we looked 
around at the broader environment and thought, "Well, we really need a searching exploration today of 
what quality really means and needs to mean in higher education in the 21st century."  How do we define 
quality as President Harrison has said, and we also felt as we looked at how the rest of the world was viewing 
us, even back in 2005, we had a sense that the public really did not understand very well how colleges and 
universities already had been moving to reinvent higher education in this brave new world.  It's not like we 
were all standing still, but a lot of people on the outside, I think, thought we were standing still.  So one of the 
things that AAC&U felt was, one, we needed to bring together a diverse group of people to say, "All right, 
what does quality really mean?"  And we needed to shine a spotlight on how educators like you were rein-
venting higher education for the 21st century so that we could build public support for the best of our prac-
tices. 
 
So, the LEAP Initiative has a whole bunch of components and I won't go into all of the many strands of work.  
But I will at this point to say that we are extremely grateful to the CSU system, CSU Northridge and a number 
of other institutions that have been very active in the LEAP initiative.  You have really not just taken advantage 
of resources that we've created in LEAP, but helped shaped those resources.  And we are really, really grateful 
for that.  We have looked to your colleagues here at Northridge, Bettina and the whole team on Give Students 
a Compass, Ken O'Donnell at the system level,--we have learned so much from the work that's going on in 
California.  The rest of the country really does look to California for where trends are going—that is actually 
true.  And we are listening really hard to both the great work that you're doing but also the challenges you're 
facing.  And so I just want to thank you because I also know that this is really hard work and, for a lot of you, 
it's extra work on top of already full plates. 
 
So, I mentioned that we launched LEAP in 2005 and it's important to keep in mind the trajectory of time here.  
We had dialogues around the country and we did some research.  We brought together a national leadership 
panel of experts--educators, business leaders, policy mak- ers, et cetera.  And then in 2007, we 

 Dr. Debra Humphreys                Page 76 
“More for Less?  The Quality Imperative in the Brave New World of Higher Education” 

Slide 3 



released a big report called College Learning for the New Global Century which was basically our take on this 
question of, “What is the external environment for which we're preparing students?”, and given that, “What 
does quality really mean?”  I want to stress right at the beginning that we have a pretty capacious vision of 
what higher education can do, what it needs to do--and it isn't just about work.  It is partly about work but we 
have a big vision for what the importance of higher education is in our society.   
 
And you can see this is just one quote from a 
much longer report.  (See slide #3 )  We've tried 
to argue that this kind of education is important 
both for their long-term professional success, 
it's also important for creating responsible citi-
zens who can help solve the problems of our 
society.  And believe me, I'm quite aware of the 
irony of the fact that I flew in from Washington 
yesterday to talk to all of you in part about how 
we have to help students become really good 
collaborative problem solvers, which I have to 
say, it's something that isn't really happening 
very much in Washington DC right now.   
[Audience laughter]  So the irony is not lost on 
me.   
 
But, in this report, (See slide #4) we try to answer the question, at a pretty broad level, “What does quality look 
like in the 21st century?” And as we looked at lots of data about the economy, but also about the society that 
we want our students to function effectively in, we came up with basically one big message which is: narrow 
learning is just not enough.  And on top of that, there are a set of what we have come to call essential learning 
outcomes on which there's pretty much consensus across a lot of groups.  Employers think it, educators think 
it, different disciplines, if you bring them altogether, believe this.  We brought together accrediting groups, and 
when you do that, you discover that no matter what you major in, no matter what school you're in, there is 
broad consensus on what we expect you to know and be able to do when you graduate from college. And 
what you find is there's more consensus that you would think and the lists look roughly like the essential learn-
ing outcomes list.   
 
You have a set of handouts on your table.  And 
you have the full list of essential learning out-
comes.  And I also know that the faculty sen-
ate in the Cal State system, has endorsed 
these as a kind of broad framework for your 
own system-wide work on general education.  
I'll only say two more things about them that I 
think I want to make sure that you notice.  
One is that there are some things on this list 
that are very much tried and true elements of 
a good liberal education.  From the beginning 
of higher education in America, we have al-
ways prided ourselves in providing students 
with broad knowledge of the world in which 
they're going to be functioning--knowledge of 
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our histories, knowledge of science, and knowledge of technology-- all of that has been a part of our history for 
some time in higher education.  We have always tried to provide them with top-notch intellectual skills. But 
one of the things that I think is very important in today's economy is that intellectual skills and practical skills 
are not separate anymore. Intellectual skills are practical skills.  Those two things are coming together.  That's 
a very important message that the economy delivers to us.     
 
We have always tried to provide students with a capacity to be personally and socially responsible in whatever 
field that they enter and in their lives as citizens.  I have to point out the integrative and applied learning which 
President Harrison talked quite a bit about is definitely a strong message that we have heard a lot about from 
the employers we've talked to.  And we at AAC&U have come to call this: The 21st century liberal art, the abil-
ity to take what one is learning in one setting, integrate it with what one is learning in another setting, and 
then apply it in a whole new setting.  And I would say that I think this is our biggest most important challenge.  
It is not an easy thing to teach what I just described but it's probably our biggest task right now.  So this is our 
big vision.  This is the definition that we developed working with our members to try to define what we think 
quality is in the 21st century.  And we created this in 2007.  So remember the timing on this. 
We also have tried throughout the LEAP initiative, however, to not just talk to ourselves, but to pay really close 
attention to what's happening outside of higher education.  And I really applaud the organizers of this meeting 
for taking that challenge on both yesterday and today.  We're no longer able to just function in a little bubble.  
We really have to pay attention to what's happening out there.  Of course, a lot has changed since 2007.  The 
concern on the part of students and their parents about the return on the investment they are making in col-
lege, it was there in 2005, it's even more acute now.  Obvi-
ously, the recession has had its impact. 
 
We also know that policy makers are paying a lot more 
attention to us. (See slide #5)  Ken O’Donnell will recognize 
these slides since I stole one of them from you, Ken.  I 
think I asked permission a long time ago, but I'm still using 
it.  So, in 2009, we all know that President Obama shined a 
bigger spotlight on higher education than is typical in a 
state of the union address.  And his focus in 2009 was very 
much on increasing the numbers of college graduates, pri-
marily to fuel economic growth and to help us dig our way 
out of a recession.  It was a very particular way of coming 
at this.  And, obviously, you are all familiar with the fact 
that lots of philanthropies and lots of other people have 
also been very focused on completion rates.  So that was 
2009 though, and I will say that as I watch the policy envi-
ronment around the country and in Washington, there 
have been interesting shifts.  There's still a lot of focus on 
completion rates,  
 
(See slide #6)  But more recently; this slide is from his 
speech a couple of months ago--the focus is now much 
more exclusively, on access in affordability.  It's still about 
completion rates in terms of the larger picture of where 
the economy needs to go.  But there's a much more in-
tense focus on individual students and their ability to pay 
for college.  I would say that when you look at the public 
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opinion data on this, the student loan issue is the one that is the most urgent among the public.  It's not that 
they don't think college is valuable, it's not that they don't want what you have to give--which is why they're 
pounding on the door to come to Northridge and places like it, but they are very concerned about the loan 
issue and whether the economy is ultimately going 
to help them pay off loans.  And so you'll see, 
there's this narrowing of focus. 
 
(See slide #7)  And obviously, it's true here in Cali-
fornia as well, your own governor is particularly 
focused on this question of completion, cost, and 
debt rates.  Those are three things that have be-
come very, very important.  Now, what policy mak-
ers say influences what we do to an extent.  It in-
fluences how people think to an extent,  
But we also know that the media influences what 
people think.  And I'm sure that you all have had a 
similar experience that I have had reading story 
after story where the framing of the issue is com-
pletely wrong.   
 
 

(See slide #8)   
A couple of years ago, New York Magazine 
did a story, “the university has no clothes,” 
and its tagline was “the notion that a college 
degree is essentially worthless is this year's 
most fashionable idea.”   We have also 
heard the stories about how we're graduat-
ing a lot of students, but there are adrift-- 
they aren't actually really learning very 
much.  Some have covered the economy in 
such a way that they describe it as a brutaliz-
ing economy.  “Frankly, giving the message 
to the students that it  is not even worth it. 
Why bother if there's not going to be any 
jobs for you anyway?”  And then a more re-
cent cover story in a Washington Post Sun-

day magazine and I would say that it's an inter-
esting shift because it's a more reasoned look at what the economy is actually really rewarding even as it is a 
challenging job environment for everyone.  So why do we have to pay attention to this?  Some of this is just 
wrong.  Some of it is just misleading.  But it does influence how the public views us, and it raises the stakes, I 
think, for our ability to do our jobs and how we should respond. 
 
(See slide #9)  On the New York Magazine argument that college is just not worth it anymore: that one is in 
some ways easier because the economics on that are completely clear.  That's just wrong.  There's absolutely 
no arguing that a college degree is worth paying for, it's even worth borrowing some money to get.  AAC&U 
has a whole bunch of slides on our website.  (www.aacu.org/leap/presidentstrust/index.cfm)   I would wel-
come your using them in your own work if you'd like.  We have a whole slide deck we call the “Economic case 
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for liberal education.”  It's probably a hun-
dred different slides, and I've just chosen 
one.  You probably can't see all the de-
tails.  All you need to see is there are 
three lines on this chart.  The green one is 
going up, up, up, the red one is going a 
little bit up, and the blue one is going 
down, they represent changes in the per-
centage of jobs in the economy that re-
quire different levels of education.  The 
green are jobs that require BAs, the red 
are jobs that require AAs, and the blue 
tracks jobs that require high school or less 
and they track from 1989 to 2012.  And 
the big vertical gray bars are the reces-
sions that we have gone through during 
that period.  And so what you see is the 
trend is completely clear that increasingly 
jobs in the economy require a college 
education.  That argument that it's not 
worth going to college economically can be disprove rather easily. 
 
(See slide #10)  I want to focus the rest of 
my comments not on the larger macro 
picture of the fact that we need more col-
lege graduates, rather I want to focus on 
the fact that not only do we need more 
college graduates but we need them to be 
educated with a quality education and 
that quality means something different 
today than before, as President Harrison 
noted.  And I also want to point out that 
this is something that I think neither the 
policy making community nor the public 
really fully appreciates that we actually 
have both a quality shortfall and an at-
tainment shortfall, and both of them are 
pretty urgent.  AAC&U has been trying to 
gather information about how are we do-
ing on these essential learning outcomes 
for some time, and we've been publishing 
reports. 
 
And the first thing to say is that our assessment data is not as robust as we need it to be.  That's the first thing to 
say.  The truth is we don't know enough about how we're doing on these things.  You have the second handout 
that gives you just a snapshot of just some data points that make pretty clear that we are not doing well enough, 
that too many of our graduates are graduating without the kind of problem solving, decision making, communica-
tion skills that they need.   

Slide 9 
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(See slide #11)  So from a policymaker's 
point of view, you might ask, "OK, well, that 
other slide with the arrow going up, up, up is 
pretty compelling, right?  So let's just focus 
on access and completion, and because of 
the debt problem, because of the recession, 
because of the limited public resources 
which we're all very aware of, why should 
we not just focus on access and efficiency.  
And my argument would be that if we did 
that and ignored talking about quality, we 
really would be providing something that 
isn't worth the money that students are bor-
rowing for because the 21st century work-
place really does demand more and different 
capacities, not just more bodies, but people 
who can do different kinds of things.   

 
Our democracy also demands more.  You know, we do need the 435 people back in Washington to have better 
collaborative problem solving skills.  That is pretty painfully clear to all of us.  [audience laughter]  Unfortunately, 
we actually have a quality shortfall on precisely the capacities that are most important both for student success 
in the economy and for our democratic vitality.  I think that we have to prioritize both things.  I'm not saying we 
shouldn't prioritize getting more students into school, getting them prepared for college, getting them through in 
a timely fashion, all of those things really are important.  But if we do that at the expense of attention to whether 
they're actually learning the things they need to learn, we will not be doing them any favors and we will not be 
really fueling our economic recovery. 
 
So I would like to say a little bit more about some 
specifics on what lie behind that employer data 
that we've been generating over the years. (See 
slide #12)   This is a very recent study done by 
two economists, one from MIT and one from Har-
vard.  It was published over the summer in a very 
short document that you can find online called 
Dancing with Robots.  And it tries to look not only 
at the big trends in requirements for educational 
levels and jobs, but what exactly the jobs that are 
left in the economy after the recession, are re-
quiring in terms of demands on workers.  What 
do we really need workers to be able to do?  And 
you'll see that they see a big trend and a big shift 
towards two different kinds of tasks that are 
much more in demand now.  And those are solv-
ing what I would call unstructured problems, 
problems for which there aren't standards oper-
ating procedures.  Because the truth is, if there 
are standard operating procedures to solve a 
problem, we can probably get a machine to do it, right?  We don't actually need a person to do it.  
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However, there are a lot of problems out there for which machines are not well-designed, right?  Witness 
Washington right now, right?  [audience laughter]  You need actual human being working with one another, 
understanding knowledge, understanding each other.  There's a lot of problems that really do require a differ-
ent skill set.  The other thing that they would say is working with new information.  So this, I think, is very, very 
important for us as educators.  We are in the information business, we are in the knowledge business, in the 
knowledge creation business, in the knowledge transmission business.  But really, now, I think we're much less 
in that business and much more in the, OK, here's knowledge.  You can go find knowledge and we need to help 
you figure out how to assess that knowledge, make sense of it, communicate it to other people, figure out 
what's the important knowledge from what's the knowledge that isn't important.  New information is con-
stantly coming at us and we need to raise the bar on how we're manipulating and understanding information 
and knowledge.  And their overall argument is that at all levels of education people need deeper levels of 
knowledge and the skills to apply it. 
 
(See slide #13)  This is just one chart from 
this study that, again, gives a sense of the 
percentage change in the economy of jobs 
that require different skill sets.  So here, the 
red bar is the percentage shift in the num-
ber of jobs in the economy that primarily 
require people who can work with new in-
formation.  The blue are the jobs that re-
quire solving unstructured problems.  The 
orange bar track those jobs that primarily 
require routine manual tasks.  The yellow is 
non-routine manual tasks, and the green is 
routine cognitive task.  And these are shifts 
in the percentage of these jobs in the econ-
omy from 1960 out to 2009.  And this is 
where they are, therefore, prioritizing the 
ones on the top. And what you can see is 
that the ones on the bottom, not all of 
them, but some of them are the ones that 
are either being outsourced or really are 
being replaced by machines.  I mean, they 
are the ones that used to be manufacturing 
jobs that paid a living wage and are now 
being done by machines.   
 
(See slide #14)   
I just included this slide because we are go-
ing to post these slides so you're welcome 
to use them in your own presentations.   
These are their definitions of what the kinds 
of jobs are that they're talking about in 
these different categories. 
 
See slide #15)   
So what does this all add up to?  I've talked 
a little bit about what our focus is as educa-
tors, the kind of essential learning out-
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comes, everything from personal and social re-
sponsibility, to ethical reasoning to knowledge of 
our history and knowledge of the world.  I've 
talked about where policymakers are focused, 
primarily access, completion, affordability.  I've 
talked a little bit about where the media is fo-
cused.   
 
We have spent quite a bit of time talking to em-
ployers and business leaders.  This is someone 
who wrote an editorial in the Wall Street Journal 
about a year ago about coming out of the reces-
sion and what it would take.  And he, too, is very 
focused on what we've come to call, 
“Crosscutting 21st century capacities--problem 

solving, creativity, creative thinking, technology, communication skills.”  And it's those things that he and many 
others believe are going to fuel our eco-
nomic recovery. 
 
(See slide #16)   
So Dianne Harrison mentioned that we've 
been doing some surveys of employers.  
We've now done four of them since the be-
ginning of the LEAP initiative.  We released 
the most recent one in last April.  The slides 
that I'm going to be sharing with you as well 
as additional slides from all of our surveys 
are up on our website.  We encourage you to 
share them with others and use them in your 
own presentations.   
 
The most recent survey we did, we entitled, 
"It Takes More Than a Major: Employer Pri-
orities for College Learning and Student Suc-
cess."  (See slide #17)   
 

And as President Harrison mentioned, we surveyed busi-
ness leaders, but also leaders of nonprofit organizations 
who hire a lot of college graduates.  And we asked them 
a series of questions.  I'm only going to share with you a 
couple of data points from this survey, but I encourage 
you to take a look at the whole thing.   
 
(See slide #18)  I think, for us, one of the things that 
came out most strongly in this survey and in the focus 
groups that we've done over the years is the second bar 
item here.  We asked them about the undergraduate 
major and how important it is relative to these crosscut-
ting capacities.  And we did this very strategically be-
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cause we were doing this 
survey at a time when we 
were watching governor af-
ter governor go narrow with 
data about the undergradu-
ate major.  I can look at how 
much money people who 
majored in this field make a 
couple of years out, right?  
This is a classic example of 
people going where the data 
is, to answer a question that 
the data really can't answer 
which is the value of the edu-
cation that you're providing.  
And they're paying a lot of 
attention to this data be-
cause we have it and we can 
look at it.  It's one thing we 

can look at.  And so we asked this question quite intentionally.  And I wasn't surprised that people agreed with 
it, but I was a little surprised at how high the number is.  93 percent of the employers that we talked to said 
that, "Thinking critically, communicating clearly, and solving complex problems is more important than an un-
dergraduate major.”  It's not that 
the undergraduate major isn't im-
portant, but if you don't have those 
other things, then what it says on 
your transcript really doesn't matter 
to me as an employer.   
 
We also see some of the other 
things President Harrison mentioned
--innovation, for instance.  Employ-
ers are very concerned about getting 
people who can creatively move 
their agenda and their industry for-
ward.  The other big message is that, 
frankly, it's a both/and vision.  (See 
slide #19)  It's not either /or, it's not 
either liberal education or technical 
skills.  It's actually both. It's, yes, you 
need broad knowledge, you need 
these crosscutting capacities, you 
also need skills in particular field 
areas.  About 55 percent say that's 
the key to long-term success.   
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