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An Appraisal by the Higher Education Leadership Council/  
Massachusetts Teachers Association  

of the  
Massachusetts Board of Higher Education: 

Vision Project 

 
 
The Board of Higher Education (BHE) has presented the Vision Project as a 

means to hold the Massachusetts system of public higher education accountable 
to the public and the legislature.  By measuring performance and progress of the 
Commonwealth’s public colleges and universities and making those 
measurements widely available, the BHE sees the Vision Project as promoting 
improvement of the system and creating a foundation on which to secure greater 
public funding for the system. 

 
The broad goals of continually improving the quality of public higher 

education in Massachusetts and of effectively demonstrating the 
accomplishments and progress of the system and its students to the public and 
to legislators are embraced by the MTA and its members.  Thus it should be 
possible for the MTA to work with the BHE in developing the Vision Project and 
bringing about its most positive impact.   

 
At the same time, however, MTA members have concerns about some of 

the basic aspects of the Vision Project’s approach to public higher education in 
Massachusetts and about several particular aspects of the Project.   
 
 
1. The Vision Project should not be viewed as the principle instrument to 

encourage a higher level of funding for public higher education in 
Massachusetts. 
 

MTA members generally do not believe that convincing the legislature and 
the public of the higher education system’s high quality and rate of improvement 
through a set of quantitative indicators is the key to obtaining more funding.  
Without significant increases in the Commonwealth’s public revenues (beyond 
those that would be attained simply by a general economic recovery from the 
current poor situation in Massachusetts and the country), it will be difficult, if not 
impossible, to obtain the public funds that are needed.  While accurate data 
about the system’s operation can be helpful, they will have limited impact on the 
legislature without being combined with extensive advocacy by public higher 
education’s students, faculty, staff, families, and alumni telling their stories.  Also, 
more funding will depend on the widespread acceptance of the principle that 
public higher education (like K-12 schooling) is a social responsibility.  
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2. The Vision Project has an excessively narrow focus, defining what public 
higher education does and should do in a misleading manner. 

 
The Vision Project defines the function of higher education as that of 

providing a more qualified workforce—in particular to meet directly the perceived, 
articulated needs of Massachusetts industry.  In this context, the Vision Project 
gives special emphasis to STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) education and research, and the research specified in the Project 
is only research that “drives economic development.”  To be sure, Vision Project 
documents note that the activities to which it gives emphasis are not the only 
activities that do and should take place within the higher education system.  
Indeed, the goal or “vision” of the Project specifies that Massachusetts should 
produce a well-educated workforce and a well-educated citizenry.  Yet the thrust 
of the Project and the core definition it provides for the function of higher 
education (providing a more qualified workforce) are clear.  Other functions of the 
system are not to be measured within the framework of the Project and are then, 
at best, subordinated. 
 
 
3. The Vision Project advances the principle of pay-for-performance, a concept 

that has problematic—and likely perverse—implications for public higher 
education.   

 
The Vision Project, in its effort to obtain greater public funding for higher 

education in Massachusetts, is based on the proposition that pay-for-
performance is an appropriate way to fund the system.  Problems arise 
immediately in any effort to apply the pay-for-performance principle of the Vision 
Project.  In particular, there is the problem of how performance is measured. 
Education in general and higher education in particular has, as emphasized in 
the previous section, multiple goals.  Therefore to adequately measure the 
performance of higher education—the system or its segments—outcomes would 
need to be measured along several different dimensions. Furthermore, 
sophisticated mechanisms of measurement would have to be employed to 
capture the quality of outcomes that are not readily reduced to numerical 
quantification.  If, on the contrary, measurement is carried out in an inappropriate 
manner, it can lead to perverse results.   

 
Yet complex and sophisticated forms of measurement are costly.  

Because funding is short, evaluators inappropriately fall back on readily 
quantifiable aspects of education and relatively simple measurements—
graduation rates and standardized tests, for example.  The resulting focus on 
aspects of education that are readily quantifiable, however, subordinates, if it 
does not ignore entirely, those aspects of education that are not readily 
quantifiable but that are often more important—for example, students’ ability to 
critically analyze complex problems, their ability to work in teams, or their ability 
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to communicate clearly.  (Furthermore, simple measurements often do not 
measure what they are purported to measure.) 
   
 The pay-for-performance approach that is embedded in the Vision Project 
is closely connected to the concept of “accountability.”  Yet if performance is not 
accurately defined and measured, it is hard to see how accountability can be 
meaningful or useful.  More important, unless the factors bringing about positive 
or negative performance are identified, there is no basis on which to apply the 
accountability concept.   
 
 
4. The Vision Project sets out goals for improving the performance and progress 

of public higher education in Massachusetts without an analysis of the 
challenges facing the system and without an analysis of how these 
challenges affect performance and progress.  

 
 Measuring performance and tracking progress is an insufficient basis for 

improving the Commonwealths public colleges and universities.  The sources of 
progress or problems  must also be identified.  Academic outcomes—graduation 
rates, student learning, and research accomplishments—are not simply the 
results of what goes on inside the institutions of higher education, nor is what 
goes on inside the institutions of higher education simply a result of the 
competency and effort of the institutions’ administrators, faculty and staff.  In 
addition to these important factors, there are additional crucial factors, including, 
in particular, the socio-economic contexts out of which the students come and 
the resources provided to the institutions. 
 

It is well-established that the socio-economic contexts from which students 
come to schools—whether K-12 or higher education—affect both their level of 
performance and the rate at which they progress.  It may not be clear how the 
social and economic backgrounds of students in Massachusetts will affect the 
various measures of the higher education system’s performance.  Certainly 
students’ backgrounds, whatever they are, should never be used as an excuse to 
avoid efforts to improve the higher education system.  With equal certainty, 
however, the relation of students’ backgrounds to performance measures of the 
Vision Project and to efforts to improve the system should not be ignored.  
 
 Likewise, to understand how well or how poorly the public higher 
education is doing, it is essential to look at resources, at the level of public 
funding.  In FY 2010, Massachusetts state appropriations for higher education 
per full-time equivalent student (FTE) were $6,006, a level lower than in 28 other 
states.  Moreover, over the FY 2005 to FY 2010 period, appropriations per FTE 
in Massachusetts declined by 8.5%, while the average decline for the 50 states 
during this period was 3.2% (inflation adjusted).  Of course, these appropriation 
figures do not take into account all resources available to public higher education. 
Yet state funding cuts in Massachusetts are surely adversely affecting the 
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outcomes that are to be measured as indicators of progress in the colleges and 
universities.  Furthermore, if the total availability of funds is maintained by raising 
tuition and fees—as, in fact, has been the case—this will also have impacts on 
the Vision Project’s metrics.  If the goal of the measurements proposed in the 
Vision Project is to determine how well the state’s higher education system and 
its segments are doing, how well the administrators, faculty and staff are doing 
their jobs, this can hardly be determined without consideration of the funding 
issue.  (It is worth noting here that in FY 2012, while the state funding of the 
campuses was being substantially cut, one item in the higher education budget 
was increased—funds for the Vision Project.) 
 
 
5. The Vision Project in the implantation of its Performance Incentive Fund (PIF) 

exacerbates problems it is supposed to help solve and appears to approach 
problems in the Commonwealth’s public colleges and universities with 
preconceived “solutions,” failing to examine alternatives.  

 
Ironically, the Vision Project seems to be exacerbating the funding 

difficulties of higher education.  Not only are funds directed towards 
measurement and evaluation instead of towards the core functions of the 
institutions—and all the more so if the measurements are done properly.  In 
addition, programs internal to the Project, designed to improve performance, 
threaten to draw funds away from vital, central activities of the system. The 
problem can be seen in the handling of the Project’s Performance Incentive Fund 
(PIF), where it seems that the Vision Project’s solution to problems lies in an 
expansion of administrative and academic support programs before the causes 
of those problems have been identified.   

 
Consider the issue of retention and graduation rates.  Research indicates 

what is obvious to many faculty members—namely that the heavy reliance on 
part-time faculty has a negative impact on retention and graduation rates.  The 
use of part-time faculty is especially great in the community colleges but is a 
substantial issue at the state universities and the University of Massachusetts.  
For fiscal year 2013, the BHE has requested that the PIF be financed at $10 
million, and PIF-funded programs are required to be ongoing (even though the 
grants are one-time funds).  The $10 million could be used to fund the salaries 
and benefits of more than one hundred new full-time, tenure-track faculty.  If the 
heavy reliance on part-time faculty is an issue of concern in the Vision Project, 
that concern is well-hidden.   
 

Alternatively, $10 million could have a major impact on retention rates 
were it an addition to scholarship grants.  In FY 2012, state scholarship aid was 
$87.6 million.  Would $10 million added to scholarship allotments directed to 
students attending public institutions have less impact than the programs that will 
be developed through the PIF?  Nowhere, it seems, in the Vision Project are 
these alternative means of improving the system’s performance considered.  
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Instead, there seems to be an assumption that what is needed is more support 
programs with a substantial complement of new administrative positions.  

 
The Vision Project’s PIF seems small in its initial phase, involving a total 

allocation of $2.5 million in FY 2011.  Efforts to expand the Fund to $10 million in 
FY 2012, however, underscore its significance in the Vision Project.  Its role, in 
particular, of modeling the problematic pay-for-performance principle is likely to 
become increasingly important.  Pay-for-performance competition—the approach 
of the PIF—places the public higher education institutions in competition with one 
another and could lead to weaker institutions receiving less funding and thus 
becoming even weaker as they lose in the competition.  Yet, progress of the 
system as a whole—measured by the Vision Project’s criteria or by other 
means—is best served by cooperation and mutual support among the institutions. 

 
******* 

 
The MTA and its members support the goals of demonstrating the 

performance and progress of the Commonwealths public higher education 
system to the public and legislators and of obtaining a higher level of public 
funding for the system.  Yet, if the Vision Project is to move effectively towards 
these goals, it needs to be reshaped in ways that would overcome the 
shortcomings that have been set out here.  The Project should be designed to 
provide a more meaningful, more nuanced, and more accurate presentation of 
the performance and progress of the system.  Moreover, even a more 
appropriately structured Vision Project should be viewed as only one part of a 
program to obtain the public funding that is needed by the public higher 
education system in Massachusetts. 


