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le , ,F,utatives of all

8 it7:- in the area of education, totaling

acencies in all. A F,u!,etvrittee of this group has prepared a "strategy"

report on federal involvement in consumerism that provides much of the groundwork

for current federal activity on consumerism. The report argues, for instance,

that consumer provisions for tuition refunds and full disclosure should be part

of all federal-funding programs. It also recommends establishment of a national
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LL:d it useful reading. Only a few of the report's

been implemented thus far. It's likely that, in one form

,L2,sral others will be implemented in the months to come.

-vet the fate of its specific recommendations, the report is useful in
,lf because it provides valuable insight into the consumerism thinking that

has received the most national attention so far. The report emphasizes the need
for "full disclosure" of pertinent information about an educational program,
sometimes to facilitate intelligent decisions by applicants and at other times
to protect students from a number of possible abuses; throughout, the recommenda-
tions' rely heavily on informational safeguards, apparently assuming that accurate
and pertinent information provided before entry into a program will ensure fair
treatment or, at the very least, better consumer decisions about whether to enroll
in a program.

Informational safeguards thus serve as the major points of strategy for
most federal-agency recommendations on consumerism. A similar approach is
reflected in most other national-level activity that has thus far taken place
on the issue. This is partly because FICE or some federal agency has been a
direct or indirect

sponsor of most other
pro-consumer action. The two national
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conferences on consumer protection, while sponsored by the Education Commission

of the States, were funded by FICE. So too, the Model State Legislation for

State Approval of Postsecondary Institutions is a document developed by the

Education Commission of the States with FICE funding. An "informational safe-

guards" approach is also reflected in the focus of a multi-institution consumerism

project of the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education, entitled

"Better Information for. Student Choice."

One difficulty I have with such an approach is its heavy dependence on the

single device of providing better information to students. Better information

should be made available to prospective students, but this is not enough to

ensure what I've taken to be the goal of consumerism -- fair treatment throughout

the course of an educational program. We also need improved complaint or grievance

procedures for students, particularly so that minor problems can be resolved

before they become major sources of dissatisfaction. We need greater faculty

sensitivity to the interests and needs of the student population of today and

to heightened student expectations of them. We need a host of other minor reforms

in institutional operations, dealing with all the various aspects of the institu-

tion-student relationship that were discussed in the workshops yesterday afternoon.

Because I believe that individual institutional
xeforms are needed --

band-aid solutions, if you will -- I wish that I could tell you about a wide

range of campus responses to consumerism taking place across the country. Maybe

I could do so in a few years, but right now the best I can do is mention some

examples of institutional efforts to respond to consumerism issues. Campus

"hot-lines" with information on where-to-go-with-what-problem have been estab-

lished on some campuses. College catalogs have been scrutinized carefully on

other campuses and some institutions have begun providing career-information
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brochures to applicants along with catalog materials. Many campuses, of course,

have long had an ombudsman system or other traditional procedures for handling

student complaints. Often, instead, complaints have been the responsibility of

the student-affairs staff.

One institution has already developed a statement of "faculty obligations"

toward students.
Several others have begun a thorough reevaluation of course

descriptions.
Otherwise, I hear individual anecdotes about instances of greater

faculty sensitivity to consumerism -- as with the professor who told the class

at its first meeting that, while he normally graded students on the basis of the

required two term papers,
he'd gladly give a final exam to anyone who wanted one.

As yet though, despite a slowly growing number of institutions that are

developing a response to the issues, there is no massive, nationwide consumerist

effort taking place on the nongovernmental side of postsecondary education.

Some institutions, or more appropriately perhaps, some individuals have initiated

a variety of campus-level responses. Some education associations, most notably

ECS but recently others too, have begun to turn their attention to consumerism.

Even so, this conference may be one of the first forums for discussion of the

implications of consumerism specifically for the academic program of institutions.

What's next? Where will consumerism be in the next months? One can be

sure that there'll be more federal-government activity. The student-aid bill

now being discussed by Congress, the O'Hara bill, includes consumer-protection

safeguards that are similar to those governing the GSL Program; Representative

O'Hara's bill would extend such consumer-protection coverage to all federal

student-aid programs. So too, Representative Biaggi, New York, has recently

introduced a bill that would establish a computerized Student Aid Data Bank,

designed to provide a quick but comprehensive overview of all aid sources for

which a particular student is eligible. The FICE Subcommittee, too, is in the
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process of developing recommendations for implementation of its earlier outline

of needed reforms.

Whether there will be a great increase in consumerism activity among the

private sector is very much an open question. There's a possibility, or course,

that the cause of consumerism will get a boost from Title IX. The final regula-

tions for compliance with Title IX call on institutions to adopt and publish

grievance procedures to resolve student (and employee) complaints alleging

discriminatory treatment on the basis of sex. In some cases, newly established

Title IX procedures should provide a precedent or a vehicle for adequate

response to the entire range of potential student grievances.

So also, currently available examples of institutional or associational

efforts may provide the impetus for much wider institutional response. A great

deal of the reform in postsecondary education is based on the initial experiences

of a few institutions that, when shared with others through a whole series of

conferences and meetings -- including, for instance, the "idea fairs" sponsored

by the State Education Department -- become the basis for widespread change in

institutional practices. This may be the case with responses to consumerism.

What we need right now is a broad-based debate over the specific components

of a response to educational consumer issues. On each campus, a variety of

institutional policies and practices need to to be reexamined for their

appropriateness;2 conferences such as this one need to be held in order to

facilitate the exchange of ideas and the sharing of information on workable

approaches.

And all of these efforts need to be premised on an understanding of the

real issues underlying consumerism. Whatever we call it, the issues basically

involve fair treatment of students, and the need to have institutional policies
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and practices that can provide a fair, honest and facilitative basis for

student learning.

For once when facing a new issue, we have a set of terms, in fact the

entire consumerism
vocabulary, by which to label the larger social change that

we are experiencing and to which we need to respond. By whatever name, we are

witnessing an increased
sensitivity to and concern over a student's educational

needs. Lawsuits and federal regulations represent merely the more formal aspects

of such concern.

This increased concern
undoubtedly has many sources, from the tightened job

market and the declining economic value of a college degree to the fears of

declining full-time
enrollment and the corresponding increases in the "new

student" component of our clientele, adult students especially. It's no accident,

I would say, that many of the student lawsuits we're noticing recently have been

initiated by "older" students, especially women returning to phool.

Let me conclude on this note. We now face, in great measure, a quite new

set of student needs and interests. They may resemble those of earlier generation

of'students to some extent, but at the same time, they are sufficiently different

that they warrant new policies and practices, a renewed examination of the entire

student-institution
relationship in light of changing student needs.

Footnotes

1Federal Interagency
Committee on Education, Toward a Federal Strategy

for Protection of the Consumer of Education. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department
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2For a listing of areas of institutional practice that warrant reexamination

see Elaine El-Khawas, "Consumerism as an Emerging Issue for Postsecondary Educa-
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