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ALTERNATIVES TO
FEDERAL,LEADERSHIP IN STUDENT. CONSUMER INFORMATION

`Joan S. 'Stark and Patrick T. Terenzini

The types of information supplied to prospective1students by

,colfeges'and universities have recently 'received considerable,attentfon

from outside the academic community. Since 1975, when the need to

account foP student'aid funds
stimulated the Federal Interagency

Committee on Education to label the Postsecondary student a "consumer,"

the federal,gOvernment has moved rapidly owar centralized system

intended to protect students from po ibly mislea ing advertising by

colleges and vocational schools. This new federal guardianship is

lodged in eligibilitx requirements for participation in various student

aid programS.

The call for more detailed information prior to a student's

enrollment tn.postsecondary edgcation.stems largely from evidence,that .

4
,

. e

some financial

,

aid recipients have made poor educational investments,
4

Ostensibly because they lacked adequate knowledge of the institution and

its poltcies. Although the presumption that studehts will make wise

.

:investments if they possess certain types of information remains

undemonstrated;
the idea appeals to common sense and therefore has,uceimed

wide acceptance. .Z4

Early assumptions
concerning the items of infortliation that might

_facilitate more rational student choices among educational:opportunities

Prepared as a workshop discussion paper for the National Conference on

Higher Education, Chicago, March; 1978,
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/were heavily b4sed on proprietary uhooliCandals. involving federal loan .

-

defaults. These assumptions, now incorpoated into law through the

Education Amendments of 1976 andrules promulgated by the Office of

,

Education, the Veterans Administration, 40d,for proprietary institutions,

the Federal Tr4de Commission, require institutions to supply specific

. .

Y

types of inform4tion to applicants. Except for thoseA.ules that deal

directly.with financial aid information .41d costs of attendance, however,

there is little'evidence that the mandated items follow either from

a knowledge of sludebtss decision-making )t.o.cesses or from generally

accepted educational principles. Rather, the emerging system for

regulating student information appears to-be based on the supposition that,

given.the opportunity lleges neglect student welfare in favor of

A

.
increasing institut lonal enrollments. Colleges and vocational schools 0

are believed to deMonstrate little concern for helping students make
o

sound educational thoices.

. Federal lawmakers have been, and continue to be, strongly encouraged,

:in their move toward more detailed informotion by student lobby groups

and_ consumer advocates. ,These well-intentioned organizations have seized

an opportUnity to press for a variety of fjvored re' rms that can be

linked to consumer Information, rangingfrOm pro rata refund policies

to mandatorY evaluation oflaculty by students. Although the current

'regulations applying to colleges and universities do not specify the

precise content or fdrmat of the required information, the distinct,

possibility exists that more detailed specifications will _be forthcoming.

Indeed, this prospeCt has becoMe more potent with the introduction of

a bilk in- the 1977 Congress which, hadlt not died in committee, would '

5
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have placed colleges-under thg jurisdictio n of the,Federil Trade CodiMi7.

' State regulatory agelies and 'coordinating, commissions, too, have

begun to take a more active role in supervising the'information colleget

circulate. While some states, such as Oregon and Minnesota, have

previously been involved inlproductive' ventures to,pebve'student
: ./.

choice, other states have i4ted belatedly to guard their traditional
off - ...

...

role as ,pimary dducationaOautherities from additional fderal-intrUsi
,

on.
.

One state,New York, has enacted the federal law nearly verbatimsand lOs

proposed considerably more deitailed reporting formats for colleges.. ;

,P

While these efforts have:educational overtones, the student consumer,

formation system that has begun to emerge at both state and federal

level ily intended to ensure that tazpayers' funds are 41nt

for their intended-purposes,.
,44

1 4 4

.
Cd11,pgiate institutions and their Washington representatives have

beenquick to4pcilticiie government initiatives and, in some cases, have

. -

successfully argued for a less,,stringlht intepretation of the new laws
, t . .

, . 4
than was originally contemplated. College representatives have protested

1* .-
.

I ,
that the flew regulations are expensive, illegal, unfair, and'interftre '.

.1
.

.

unduly in internal educational Matters. Although Mott colleges admit

that the infoimation they Oroviiie might be expanded to help students

°

make more informed decisions, the colleges themselves have so far done

. little to Suggest Constructive 'alternatives to the federal rules.

Perhaps the most valid argument against the,new federal regUlations

is the one most seldom heard -- simply that the'requirements" do not rovide

i
a solution to the problems students face-when chopting'among colliges.

6
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The new rules will be ineffective, not because they are expensive,

illegal, lair, or intrusive, nor because the government has insufficient

pekonnelfOr adequate enforcement. They will be"ineffective'precisely 2

'because in their present form they are unlikely to help students make

better choices. Not only is much of-the required informationlargely

irrelevant to educational choice, but the rules provide neither for

.

the encouragement of new attitudes among students and.institutions,

.nor for the\deveTopment of positive relationships that alreabyovist.

Students\should be encouraged to view their-prospective colleges

as sources of assistance in decision-makjng, rather than as adversaries,

and to judge institutions on educationally relevant criteria, Colleges

must see the required infoImation in terms of their clear professional

A obligations to students and ih terms of their potential for enhancing

the educational process. 'Unfortunately, aSithe current pseudo-support

_system for students becomes entrenched, students may begin to judge

whit is educationally'important in light of the reguratipns issued.

Students may ignore advice crucial to sound educational decisions,

while'colleges may begin to develop policies and practices to meet only

minimal compliance standards. For institutions, finder such cir mstances,

the "standard" could become doing as little as possible. Thus

present system, which has .involved neither students nor colleges its

. conception, iipoot only unworkable, but, has dangerous'implications for'

education.

Increasing size and complexity of institutions, unexamined tradition,

entroaching bureaucracy, and escalating competition for students in

rgcent ears may have caused college cpncern for student deciSions to
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. .
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be less obvious. But the threat of federal action has stimulated the

discussion Of at(trnative systems among colleges that are oftdn slow

to respond to changing times until external forces cause them to do so.

Colleges are now conscious that they have not fully accepted the

obligation of developing adequate information for prospective-stUderas.

There'are many practical as well as educational reasons why college's.
t

and universities desire to uphold standards of fair practice and academic

integrity which far exceed the federal guidelines fOr supplying.

information to applicants. First, colleges are constantly studying

4

their students and are test prepared to determine what information will

be helpful to students in terms' of each institution's unique environment.

In a time of declining enrollments, colleges are anxious to maintain

the public true t by accepting their responsibilities for assisting.

students. Second, there is considerbble eVidence that join(.4 t involvement

of students and colleges in developing informitiopmaterials given to

.prospective students can servg as an adaptive mechanism leading to

institutional improve nt. The concerted action of colleges and

universities in roviding be ter infOrmatfon for students is more likely

to be'cost-effective than the development of bureaucratic mechanisms

.for enforcing externally deOsed solutions.

To translate the good intentions of institutions into more fruitful

advicefor students, a uselle?"-and "consUmer" assistance system, rather

than an enforcement or protection system, is needed. Such a system

must be based on obligations to students and on educational principles ,-

'rather than on vested interests and accountability requirements for

a
a
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federal funds. Colleges must assume the responsibilitrfor describing

that information most needed for students to make wise educational
1

decisionS and for conveying to the public the import/nce of full

utilization of the inform!tion in selecting among educational options.

Suclilan assistance system must be developed through a process which

is sufficiently flexible to evolve with changing times and conditions

and which utilizes the best knowledge of colleges and their students

in a cooperative venture. Most importantly, the information

development process must encourage attention to the clearer specification

of educationaroutcomes, and to the evaluation and'i4rovemetit of

educational quality based on well- documented criteria rather than on

isolated incidents ofstudent complaints.' few such constructive goals

of a consumer assistance system for postsecondary education are likely

to be met by federal or state rules that, est on threats and penalties

rather than on positive incentives.

In considering alternative syste for assisting students i41 obtaining

and.utilizing more adequate info ation for college choice, several

important ques ions need to be answered, and several loci of responsibility

might be identilfied as alternatives to further federal actton. The

questions,include:

1. Can clear guidelines be developed to characterize information

which is necessary, useful and utable by prospective students

1

The characteristics of such a system are given in more detail- in

The Many Faces of Educational Consumerism by Joan S. Stark and Associates,
Lexington, Mass.: D.C. Heath, Inc., 1971: p.201.
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of varied ages and backgrounds in choosing among educational

o

institutions?

2. Will institutions cooperate in developing and adopting such

'guidelines' and in determtning appropriate roles for themselves

and for government agencies?

3. Can theguidelines, cdoperattve spirit among cotleges, and.
I

efforts of the many responsible agencies be coordinated in

a wort(able system that will utilize available resources,

energies aid concerns constructively? .

4. Can a systemibe structured that will distribute the responsibility

for better 'educational information among agencies that deal with
ew

individuals at all levels of educational consideration, from

( childhood to adult?

Developing educationalltmeaningful information guidelines

*

Substantial progress, has been made in determining what information

is.useful to students in decision-making. From 197.5-1977, eleven

postsecondary'institutions and four resource agencies, constituted as

, a National Task Force on Better I1nfo6atidn for-Student Choice,

cooperated in exploring this question. They conducted national and

local surveys of student information needs, related theie to information

educators and studentq on campuses felt was important, attempted to

develop the needed informatibq for each institution,.and experimented

with the format which might make the data most useful to students.
2

d.

2A report of the Task Force's.activi6es and a handbook illustrating and

analyzing its productt will be published by the American Association for

Higher Education In early 1978; ,

, .

4 ' 10
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A somewhat similar project Was conducted by the Virginia State Council

for Higher Education during the same'time period.

As a result of these studies, it is now clear that prospective

postsecondary students value information which `they believe is not

presently available,- including more 'complete financial'aid,information,

Otailed descriptions of instructional programs'and teaching effectiveness,

and the relation of education to:Ttiture careers. It isalso known that

certain types, of students, such as minorities and adults,' have

, specific concerns often unaddressed by general information. Differences

in the kinds of information that are most useful to stUdenits in'

considering institutions-of diverse types have,also been clarified.

Students cid note at'present, view the proportion "of entering

siNdents who complete progr ams at the institution as important in

their considerations, nor .are they particularly interested in reports

of the experiences of'enrolle'd students in manyareas of campus life.

"Some'educators, in contrast, recolpize that student experiences do not

( afWays'coincide with, written policies and believe that students should
, *

be encouraged to consider both stated policies and behavioral reports
'....

, , . .

from representative samples of enrolled students\ . As one Task Force Olv

member put it, for any given'program or educational activity, applicants

should know Now many students participate? To what effect?.And what

'opinion have they of it,afterw;;d?" In keeping with thi4ew, the

Better Information Task Force attempted to develop information to,help

3
Theodore J. Marchese. "Better*Information fbr Student Choice: The

Basic Argument." Address delivered.at the National Conference on Better
Information for Student Choice, Washington, D.C., March, 1977.

e
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studen4 answer the qde stidn:-"What is likely to happen to me'if I

ent411 at this institution ?'' The information dev included
. .

. ,

Clearer statements of policies,, data that'indicated actual student

experiences,
Iand reports of student views of college programs and

services.

Although student self-reported needs Can,now be summarized with some

4

'accuracy, subject to institutional and personal variations, further

research' i's needed d detelmine whether supplying this desired information
;.

, . .

or that viewed s important by educators or government officials will

' influence student decisions,. Until suchresearchlhas been conducted,
.A .1

.

..

tbe definition of ;'better information" will continue to be unclear and

,

\ must in clude those items considered important by all three groups.

Only'continued cooperation among colleges-in determiningAr impact

of informatiqn when if is supplied to appliCents can support a rationale

-for providing one type of information over another: Althpugh°the

understanding ofswhat information will help students make better decisions

among colleges has takeh quantum leaps in the past three years, much.

' work remalns*to be done before colleges can claim to have fulfilled

their responsibility in taking a lea'dership'role in the information issue.

Will institutions cooperate?,
.

..
.

The workof the National Task Force on Better informigpn for
.

Student Cho icb illustrates one type of cooperation. The member

institutions jointly addressed issues

.

Of studentlinformation needs end

12
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delivery and modified-basic components of their information systems in

an effort to facilitate students' selection of.a college. In general,r

however; each institutiop examined the information needsof its own

applicants and constructed its own responses. Although the sharing

of ideaS was fruitful, no concerted effort was made intthis preliMinary

venture to develop Onsistency in the types of informatiOn provided

by the various schools and colleges pa'rticiplating.4 Only near the
. .

conclusion of the project was sufficient evidenCeavailable to discuss'

meaningfully some of the types of information that are most important

and might be developed in a consistent way to foster improved student

_choice,
5

Even at that time,,it was clear that the importance of

informationivaried with the type of college and final agreements would

be difficult to achieve.

' A new Center for.Helping Organizations Impro-ve Choice in Education

(CHOICE)/ is now bUilding on this early work by extending:the guidelines

begun.by the Task Force and encouraging institutions .to become involved

in a cooperative project that will include both attempts to develop

comparable information and a research design to determine whether the

information influences student views. Although institutions involved in

this new cooperative project will.receive technical assistance, collegial

. 4A
A major exception was a group of intitutions, workinlonider the guidance
of the College- Scholrship Service; that agreed upon guidelines for
presenting financial aid information consistently. See Makin It Count,

_ College Entrancg Examination Board, 1977. 6

5
For a discussion of such items, see 'Providing Comparable, Information to

Prospective Students, ". Lenning,.J.S. Stark, and P. Wishart. Working
paper available from CHOICE, 227'Huntington Hall, Syracuse Universi=ty.
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ssupport and'data analysi s services, they will be resgonsible (unlike

the Task Force institutions). for funding the new informatin,development

ek,

on their own. campuses'af4r reaching agreements with similar colleges

about ventures which might be tried cooperatively. *though only twenty

;institutions will be selected for the cooperative project in 1978 -79, 0

1inking consultant service will extend the activities to ainuch

larger group of colleges dUr'ing 19792t0%\--

t

.

Initial response to the CHOICE pr:ojecFind cates strong interest \

.among colleges in facing theprOtilem of better information for students. .

.

.

-... ,...., _ .

. ..,

. .

During the six weeks of publicity, which reached 3200 collegibte

institutions,dpproximately one-eighth took time to respond to a survey

assessing' their knowledge of the better information issue and soliciting:

information abOut activities on their campus. Duringthe same time

period, about 150 colleges hdve contacted CHOICE concerning participation

in its cooperative, project._ These results indicate that colleges are

generally aware of public concern for better information and are

aVvely'engaged inconsideing appropriate responses.

The .strategy used by CHOICE to encourage colleges to develop

,

better information cooperatively reprqsents a radical 'departure

both the manner in which, federal regulations wereintroduced andfrom
..

simt ar disseminati'n and developlient projects,in higher education..
-

erhdps most importantly, the usual funding incentives will not be

pfavided to participating'colleges. The CHOICE plan assumes that

colleges will accept the challenge and responsibility of beginning to
A N

provide consistent information that is educationally meaningful in-

corder that new information systems can be structured on sound knowledge

of student needs. In addition, CHOICE has based its activities on

1 4

.

1
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.

principles of organizational deielopment and adoPtion of new ideas:

, ,

the organization must see the relative advanta of the riew aporaal.

over customiry'practice,,be able to obser the res, s obtained by,s
,-7 I A

others who have adopted the new 1 find the-new approach, compat4fe
.. ,

Vdth 'its goals and standard; view the new -approach as reasonably simple'

to intra0dce-in
.

limite setting, be able to obtain necessary assistance,

and=be able to impTem the new idea on a pilot basis without

. Imajor organization Testructurinr.6- fKese guidelines issume a

e
willingnes's of rol.leges that possess substantial motivation to improve

information or students to provide leadership for other institutions.

-'workaVe consum0^ asC:tance system

=

The agencies which might take prime responsibility for developing

an effec-tiye consumer assistance system are numerous. They include:,

(a) the higher education associations and accreditors, traditionally

the standard bearers for colleges; (b) a voluntary educational service
WI

utility, such as the College Board; (c) state agencies already involved

in collecting and disseminating educational information; (d) a n

of agency acceptable to both colleges anl !governmental bodies tha

exercise responsibility and provide leadership. The three types of

existing agencies mentioned above have, tab some extent, been involved

already.
,

' For example6he American Council on Educatien..haS already 'surged

colleges and universities to examine their'information practices in light

4
6
See E. 11. Rogers and F.F. Shoemaker, Communication of Innovations: A'

Cross Cultural Approach. New York:-Free Press, 1971.

16
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(of- changi "times and'new public dematids..7 In cooperation with the

, Council n Postsecondary Accreditatipa, ACE has been drifting a code o

goodp actice for' institutions in 'the areas, of- information andother,'

)

college.-stud t:relationships: Such w,code will increase conscfouness

,of-long-acce ted responsibilities and ojs anothei. step,in a Cooperative '

direction by estahlished groups that already have'the respect and suppor.t

of colleges.

Several sateillevel efforts are now underway that epitOmize the type

of concern for student information necessary in a workable system. Some

of these projects have successfully involved colleges in their planning

and execution of state-wide eduCation irettories, ,Oregon's educational

and career information system is now being used as a model for an eight-

state pilot project in occupational information, while'New York is testing

the usefulness of publig libraries for supplying

students.

tion to proS`liectiVe,

r

The College Board, the National Center fon Higher Education Management

Systems, and 111ducation Commission4Of,tha States all participated i .1he

National Task"Force on Better'lnfOrm4tion and have disseminated their

findings about better inforMation for students. As non - profit eUdcationl

4

service agencies with considerable experience in college choice, one of

"these.agencies could assume a leadership, role, but-their efforts might be

hampered by the strong feeling of students that they respond more to college

interests tha' hose of students.%
6

A poten ially

7

ful m not now in-existence might be.a

See New Expectations for Fair Practice; byllaine 41: El-Khiwas, distributed

free by the American Cquncil -op Education.
4

""
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state agency which would allow constructive interactiOn between colleges

and Aovernment, a flexible service orientation ta students5 and a

broadly based governing arrangement invOlVi'ng all interested parties,

in policy formulation': The prfma"ry ciiterion'of,success for such a

system is that student counseling betome a priMary and positive focus
,

The work now being undertaken by- CHOICE may lay the!nyork
1 .

for such a, model since 1) it involves the institutiOns directly\in

a self- improvement effort, based, on educational,concerni; 2) it fosters

%.

direct student involvement on each campus where those enrolled can be
.

most Effective in helping protpective studentS4 and it. serves as

a communication link between private and governmental agenoiet. A new

%.0

systeni might merge.the° firm knowledge base anti cooperative spirit

arlong institutions that CHOICE i building with the concerns of state and fedet'al

authorities as well as those of students in.a way,that remains'neutral

and helpful.

One role CflOIdE Will play of stimulating thinking about such

a system among both institutions and governmental groups. Currently, one

possibility to be carefully considered isAne newly proposed Educational.,

Information Center system. 41t,the.Sametime that Congress adopted is

regulatory ap4oact to student information in the Education Amendments

of'1976, it provided an oppoftUnity for states to accept'more respontibility

for informing students about postsecotidary opportunities. Congress

authorized Educational 'Information Centers (EIC), to be funded jointly by

the states and the federal government, and to be established within

. commuting distance of Citizens in every statethat submits a comprehensive

plan for their establighment. Although the EIC mission is to provide

4
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to

educational 'nform8tion, counseling and referral services regarding -

postsecondary education, the manner in-which this will be accomplished and

the sources of the information have not 'yet been defined. Such .

Educ9tional Information Centers, unforme4 and unfettered by tradition

. . ..9; , s

or objiga4ons to any institutional'constituency, have great potential

fo/creating a consumer assistance syStem.8
/

,.,
.

In late February, 1978, personnel' cha/rged with the i'esponsibilitiei

of planning for the.EICs- in dyer forty states met in Denver under

the'auspices of the Education Commissiomdf theStates; the College

Board, 'the Institute for Educational- Leadership, and the National Center

for Educational Brokering. Topics of discussion included existing.

and potential models that could be used for ar incorporated into the

EICs,,includipsistateTw4de telephone networks, computerized career

information systems, adult community counseling centers and existing.

library Units. The conference was directed at developing state-wide

plans which embody various functions necessary for adeqUate dissemination

of educational information, particslarly to adult learners. With the

except ion of the data bases from which a computerized system can be

constructed, little attention was given to the types, sources, or

accuracy of information to be disseminated. AlMost no mention we% made-

of involving educational institutions in the activities of the,proposed

EICs.

Although the initial thrust of the EICs will 'undoubtedly be on

co llecting and 'dispensing information "now available', the Centers might

8 Variations on this idea are found in.Stark, op. cit.

18
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unArtake, in adds n, the types of activities for which CHOICE is

building models. he EICs, if properly staffed, could be involved in

the continuous process of determining what information is essential

of that information through or-campus

to students of various types, in assisting colleges in the development

fforts, in investigating the

impact of the information on students, and in peer monitoring of the

types of information being ppplied by 4stitutioos.

Although the idea of supplying comparable information on a state-wide

basis is more acceptable to colleges than a federal system, and while

Students are more likely to develop a sense. of their own responsibility

if the EICs take do a- counseling thrust, the mistakes evident in the /

initialqederal moves toward better information for student consumers,

should not be repeated as the ElCs develop. The structuring of plans to

.
involve the interest of tolleges themselves in better student choice

is essential to long-range success of a new educational advisory

system.

As yet there j6 little, awareness among colleges and universities

concerning the planning of the EICs in most state's. Neither have

high school guidance counselors bedn asked'to contribute the knowledge

and experience they have acquired over many years of counseling students

about postsecondary opportinsties.. Yet, the involvement of these groups..

in the cooperative setting of standards Of comprehensiveness and accuracy

in the information to be disseminated is crucial. The emergende of a new-
, , r

setting allows for utilization of the best that is known about producing

.

attitude change among students and institutions and for creating a system

O
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that can' respond to changing -needs'. Such knowledge must, however,

be consciously. employtd.
.

To the extent that collegs do n t.parlicipate in the development

of these Important centers., their current interest in supplying

. ,

improved inforMation will not be used to best advantage, errors

already entrenched in the federal information regulations may be

compounded, and educators in traditi nal institutions may place

'limited value on the new information centers as aids in their work.

TheFicdemand for acCOunta ility'in providing information

to prospective students and the pr vision for new agencies to serve

this function implies that the-professional obligatiOn of colleges

has" not been met. Nevertheless, it is inappropriate for the

Educational Information Centers to meet a public need for neutral information

merely by dispensing those data published by institutions and

commercial agencies without-conwn for thier accuracy ortheir

helpfulness to students. Similarly, it is important that colleges

and universities not abandon a potential leadership role in- the continual

improvement of information for students either because thd counseling

function has,;,been' assumed by an external agency or because they have

met the letter of the, law. The best thinking and commi tment of all

involved segments o.the edutational and governmental communities

is necessary for an effeCtive consumer a,istance system in postsecondary

education.
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