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Executive Summary 

Maryland was one of seven states selected by Lumina Foundation in 2009 to launch a statewide 

initiative to increase productivity in higher education. This report summarizes Maryland’s 

achievements and its challenges in advancing productivity and increasing completions during the 

grant period. 

SPEC Associates has been funded by Lumina to be the third-party evaluator of this productivity 

work since 2008. The seven states participating in Lumina’s productivity initiative were Arizona, 

Indiana, Maryland, Montana, Ohio, Tennessee, and Texas. 

Maryland made progress in expanding the redesign of “bottleneck” undergraduate courses at two- 

and four-year institutions. Bottleneck courses are general education and remedial classes that large 

numbers of students must pass in order to graduate, but in which a large proportion fail to pass. 

Improving student success in these courses would help Maryland meet its new statewide goal to 

increase the share of adult residents with a degree or certificate from 44% in 2010 to 55% by 2025. 

Also during the grant period, Maryland passed the College and Career Readiness and College 

Completion Act of 2013, an omnibus education law with 13 parts that offers a coordinated 

statewide approach to align K-12 schools, community colleges, and four-year universities, and 

increase student completion. The new law, combined with the 2010 codification of the P-20 

Leadership Council, could boost statewide efforts to prepare students for college and support them 

in earning degrees. Among many other mandates, the law includes directives that support “near-

completers” in re-enrolling and attaining degrees, and incentives for students to complete an 

associate degree before enrolling in a public four-year institution.  

Course Redesign Led by Faculty and Supported by 

Governor and Legislature 

The course redesign efforts build on previous work 

within the University System of Maryland that has been 

linked to cost savings and higher rates of student success 

across a range of classes. Since 2006, including the 

productivity work, at least 70 courses have been redesigned in public universities and community 

colleges, and in private non-profit universities serving about 16,000 students.  

The Lumina-funded redesigns were led by willing faculty whose institutions were required to 

provide 20,000 dollars in matching funding. All faculty teaching the redesigned course were 

required to participate in the redesign process. Periodic face-to-face meetings of participating 

faculty encouraged peer support and learning. Higher education leaders said that having faculty 

lead the work contributed to its expansion. A University System of Maryland administrator 

Maryland adopted a state goal to 
increase the percentage of adult 
residents with a two-year or four-year 
degree—from 44% in 2010 to 55% 

by 2025.  
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characterized course redesign as “something that could’ve been seen as a threat to traditional 

higher education but is seen now as an opportunity.”  

Course redesign shows promise of being supported in on-

going ways by the Legislature and Governor. In 2013, the 

state budget included about nine million dollars in funding 

for academic transformation, including professional 

development for faculty. As part of that work, the 

University System of Maryland will complete an additional 50 course redesigns. Also, some 

institutions are now using their own funds to redesign additional courses. 

Some Sharing of Effectiveness and Efficiency Efforts 

The University System of Maryland has a strong history of generating administrative cost savings 

through its Effectiveness and Efficiency initiative. During the grant period, the University System of 

Maryland shared its practices with independent institutions and community colleges. In particular, 

the independent colleges and universities made some progress in establishing a new healthcare 

consortium. The Maryland Association of Community Colleges has held annual completion summits 

since 2010, the first two of which were funded by the Lumina grant, and included both 

administrative cost savings and academic efficiencies.  

Increased Interest in Performance Funding 

A somewhat unexpected outcome of Maryland’s participation in the productivity work was 

policymakers’ strengthened interest in performance funding, which had not been a high priority in 

the state. The legislative action was to request the Maryland Higher Education Commission to 

propose a performance-based funding model in 2013; to work with higher education institutions to 

test and refine the model; to report back to the Legislature in 2014; and to recommend an 

appropriate amount of base funds allocated through performance funding in the fiscal 2016 budget. 

Higher education leaders have voiced concerns about the effectiveness and unintended 

consequences of performance funding, based on the fact that available research from other states 

has not shown significant gains in outcomes.  

A Stronger P-20 Council Still Defining Its Role 

In 2010, the pre-existing Governor’s P-20 Leadership Council was formalized in law as a body 

addressing education concerns from pre-kindergarten through entry into the workforce, with 

representation that includes K-12 schools, higher education, the Governor’s Office, government 

departments, and business. Higher education leaders said that the council is still defining its role 

following the College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013, which identified 

the council as both an advisory body and an evaluator of the state’s college readiness and 

completion strategies. The Legislature did not provide the council with dedicated funding, which 

may limit its effectiveness. 

Some institutions are now using their 
own funds to redesign additional 

courses.  
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Increased Focus on Completions and Progress Toward Degrees 

Maryland’s leaders said that its productivity initiative resulted in increased collaboration among 

the Maryland Higher Education Commission, the University System of Maryland, community 

colleges, and independent institutions, in a state that already has a history of collaboration on 

higher education. Leaders also said that a fundamental change in conversations occurred statewide, 

including a stronger focus on productivity, completions and progress toward degrees, not simply on 

access and enrollments. Throughout the grant period Maryland was developing a new Maryland 

Longitudinal Data System and plans to use it to research and evaluate such matters as the impact of 

online education, dual enrollment, and course redesigns on productivity and completions. 

The grant team that oversaw Maryland’s work featured strong representation from state 

policymakers as well as higher education leaders, including representatives from: the General 

Assembly, the Governor’s Office, the Department of Legislative Services, the Maryland Higher 

Education Commission, the University System of Maryland, the Maryland Association of Community 

Colleges, and the Maryland Independent College and University Association.  

Ongoing data and assessment are important to sustaining Maryland’s progress. The grant team is 

planning a year-long series of symposiums to disseminate information about Maryland’s 

productivity work.  
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Introduction  

Since 2008, Lumina Foundation has invested in Maryland’s efforts to increase the number of 

residents who have high-quality postsecondary credentials. Lumina’s investment was part 

of a multistate initiative that focused on improving productivity in higher education by 

supporting statewide and systemwide efforts to enroll and graduate more students without 

increasing the cost per degree. 

Maryland was one of 11 states to receive a learning year 

grant from Lumina in 2008. Maryland was also one of 

seven states selected for a four-year implementation grant 

in 2009. During the grant period, Lumina developed and 

refined its productivity agenda called “Four Steps to 

Finishing First in Higher Education” and asked the states to 

develop strategies aligned with these four areas:1 

1) 

 

PERFORMANCE FUNDING Targeted incentives for colleges and universities 

to graduate more students with quality degrees 

and credentials. 

2) 

 

STUDENT INCENTIVES Strategic use of tuition and financial aid to 

incentivize course and program completion. 

3) 
 
NEW MODELS 

 

Lower-cost, high-quality approaches substituted 

for traditional academic delivery whenever 

possible to increase capacity for serving students.  

4) 

 

BUSINESS EFFICIENCIES Business practices that produce savings to 

graduate more students. 

Maryland’s productivity work focused on the redesign of “bottleneck” undergraduate 

courses at two-year and four-year institutions, both public and private non-profit. 

Bottleneck courses are general education and remedial classes that large numbers of 

students must pass in order to graduate, but in which a large share of students fail to pass. 

The state’s two other goals for its productivity grant were: 

1. To generate and reinvest savings by sharing 

effectiveness and efficiency practices across public 

and independent colleges and universities; and  

2. To increase and reward completion through 

engaging the Governor’s P-20 Leadership Council 

to advocate for relevant policies.  

Seven states received 

implementation grants: 

Arizona, Indiana, Maryland, 
Montana, Ohio, Tennessee, and 

Texas 

 
"Respondents" and 
"interviewees" referred to in this 
report include state policymakers 
and their staff, higher education 
administrators and faculty, 
business representatives, 
national experts, and others.  
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Partially as a result of working with 

Lumina, Maryland also developed 

performance-funding models and 

adopted a state goal to increase 

substantially the percentage of adult 

residents with a two-year or four-year 

degree—from 44% in 2010 to 55% by 

2025.  

Maryland’s work was overseen by a 

grant team composed of representatives 

from the Maryland Higher Education 

Commission, the University System of 

Maryland, the Maryland Association of 

Community Colleges, the Maryland 

Independent College and University 

Association, the Maryland General 

Assembly, Department of Legislative 

Services, and the Governor’s Office. As 

members of the Governor’s P-20 Council, 

the State Department of Education and 

the Governor’s Workforce Investment 

Board were regularly informed and 

involved in conversations about the 

work. Lumina grant funds supported a 

grant coordinator and a state evaluator. 

As well as receiving grant funding, 

Maryland also received access to 

resources associated with the initiative, 

including participation in a Strategy 

Labs Network. The Strategy Labs 

Network is Lumina’s method for 

delivering contextualized, just-in-time 

technical assistance, engagement 

opportunities, and support to state 

policymakers and higher education 

system leaders—so as to catalyze policy 

action in the Four Steps to Finishing 

First. Maryland’s leaders participated in 

telephone, online, and face-to-face 

meetings in the state and nationally. 

Examples of Maryland’s Strategy Labs 

Network engagement include: hosting a 

 Strategy Labs Network Resources Available to States 

 
Strategy Labs activities included telephone, online, and 
in-person meetings with individuals and groups; 
convenings within states, across states, and nationally; 
and nonpartisan research and information, such as 
policy briefs, reports, and state-specific analyses. HCM 
Strategists served as the primary conduit of technical 
assistance in the states, and other national 
organizations provided resources through the Strategy 
Labs. Many organizations contributed to the states’ 
work. Overall, organizations supporting the Strategy 
Labs included: 
 
HCM Strategists: National intermediary for the 
productivity policy work; managed the advisors in the 
seven states; provided policy experts, technical 
assistance, report writing; and organized cross-state 
convenings. 
 
Public Agenda: National intermediary for engaging 
college and university leaders, faculty, and staff in 
efforts to increase productivity. Provided research, 
stakeholder engagement and capacity-building 
assistance to elevate the voices of students, faculty, 
employers and institutional practitioners to support 
states’ progress.  
 
SPEC Associates:  National evaluation firm, providing 
real-time insights used to develop and manage the 
work across states. 
 
National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices: Advised the intermediaries and developed a 
set of high-level metrics for policymakers to evaluate 
the return on public investments in higher education.  
 
Institute for the Study of Knowledge Management 
in Education: Provided workshops for change and 
hosted the online Knowledge Collaborative to facilitate 
information sharing and peer learning. 
 
Catalytica: Facilitated the use of video-based stories 
for individual, organizational, and community 
transformation. 
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multistate site visit for seven other states exploring Maryland’s course redesign work; 

participating in site visits to other states about Western Governors University, student 

incentives for completion of courses and degrees, and prior learning assessment; and 

receiving technical assistance regarding what works for near-completers and on ways the 

General Assembly can engage institutions in creating incentives to improve student 

progression to graduation and create more lower-cost options.  

In 2008, Lumina asked SPEC Associates (SPEC) to evaluate its investments in Maryland and 

the other six states participating in the initiative. This report presents SPEC’s findings and 

analysis regarding the state’s achievements. Data collection for this evaluation ended in 

December 2013. 

Beyond describing what Maryland accomplished, SPEC examines factors that appeared to 

contribute to and/or challenge this work. The first section of this report focuses on the 

state’s activities and outcomes within the initiative’s agenda for change: the Four Steps to 

Finishing First. The second section provides insights about the state’s experiences across 

the Four Steps, including identifying some challenges and opportunities facing Maryland 

that extend beyond the scope of Lumina’s investments.  

Many individuals and organizations contributed to this evaluation and they are listed in 

Appendix I. Appendix II describes the evaluation methodology.  

Any conclusions in this report are those of SPEC Associates and are not meant to represent 

the opinions of any other individual or organization affiliated with this evaluation. 
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   Four Steps to Finishing First 

   I. Maryland’s Achievements 
 

This section examines Maryland’s activities and achievements related to 

the Four Steps to Finishing First, particularly in the area of state and 

system-level program and policy change. The steps are discussed in this 

report in the order used by Lumina Foundation, not in the order of 

Maryland’s state grant priorities. Where appropriate, we also discuss the 

state’s work in engaging stakeholders and supporting champions, both of 

which were strategies used by the Strategy Labs Network to support policy 

change. In addition, the final pages of this section discuss two state efforts 

that extend beyond the Four Steps: the Governor’s P-20 Leadership Council 

and the College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013. 

Tables 1, 2, and 3 summarize the support Lumina provided to Maryland 

during the grant period, the value that Lumina added to the state’s efforts, 

and the state’s accomplishments in the Four Steps. SPEC recognizes that 

Lumina’s investments were only one of many factors that contributed to 

Maryland’s achievements in higher education productivity in recent years. 

In general, however, participants in the state described Lumina’s 

contributions as significant in helping Maryland achieve its outcomes. For 

a more detailed analysis see SPEC’s 2012 report, National Evaluation of 

Lumina Foundation’s Productivity Work: Interim Report for Maryland. 2  

Table 1: Lumina’s Support for Maryland’s Productivity Work 

A planning grant in 2008 to conduct a policy audit and create an implementation plan 

for improving higher education productivity. 

A four-year implementation grant starting in 2009, which supported the following: 

 Cross-sector and cross-institutional collaboration in effectiveness and 

efficiency efforts. 

 The use of new models to redesign “bottleneck” undergraduate courses. 

 Broader engagement of members of the Governor’s P-20 Leadership 

Council. 

Support for the state advisor as liaison between Lumina and the University System of 
Maryland, as the lead organization for the implementation grant. 
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Table 1: Lumina’s Support for Maryland’s Productivity Work (continued) 

Availability of an online community to facilitate knowledge sharing and collaboration. 

Participation of Maryland higher education leaders and policymakers in national higher education 
productivity convenings, as well as in Strategy Labs Network site visits, technical assistance, and 
consultation. 

Catalytica’s production of videos to promote course redesign. 

Consultations by HCM Strategists regarding work in other states concerning near-completers and 
performance funding. 

Showcasing Maryland’s work on business efficiencies in Four Steps to Finishing First materials.  

Showcasing Maryland’s work on course redesign at a Strategy Labs Network site visit. 

 

Table 2: Lumina’s Value-Add 

Lumina’s support accelerated course redesign in the state. 

“Now there’s a lot of work going on on our campuses. But we have to give Lumina and [the 

University System of Maryland] credit for kicking that off.” 

Lumina helped bring focus on productivity and created a venue for big-picture discussions. 

“This idea of having a state team . . . it brings the group of people who it makes sense to have 

sit around the table and talk about these things in a room. . . On a regular basis you are sort of 

focused on the day-to-day and the issue of the day and not the bigger policy issues and 

conversations that need to take place. I find it tremendously useful.” 

“Lumina has been tremendously, tremendously persuasive or whatever word you want to use 

in keeping that concept [performance funding] on the forefront as part of productivity.” 

Lumina’s support enhanced cross-sector relationships. 

“I think at the end of this project people will look back and say, ‘Well we always knew and we 

always spent a certain amount of time working with people from these other agencies, but it’s 

more common now. We’re more used to it now. We understand what’s going on in other 

sectors better than we did before.’ ” 

Lumina’s support helped productivity champions in the state move the work forward. 

“Groups from Lumina have encouraged the team that was put together to work on the Lumina 

grant to reach out to political leaders . . . and help [them] understand the issues and find out 

what’s going on across the nation.” 

 

 Note: Lumina’s value-add is based on interviews with state and higher education leaders. 
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Table 3: Maryland’s Achievements under Four Steps for Finishing First 

Step 1: While Maryland did not adopt performance-funding policies, state legislators discussed 

performance funding and requested that the Maryland Higher Education Commission propose, test 

and refine a framework with performance metrics that are easily understood, reasonable, reliably 

measurable, and won’t be gamed. The Commission submitted reports in 2012, 2013, and 2014.  

Step 2: Additional state funding allowed the University System of Maryland to keep tuition increases 

lower than the national average, with no increases for four years. In 2013, Maryland passed an 

omnibus College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act that includes, among many 

other provisions, directives to support “near-completers” and incentives for students to obtain an 

associate degree before enrolling in a public four-year institution. 

Step 3: Maryland redesigned bottleneck courses at many two-year and four-year institutions. The 

University System of Maryland will continue these efforts through its Center for Academic Innovation. 

In addition, the new College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act requires institutions 

to provide: college and career counseling; statewide transfer and reverse transfer agreements; and 

degree plans and pathways to degrees. 

Step 4: While no major new state policies were developed, the University System of Maryland is 

sharing information about business efficiencies. Some efficiency efforts such as healthcare reforms 

have spread to private nonprofit institutions through the Maryland Independent College and 

University Association. In addition, Maryland’s community colleges have met to discuss efficiencies 

and completion. 

 

Note: Other funders and initiatives also contributed to the accomplishments Maryland made in higher 

education productivity. 
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While Maryland did not adopt performance-funding policies, state legislators discussed 

performance funding and requested that the Maryland Higher Education Commission propose, 

test and refine a framework with performance metrics that are easily understood, reasonable, 

reliably measurable, and won’t be gamed. The Commission submitted reports in 2012, 2013, 

and 2014.  

History: Performance funding not part of the state’s grant goals 

As Maryland began work on its implementation grant, the state was already examining new 

models for funding higher education:  

 2007 The Legislature’s Bohanan Commission began to consider new funding models 

for higher education, including performance criteria.  

 2008 In its final report, the commission recommended reviewing six-year 

graduation rates as a potential outcome indicator.3 Graduation rates, however, 

were not used in calculating budget formulas. 

 2009 The Maryland Higher Education Commission, in its 2009 State Plan for Higher 

Education, defined success in higher education as “associate and baccalaureate 

degree completion—and/or transfer from community college.”4  

Maryland’s grant priorities did not include performance funding.  

Findings: Some performance-funding models developed, but not adopted 

Even though performance funding was not a grant priority in Maryland, the state’s grant 

team, several legislators, and others expressed interest in performance funding during the 

grant period. These inquiries led to briefings of state leaders, some of which were 

associated with grant resources and the Strategy Labs Network, and the development of 

performance-funding models by the Maryland Higher Education Commission:  

 2011 Maryland’s grant team expressed interest in performance funding at Lumina’s 

National Productivity Conference. Later, several Maryland legislators attended 

a presentation on performance funding by HCM Strategists at the National 

Conference of State Legislatures.  

 2012 HCM Strategists provided nonpartisan information to legislators on 

performance funding at a briefing coordinated by the National Conference of 

State Legislatures, with a follow-up legislative hearing in February. State 

      

      Performance Funding 
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 leaders also attended a Strategy Labs Network site visit on 

performance funding. 

 Spring 2012 The Legislature directed the Maryland Higher Education Commission to 

develop a framework for state funding for higher education based on 

metrics for institutional and student performance, citing Lumina and 

Complete College America as sources of expertise. 

Aug. 2012 Maryland’s 16 community college presidents released a report on 

performance funding, which recommended that the state maintain its 

base funding for community colleges while setting aside an additional 

five percent for performance funding, and adopt a set of nine metrics 

that reflect a value-added model from Complete College America.5 

2012 The Maryland Higher Education Commission worked with 

representatives from the University System of Maryland, Morgan State 

University, St. Mary’s College of Maryland, and the Maryland 

Association of Community Colleges to recommend a performance-

funding framework that: (1) uses a set-aside approach, awarding small 

amounts of new funding annually to institutions that improve 

performance; (2) assesses each institution’s current performance in 

relation to its own past performance; and (3) provides separate models 

for community colleges and four-year institutions, with seven metrics 

for the former and six for the latter.6 

 Jan. 2013 A report on performance funding in other states from the Maryland  

Department of Legislative Services described early models of 

performance funding as ineffective due to: (1) use of complex or 

inappropriate metrics and (2) allocation of inadequate amounts of 

funding based on performance. According to the report, more recent 

models, called “performance funding 2.0,” incorporate performance 

metrics into base funding and emphasize student progression as well as 

completion.7 

 Spring 2013 The Legislature directed the Maryland Higher Education Commission to 

examine the impacts of its proposed performance-funding framework 

on institutional funding. 

 Oct. 2013 The Commission submitted a new performance funding report to the 

Legislature. The most notable change from previous recommendations 

was that performance metrics be used to determine a portion of 

institutions’ base funding, not just their additional funding.8 The 

Commission’s recommendation was contentious with higher education 

institutions, including dissenting opinions in the report that favored 
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awarding performance funding as additional funds, not part of the base 

budget. The Maryland Legislature requested another report from the 

Higher Education Commission in September 2014 and was expected to 

take up the matter in its 2014 session. 

Analysis: Greater attention to performance funding, but substantial concerns remain 

Several interviewees identified performance funding as the area that saw the greatest 

impact from Maryland’s participation in the Strategy Lab Network, even though it was not 

part of the state’s grant goals. In particular, the Strategy Labs Network was instrumental in 

keeping the issue before legislators, through nonpartisan briefings and technical assistance 

provided by HCM Strategists. The initiative provided state policymakers with information 

about other states’ experiences with performance-funding metrics.  

Higher education leaders in Maryland said they are open to 

the idea of performance funding, but also have substantial 

concerns about implementation. Interviewees said that 

existing models in other states have not been shown to be 

effective and that Maryland has a tradition of adopting new 

statewide education policies only after researching them 

and learning about their effectiveness, either through 

implementation in other states or through pilot projects in Maryland. Partly because of the 

lack of evidence concerning the effectiveness of performance funding 2.0 in other states, 

institutional leaders said they are wary of moving forward in Maryland.  

Responses to the Maryland Higher Education Commission's 2013 report indicated that 

Morgan State University, the University System of Maryland, and the Maryland Association 

of Community Colleges are uniformly opposed to tying institutions’ base funding to 

performance criteria.9 Interviewees indicated that this opposition is especially strong 

among community college leaders, whose institutions currently receive only two-thirds of 

their allotted state base funding under existing formulas.10 More generally, interviewees 

noted, tying base funding to performance criteria introduces an element of unpredictability 

that could hamper effective budgeting. One institutional leader said:  

“There is nothing in the report that prevents a Legislature in the future from 

saying they want 100% of the funding to be distributed through 

performance-based funding and that’s very scary to me because, for one 

thing it doesn’t give the institutions a stable and reliable source of funds 

where they know that they can plan [from].” 

Higher education leaders remain 
wary of the possible unintended 
consequences of performance 

funding. 
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Higher education leaders’ additional concerns about performance funding include: 

 The capacity of performance metrics to address the roles of
community colleges in providing certificates, workforce training,
and transfers as well as degree completion;

 The capacity of performance metrics to take into account
differences in student populations, which is especially relevant
for Maryland’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities;

 The vulnerability of performance metrics to exploitation and
gaming the system; and

 The risk that performance metrics could undermine quality
standards.

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY? 

Until late in the grant period, Maryland seemed unlikely to move forward with performance 

funding, due to limited interest from state policymakers, skepticism from institutional 

leaders, and the difficulty of incorporating performance metrics into existing funding 

formulas. Nonetheless, the state’s participation in the productivity initiative played a key 

role in elevating the issue and educating policymakers. 

NOW WHAT? 

State policymakers and higher education leaders said the next step in Maryland would 

likely be legislative hearings on the 2013 report by the Maryland Higher Education 

Commission, along with additional data collection on impacts to institutions. This activity 

aligns with a request by the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Education and 

Economic Development:   

"The committees request that the Maryland Higher Education Commission (MHEC) 

work with higher education institutions to test and refine the Performance Based 

Funding (PBF) Framework endorsed by MHEC in 2013. MHEC should submit a 

report, no later than September 1, 2014, that includes the results of modeling the 

PBF framework using actual institutional data to simulate potential results of using 

PBF; any recommended adjustments to the framework; and an appropriate amount 

of base funds to be allocated to PBF beginning with the fiscal 2016 budget."11 

Only one interviewee predicted that the Legislature would move forward with performance 

funding of some kind; others said that pushback from the institutions would forestall 

legislative action. Although the 2014 report by MHEC was released after the end of data 

collection for this evaluation, SPEC briefly reviewed the document.  In the report, the 

commission raised several concerns with the proposed formulas and expressed an intention 

to consider whether other approaches would be more effective for Maryland than within-

base performance funding. 
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Additional state funding allowed the University System of Maryland to keep tuition increases 
lower than the national average, with no increases for four years. In 2013, Maryland passed an 
omnibus College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act that includes among many 
other provisions directives to support “near-completers” and incentives for students to obtain 
an associate degree before enrolling in a public four-year institution. 

STATE AND SYSTEM-LEVEL STUDENT FINANCIAL AID POLICIES  

History: State interest in providing incentives for “near-completers” to re-enroll 

Early in the grant application process, Maryland expressed interest in providing incentives, 

including financial aid, to adults who have a significant number of credits, but who are no 

longer enrolled in college, to re-enroll and finish their degree. These adults are known as 

“near-completers.” Lumina preferred to fund other efforts by the state (such as course 

redesign), and the incentives for near-completers were put on hold. During the grant 

period, however, the state team continued to explore options in this area, and received a no-

cost grant extension from Lumina to administer and evaluate this work.  

Findings: New state law includes provisions for student incentives  

KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS  

During the grant period, Maryland policymakers took several actions related to student 

incentives: 

2011 The state Legislature directed the Maryland Higher Education Commission 

to report on how institutions could encourage near-completers to return to 

college and finish degrees. 

 2011 State team members participated in a Strategy Labs Network site visit called 

“Student Incentives that Work,” where they discussed a range of approaches 

for using financial aid to encourage program completion.  

 2011 During Lumina’s National Productivity Conference, state leaders expressed 

interest in learning more about financial aid incentives in use in other states.  

 2012 The Maryland Higher Education Commission and the University System of 

Maryland began collaborating on plans to provide incentives for near-

completers to re-enroll. Early in 2012, the state team met with Lumina to 

learn more about other states’ efforts with near-completers. For the next 

several months, the team continued this conversation with HCM Strategists. 

 

 Student Incentives 
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 2013 The Maryland Higher Education Commission and the University System of 

Maryland adopted complementary approaches for near-completers. The 

Commission’s program, called One Step Away, drew from state funds to 

award small grants to eight four-year institutions to implement pilot 

programs for near-completers. The University System of Maryland’s 

program, funded by the University System of Maryland Foundation, awarded 

small grants to four institutions to provide student scholarships that would 

encourage near-completers to finish their degrees.  

 2013 The Maryland Higher Education Commission reported to the Legislature on 

the relationship between financial aid levels, student debt, and completion, 

including suggestions for incentivizing completion in state financial aid.  

 2013 The Maryland Higher Education Commission reported to the Legislature on 

the development of a statewide communications campaign to reach, re-

enroll and graduate “near-completers.” 

 

POLICY ACTION  

In 2013, the Legislature passed the College and Career Readiness and College Completion 

Act, with several provisions for student incentives. Among its many provisions, this 

omnibus law directs the Maryland Higher Education Commission and each public college 

and university to implement incentives for students to 

obtain an associate degree before enrolling in a four-year 

institution. In addition, each public four-year institution 

must dedicate a portion of institutional financial aid for 

resident undergraduates who transfer with an associate 

degree from a state community college. The law also directs 

the Commission to develop a statewide communications 

campaign to encourage near-completers to re-enroll.12  

Analysis: The near-completers work has gained a foothold in Maryland 

The state’s work with near-completers is still in its early stages, with an evaluation of the 

programs planned for summer 2014. One interviewee noted that the challenge with these 

programs will be finding ways to scale them effectively, as 

the current program models include “lots of handholding.” 

Some interviewees said that Lumina initially missed an 

opportunity to move the work forward by not supporting it 

as part of the state’s productivity grant. One person said, 

however, that having the Lumina grant team in place 

 
The College and Career 
Readiness and College 
Completion Act of 2013 includes 
several provisions for student 
incentives. 
 
 

 
Work on student incentives is 
accelerating in Maryland. 
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helped the state qualify for funding from Complete College America to pursue near-

completer pilot projects.  

Several respondents said that incentivizing financial aid would be considered in the 2014 

legislative session. For example, an interviewee described incentives as “the next frontier” 

in financial aid considerations for Maryland. Another respondent pointed to discussions 

about disbursing aid “as a paycheck” over the course of the term rather than as a lump sum.  

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

During the grant period, Maryland saw little action around student aid in general and 

especially around student incentives. However, legislators appear to be gaining interest in 

the topic. The near-completers work has gained a foothold, as evidenced by the new law’s 

directive to develop a statewide communications campaign.  

NOW WHAT?  

The intensive near-completer programs currently underway and the statewide 

communications campaign being designed by the Maryland Higher Education Commission 

represent different approaches in engaging this group of potential completers. It is too early 

to know how effective either strategy will be at raising completion rates. The challenge will 

be finding the right level of investment and involvement in recruiting and incentivizing 

near-completers, given the state’s limited resources. Early indications from one interviewee 

suggest that there are sometimes unanticipated degree-completion blocks that discourage 

some adult students from accepting “near completer” aid. For example one “near 

completer” adult student had never completed her physical education class requirements 

and reportedly was unwilling to do so in order to obtain her degree now, regardless of the 

financial aid offered.  

STATE AND SYSTEM-LEVEL TUITION POLICIES  

Tuition policy was not a focus of the state’s productivity grant. However, between 2007 and 

2012, tuition at University System four-year institutions rose only 2% after adjusting for 

inflation.13 According to interviewees, the slow rate of increase was made possible through 

a combination of additional state funding and improved business efficiencies. State 

policymakers and higher education leaders in Maryland expressed satisfaction about the 

low increases in tuition in recent years, and did not name tuition policies as a strong focus 

for the state in coming years. However, college affordability remains a concern in Maryland 

as in other states. 
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Maryland redesigned “bottleneck” courses at many two-year and four-year institutions. The 

University System of Maryland will continue these efforts through its Center for Academic 

Innovation. In addition, the new College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act 

requires institutions to provide college and career counseling, statewide transfer and reverse 

transfer agreements, and degree plans and pathways to degrees.  

SYSTEM-LEVEL AND INSTITUTIONAL POLICIES FOR ACCELERATION/COMPLETION  

History: Strong history of course redesign in Maryland 

The redesign of bottleneck undergraduate courses at two -

year institutions was a primary focus of Maryland’s 

productivity work. Bottleneck classes are general education 

and developmental education courses that large numbers of 

students must pass in order to graduate, but in which a large 

share of students fail to earn a passing grade. The purpose of 

course redesign is to transform the bottleneck into true 

gateway courses by increasing student success in the classes, 

while reducing the average cost per course, with cost savings reinvested in additional 

efforts to increase student completion.  

The productivity grant built upon work already underway in the state:  

 Early 2000s The University System, at the urging of its Board of Regents, began 

looking into course redesign as a means to increase student success and 

bring about cost savings. 

 2006 Each campus in the University System was required to implement one 

course redesign as a pilot project. Carol Twigg, founder of the National 

Center for Academic Transformation, served as a consultant for these 

efforts. 

 

Findings: The University System is on track to triple the number of redesigned 

courses 

The Lumina grant supported both new course redesigns and efforts to share and spread the 

work statewide.  

  New Models 
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 2010 Grant funds supported the attendance of 30 faculty and administrators from 

two- and four-year colleges at the Redesign Alliance Conference organized 

by the National Center for Academic Transformation.  

 2011 The grant team awarded eleven $20,000 mini-grants for the first cohort of 

institutions participating in redesign projects, with $20,000 in matching 

funds from each institution. Each project consisted of one or two pilot 

semesters during which one section of a large course was redesigned, 

followed by a semester during which all sections of the course adopted the 

redesign. Each effort was evaluated. 

 2012 The Maryland Higher Education Commission received a $1 million grant 

from Complete College America for a developmental math course redesign 

initiative with community colleges and Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities, as well as reverse transfer partnerships between two-year and 

four-year institutions. 

 2012 The Lumina grant team awarded an additional eight $20,000 mini-grants to 

a second cohort of redesign projects, again with matching funds from 

institutions.  

 

Since 2006, at least 70 courses have been redesigned or are being redesigned in Maryland 

(including 40 within the University System), serving about 16,000 students. The total 

amount invested in this work prior to 2013, from both external and institutional funds, is 

almost three million dollars.14 According to the chancellor’s annual report for fiscal year 

2012, the University System is on track to triple the number of redesigned courses well in 

advance of its target year, 2020.15  

KNOWLEDGE AND ENGAGEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS  

The state grant team helped to coordinate and catalyze efforts to share knowledge about 

course redesign, including presentations at annual meetings in Maryland and at national 

conferences in other states. University System faculty fellows provided technical assistance 

in course redesign to other faculty. HCM Strategists sponsored a Strategy Labs site visit in 

Maryland in 2011 focused on course redesign.  

At Lumina’s National Productivity Conference in 2011, the 

state team decided to improve their communications efforts 

and tell their story more effectively. The team then worked 

with Catalytica to create and disseminate four videos that 

highlighted the experiences of students and faculty involved 

in the course redesigns. State team members reported that 

 
Some institutions are now using 
their own funds to redesign 
additional courses.  

 



 

16 

the videos were effective in promoting course redesign among a wide range of stakeholders, 

from faculty to the University System Board of Regents.  

Private non-profit university members of the Maryland Independent College and University 

Association, as well as public community colleges and University System of Maryland 

universities all benefited from use of course redesign grants available through the Lumina 

state grant. State team members reported a high level of interest among faculty in 

expanding the work to other courses, especially sequence courses in science and math. For 

example, Stevenson University, a private nonprofit institution that had received a mini-

grant to redesign its first course, has since invested its own institutional funds in 

redesigning an additional eight courses. During interviews in 2012, SPEC also heard directly 

from administrators of community colleges and University System of Maryland campuses 

that faculty not involved in the first course redesign efforts on their campuses had observed 

the outcomes of successful redesigns, were eager to try course redesigns themselves, and 

were asking administrators to do that.  

ACTIVE CHAMPIONING AND LEADERSHIP 

State team members said that the redesign work is spreading primarily through dispersed, 

collaborative leadership rather than through highly visible champions. Examples include: 

(1) the use of University System of Maryland faculty fellows as coaches and advisors; (2) the 

recognition of campuses for their redesign work, which reinforces and encourages the 

work; and (3) periodic meetings among faculty and administrators across institutions to 

share information, engagement, and leadership. Modeled after the Lumina fellows, the 

Complete College America grant also had faculty fellows, including faculty from Maryland 

community colleges and from Maryland Independent College and University Association 

campuses.  

 
In addition, University System of Maryland Chancellor Brit Kirwan has also been a strong 

supporter of course redesign, which helped in spreading the work. The University System of 

Maryland’s strategic plan for 2010 called for tripling the number of redesigned courses by 

2020, and course redesign was highlighted by Kirwan in testimony to the Legislature in 

2012.16  

POLICY ACTION 

In 2012, the University System of Maryland Board of Regents approved funding for a new 

Center for Academic Innovation. Its focus on academic transformation will include research 

on and application of course redesign, as well as other new models for academic delivery, 

including Massive Open Online Courses. Several grant team members were involved in 

establishing the new center. 
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In 2013, state budget legislation included approximately $9 million in funding for academic 

transformation, including professional development for faculty. As part of that work, the 

University System of Maryland agreed to complete an additional 50 course redesigns.  

Analysis: The productivity grant helped to spread course redesign in Maryland 

According to a news article that highlighted redesign work at the University of Maryland 

Eastern Shore, course redesign has brought some cost savings and higher student pass 

rates. Students earned higher grades in redesigned classes in chemistry, psychology, 

biology, and visual arts, despite larger class sizes. The article also included comments 

from students who preferred the traditional lecture model.17 The state team expected to 

provide details about cost savings in its final report to Lumina in 2014. 

Respondents identified several factors that contributed to the success of the course 

redesigns. The first was that the work built on the prior experience of faculty and 

institutions. Several respondents emphasized the importance of involving faculty as early as 

possible in top-level discussions and creating a support network of peers who have been 

involved in redesign. One grant team member said: 

“When people are doing something new, they want colleagues around so 

that they can share that. And in the change model, our theory of change, we 

see the low hanging fruit, the people who are the early adopters… Early 

adopters need to have a kind of a tipping point in order to have their 

message spread more broadly.” 

Interviewees also noted the following: 

 The importance of grant funding in expanding the work statewide, particularly to

community colleges and independent institutions. An interviewee said that Lumina

was crucial in “ramping it up” and using faculty “to take some of that work that has

been concentrated on one segment and spread statewide.”

 The grant team’s structure and inclusiveness. The fact that the grant team

represented all higher education sectors, as well as legislators and the Governor’s

Office, created a deeper understanding of the work.

 The grant team’s emphasis on data use and evaluation. Initial data were collected to

identify bottleneck courses. As part of the state evaluation, faculty were required to

collect data to allow cost and other comparisons with traditional courses.

Preliminary evaluation data were helpful in securing faculty support, legislative

support, and additional funding.
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The grant team’s decision to structure the work as a mini-grant competition ensured that 

those who were interested would be leading the efforts. However, redesign requests were 

required to demonstrate support from other faculty who would teach the course, as well as 

the relevant department chair, provost, and institution president. As a result, the team 

reported little or no faculty resistance to the course redesign initiative. Respondents also 

noted the importance of administrative support for the work. More so than faculty, mid-

level administrators are in a position to leverage existing resources, track student data, and 

manage cost savings within departments.  

As to whether the redesign efforts could be spread more quickly, respondents said that the 

deliberate but steady pacing was necessary in building support within institutions, which 

was important due to differences in student populations and concerns about academic 

freedom among faculty. Several respondents said that Maryland’s steady track record with 

redesign led to additional opportunities:  

 Chancellor Kirwan received an award from the Carnegie Corporation, gave it to the 

University System of Maryland Foundation, and challenged them to raise matching 

dollars. They did this and awarded the funds for course redesign under a program 

called “A Matter of Degrees.” 

 The Maryland Higher Education Commission received funding for a Complete 

College America grant for course redesign work that was modeled on the Lumina 

grant course redesign work and shared the grant with the University System of 

Maryland. 

 By creating the Center for Academic Innovation, the University System of Maryland 

demonstrated a long-term commitment to course redesign and other academic 

innovations.  

 

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY? 

The productivity grant helped to spread course redesign in Maryland. A University System 

of Maryland administrator said that for Maryland, redesign was a “very successful launching 

of serious consideration of something that could’ve been seen as a threat to traditional 

higher education but is seen now as an opportunity.” The characterization is apt, though the 

work remains in early stages.  

NOW WHAT? 

In interviews, faculty and administrators at several institutions said that course redesigns 

will continue in Maryland well after the Lumina grant ends. However, additional data 

regarding student success and institutional costs will be crucial in securing additional 

funding to sustain and scale the work. The grant team’s work to establish good data 

collection practices among the mini-grantees may be provident; the grant team plans to 

examine further student outcomes as part of a no-cost extension from Lumina. The Center 
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for Academic Innovation could play an important role in evaluating redesign and other 

academic innovations.  

STATE AND SYSTEM-LEVEL POLICIES FOR IMPROVED ARTICULATION AND TRANSFER  

Findings: New requirements for statewide transfer agreements and degree pathways 

Maryland’s productivity grant did not include goals related to articulation and transfer, but 

the state took some important actions in this area during the grant period:  

2010 The Maryland Higher Education Commission developed a streamlined, 

online process to approve courses for transfer credit. Institutions apply 

online for course approval, which is determined by the Commission. 

 2011 The Commission and the Maryland Board of Nursing collaborated with 

universities and community colleges to reach a universal articulation 

agreement to ease transfers for associate degree graduates into four-year 

nursing programs.  

 2011 The Commission received grants from Complete College America and from 

Lumina’s “Credit When It’s Due” initiative to expand the use of reverse 

transfer in Maryland. Reverse transfer provides students who transfer from 

a community college without an associate degree with the opportunity to 

complete that degree by using credits they have earned at their four-year 

institution.  

2013 The College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act directed the 

Maryland Higher Education Commission to work with colleges to develop a 

statewide transfer agreement and a statewide reverse transfer agreement.  

 2013 The Veteran’s Full Employment Act required the Commission and public 

institutions to adopt guidelines that enable military veterans to apply for 

prior learning credit. The University System of Maryland Board of Regents is 

also charged with developing and implementing similar policies, although 

the University System of Maryland is already part of the Servicemembers 

Opportunity Colleges and has a history of recognizing military transcripts.  
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The transfer agreements required by the College and Career Readiness and College 

Completion Act are as follows, with a deadline of July 1, 2016:  

1. Statewide transfer agreement: At least 60 credits that a student earns at any state 

community college toward an associate of art or associate of science degree must be 

transferrable to any public four-year institution in the state for credit toward a 

bachelor’s degree.  

2. Statewide reverse transfer agreement: At least 30 credits that a student earns at any 

public four-year higher education institution in the state toward a bachelor’s degree 

are transferrable to any community college in the state for credit toward an 

associate degree.18 

 

The new law also requires each public college and university to develop a pathway system.  

This requires each public college and university to outline specific courses that need to be 

taken for degree completion in majors. 

Analysis: State actions on transfer agreements and degree pathways offer promise 

The state’s actions to develop statewide transfer and reverse transfer agreements are 

encouraging, as are its efforts to develop degree pathways, though it is too early to know 

their impacts on completion rates. In particular, any new 

transfer and pathway processes at institutions need to be 

managed and communicated well for students to benefit from 

them. State higher education leaders said they are hopeful that 

the new policies will benefit students and that in the interim, 

the new requirements have already raised the profile of these 

issues among faculty and policymakers.  

USE OF NEW MODELS FOR ACCELERATED LEARNING, INCLUDING ONLINE 

EDUCATION AND DUAL EDUCATION 

History: Strong history in online education 

Maryland has extensive experience with online learning, through the University of 

Maryland University College, a regionally accredited institution offering nearly 100 online 

certificates, bachelor’s degrees, and master’s degrees. In its productivity grant, the state did 

not include goals to expand online education or dual enrollment opportunities.  

Findings: Actions to expand online education and dual enrollment opportunities 

During the grant period, individual institutions of higher education took limited steps to 

expand online education opportunities, and the Legislature created new state policies to 

expand college course-taking among high school students. Dual enrollment expanded 
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during the grant period as part of a five-year, $12.5 million grant between the University 

System of Maryland and Prince George’s County Public Schools. None of these actions were 

directly related to the Lumina state grant, although they are consistent with Lumina’s Four 

Steps to Finishing First. 

2012 The University of Maryland College Park, signed an agreement to offer four 

courses online at no cost (and no credit) through Coursera.19  

 2012 The University System of Maryland developed a partnership with a research 

group to evaluate the use of online learning systems across multiple 

institutions. This work is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.20  

 2013 Morgan State University, an Historically Black College and University, signed 

a memorandum of understanding with Udacity to explore the use of Massive 

Online Open Courses (MOOCs).21  

 2013  The Legislature allocated two million dollars for the expansion of the Early 

College Innovation Fund, to support schools in setting up early college 

programs, which enable high school students to earn large numbers of 

college credits while in high school.22  

 2013  The College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act requires local 

boards of education to be responsible for paying tuition to institutions at 

which students are dual-enrolled. The boards are permitted to charge 

students up to 50% of that cost.23  

Analysis: Effects on student completion unclear 

Maryland’s state and institutional actions in online education and dual enrollment are 

promising, but their effects on student completion are unclear. In particular, the College and 

Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013 clarifies who pays tuition for dually 

enrolled high school students. Analysis of data from the Maryland Longitudinal Data System 

that is under development may provide insights into this and other education questions. 

MOOCs garnered attention in the state during in the later years of the grant, and a 

discussion hosted by the Center for Academic Innovation highlighted two faculty concerns:  

1. Can institutions ensure the integrity of courses in which all assignments are 
submitted online, possibly allowing students to submit others’ work as their own?  

2. Would students gravitate toward a few courses taught by well-known faculty at 
prestigious institutions?24  

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY? 

With its new Center for Academic Innovation, the University System of Maryland has the 

potential to be a leader in academic transformation, including data-driven use of MOOCs. 
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Despite some attention to MOOCs and to early-college opportunities for high school 

students, Maryland’s priorities in improving delivery of higher education remain focused on 

addressing impediments that research shows to be 

problems for college students through course redesign, 

statewide transfer and reverse transfer agreements, the 

near-completer initiative, and degree pathways. 

Meanwhile, the University System of Maryland’s Center for 

Academic Innovation is expected to be at the forefront in 

evaluating MOOCs and their effectiveness.  
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While no major state policies were developed, the University System of Maryland is sharing 

information about business efficiencies. Some efficiency efforts, such as healthcare reforms, 

have spread to private nonprofit institutions through the Maryland Independent College and 

University Association. In addition, Maryland’s community colleges have met to discuss 

efficiencies and completion. 

History: A state priority since 2003-2004 

The University System of Maryland’s Effectiveness and Efficiency initiative began with a 

broad review of administrative and academic efficiencies in higher education in 2003-2004. 

On the administrative side, the system centralized some back-office functions and 

implemented systemwide purchasing contracts. Academically, new policies required 

students to take 12 credits outside of traditional classrooms (for example, through 

Advanced Placement, study abroad, or online opportunities) and required faculty to 

increase student contact hours by 10%.  

A goal of the state’s Lumina grant was to expand the state’s effectiveness and efficiency 

efforts across institutions, in both administrative and academic functions.  

Findings: Some sharing of information and the development of group healthcare 

options 

As part of the grant work, the Maryland Independent College and University Association 

agreed to advance efficiency efforts among its 16 member institutions. During the grant 

period, the association joined the Coalition for College Cost Savings25 and funded a report on 

potential benefits and challenges associated with group healthcare options for its colleges 

and universities. At the time of this writing, the association is working to establish College 

Health Holdings, LLC, a group insurance plan.26  

The state team also contributed funds to two completion summits organized by the 

Maryland Association of Community Colleges in 2010 and 2011 for the state’s community 

colleges. At the summits, community college administrators and faculty, state leaders, and 

national leaders shared information about efforts to increase efficiency and effectiveness in 

community colleges, including best practices in accelerating the path to degree completion, 

measuring student success, and redesigning bottleneck courses. After the 2011 summit, the 

Legislature directed the Maryland Higher Education Commission to convene a similar 

summit for all segments of higher education, which was held in 2013 and funded outside 

the Lumina grant. A second statewide completion summit, which will also serve as a 

capstone convening for Maryland’s Lumina work, was planned for November 2014. 

  Business Efficiencies 



 

24 

Analysis: Course redesign, transfer agreements, and degree pathways may bring 

efficiencies 

Grant funds allowed the University System of Maryland to share best practices with other 

public and independent institutions, and allowed the independent colleges and universities 

to conduct an environmental scan to determine which efforts might bring the most benefit 

for their institutions. Grant team members described the latter efforts as invaluable in 

identifying collaborative options for health care, purchasing, and waste management.  

Several higher education leaders said that, with the Effectiveness and Efficiency initiative in 

place for a decade, efforts to find efficiencies are now part of the culture at the University 

System of Maryland. One University System of Maryland administration reported, “So what 

Chancellor Kirwan likes to say is, ‘the effectiveness and efficiency work... we’re trying to get 

more juice for the squeeze.’” Board of Regents committees have accepted oversight of 

various efficiency efforts and the Board of Regents reports annually to the Legislature on 

progress on efficiency. When asked how these efforts 

became so ingrained in the University System of Maryland, 

higher education leaders credited the leadership of 

Chancellor Kirwan, the Board of Regents, and the 

institutional presidents, and said that the work 

demonstrates that the University System of Maryland is 

frugal in using state funds, which provides some leverage in 

asking the Legislature for funding during budget crunches. 

One higher education leader said this was an initial goal of 

the work.  

Media stories were generally positive about the state’s effectiveness and efficiency efforts. 

For example, a Baltimore Sun editorial in 2012 attributed the system’s success in containing 

costs while maintaining student outcomes to its efficiency efforts and to its use of new 

technology, including in course redesign.27  

Several higher education leaders also said they view course redesign as a way to improve 

academic efficiency as well as effectiveness. The grant team’s evaluation protocol for course 

redesign includes the reporting of costs and potential savings to the institution and to 

students. Personnel costs account for a substantial portion of higher education budgets, 

including faculty salaries.28 If institutions can increase student success rates through 

redesign of bottleneck courses, then fewer faculty will be needed to teach additional 

sections. Similar efficiencies could accrue from Maryland’s efforts to develop transfer 

agreements and create degree pathways for students. 

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

The productivity grant allowed independent institutions and community colleges to benefit 

from the University System of Maryland’s experiences with its Effectiveness and Efficiency 

 
“So what Chancellor Kirwan likes 
to say is, ‘the effectiveness and 
efficiency work... we’re trying to 
get more juice for the 
squeeze.’” 
 
  University System administrator 

 



25 

initiative. In particular, the independent colleges and universities made some progress in 

establishing a new healthcare consortium. The community colleges participated in two 

completion summits.  

However, it may be that the state’s work in course redesign, transfer agreements, and 

degree pathways has the most promise for increasing higher education effectiveness and 

efficiency. The successful spread of course redesign suggests that faculty can become 

interested and involved if the focus is on effectiveness of teaching and learning, rather than 

simply on cost efficiency.  

NOW WHAT? 

An interviewee noted that the independent colleges are exploring partnerships through the 

Coalition for College Cost Savings, whose recent strategic plan included a focus on back-

office collaboration. The college completion summits have become an annual event for 

community colleges, hosted by the Maryland Association of Community Colleges since 2010, 

focusing on both business efficiencies and effectiveness in moving students toward 

completion. The Maryland Higher Education Commission convened a similar summit for all 

higher education sectors in 2013 and another was planned for 2014. 
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Cross-step Considerations 
 

About the time that Maryland was awarded the Lumina grant, University System of 

Maryland leaders were working with the Governor and Legislature to establish a 

completion agenda. Ultimately, Governor Martin J. O’Malley established a state goal to 

increase the percentage of adult residents with a two-year or four-year degree to 55% by 

2025, and the goal was formally adopted by the Legislature. University System of Maryland 

Chancellor Kirwan and Governor O’Malley championed this goal throughout the grant 

period, often linking it with Maryland’s need for a highly educated workforce. The Secretary 

of Higher Education and other higher education segment heads also supported the 

completion agenda. Multiple respondents throughout the grant period cited the goal as a 

driving factor in the state’s higher education initiatives.  

This section discusses two state efforts that reach beyond Lumina’s Four Steps: the 

Governor’s P-20 Leadership Council and the College and Career Readiness and College 

Completion Act of 2013.  

GOVERNOR’S P-20 LEADERSHIP COUNCIL  

History: Existing P-16 partnership expands to P-20 Leadership Council in 2007 

In October 2007, Governor O’Malley established the P-20 Leadership Council of Maryland 

by Executive Order 01.01.2007.20, expanding an existing P-16 partnership. In July 2010 the 

Council was established by statute (Chapter 191, Acts of 2010), in alignment with 

Maryland’s productivity grant proposal to Lumina in 2009. The P-20 Council was chaired by 

the University System of Maryland chancellor, the secretary of the Maryland Higher 

Education Commission, and the state superintendent of schools, and after 2010 included 

representation from the economic development and workforce sectors.  

Maryland’s grant team proposed to work with the P-20 Council to promote productivity 

initiatives and to seek formal legislative recognition of the council in order to increase the 

council’s authority and influence.  

Findings: P-20 Council gains stature  

In 2010, at the Governor’s request, the Legislature codified the P-20 Council and added 

legislative representation to it. The Governor became the new chair and the council’s role 

was clarified: to advise the Governor and policymakers regarding primary, secondary, and 

postsecondary education issues, and to foster a coordinated approach to education in the 

state. In 2013, the Legislature directed the council to report every two years on the state’s 

progress in college readiness and completion, as defined by the strategies contained in the 

College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act.  
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Analysis: Without dedicated funding, the role of the P-20 Council is somewhat in flux 

Higher education leaders said that the codification of the P-20 Council helped to advance 

the state’s productivity work, primarily because: (1) the new council provides a high-level 

venue for cross-sector discussion; (2) each meeting provides opportunities for the Governor 

and legislators to gain a deeper understanding of the issues affecting education; and (3) the 

council is now responsible for tracking the state’s progress in college readiness and 

completion. In these ways, the P-20 Council serves both as a formal and informal channel 

for linking the state’s productivity initiatives to state education policy.  

Interviewees said, however, that the role of the P-20 Council is still in flux, partly because it 

is determining its role as both an advisory body and an evaluator of the state’s college 

readiness and completion strategies. In addition, the Legislature did not provide the council 

with dedicated funding, which may limit its effectiveness. 

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

If the council is unable to secure independent funding, it is not clear how well it can monitor 

progress on the initiatives of the College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act. 

One source may be grant funds coming from outside the state. A Lumina grant team 

member said that the P-20 Council applied for a five-year grant from the U.S. Department of 

Education to cover evaluation costs for a specific project related to the Act, but this proposal 

was not funded. 

COLLEGE AND CAREER READINESS AND COLLEGE COMPLETION ACT OF 2013  

The passage of the College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013 was an 

important event for higher education in Maryland. Many of the specific initiatives outlined 

in the omnibus law were already underway in the state, but 

the policy codified them and provided a comprehensive 

statewide policy agenda to meet Maryland’s 55% 

attainment goal. A higher education leader described the 

new policy as “the most the state’s done” in higher 

education for at least the past 20 years. The Legislature did 

not, according to a university administrator, provide 

funding to assist institutions in carrying out the initiatives, 

which could limit the initiatives’ effectiveness and scope.  

 
The College and Career 
Readiness and College 
Completion Act of 2013 resulted 
in part from closer cooperation 
among legislators and higher 
education leaders as a result of 
the P-20 Council. 
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 Several Lumina-funded initiatives are featured 

prominently in the new law, including course redesign 

and identifying near-completers and re-enrolling them 

in college programs. Higher education leaders also 

suggested additional contributions from the 

productivity grant in developing the policy: The 

diversity of the grant team membership increased 

networking and information-sharing opportunities 

among higher education leaders and legislators, who in 

turn were able to resolve issues with the policy.  

 Lumina’s validation of the productivity initiative made 

the work more impressive to legislators and made 

them more open to working with higher education 

leaders to shape the policy.  

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

The College and Career Readiness and College Completion 

Act of 2013 is an important step in establishing a policy-

based completion agenda for higher education in 

Maryland, but the intent of the policy may be 

compromised without adequate funding for its initiatives 

and for their evaluation.  

  

 
Course Redesign Scaling Up 

• The grant team’s mini-grant award 

processes successfully recruited 
enough applicants to spend out the 
grant funds, but did not generate so 
much interest that applicants had to 
be turned away.  

 
• Higher education leaders said that 

more faculty became interested in 
course redesign as a result of 
observing the success of efforts to 
date by other faculty.  

 
• Scaling course redesign will require 

substantial additional funds. Course 
redesign currently costs around 
$40,000 per course. Interviewees 
said that between one-quarter and 
one-half of the funding typically 
comes from grants and the 
remainder from university sources.  

 
• Multiple interview respondents said 

that spreading course redesign will 
require changes in how 
administrators assign faculty to tasks 
and distribute workloads, or 
additional support from 
administrators or institutions (such 
as inclusion of academic 
transformation work in faculty tenure 
and promotion decisions). 

 
•  The University System of Maryland 

Board of Regents authorized and 
funded start-up costs for the Center 
for Academic Innovation to serve as 
a hub for research and information 
sharing on academic transformation 
within the system. The Center is 
expected to seek funding for its work 
from federal and state governments 
and from foundations. 
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II. Insights across the Four Steps  

       OVERALL INSIGHTS AND TAKEAWAYS 

Maryland’s productivity work helped expand the redesign of “bottleneck” 

undergraduate courses at two-year and four-year institutions, including 

both regular and developmental courses taken by many students. This 

work is spreading from the bottom-up through dispersed, collaborative 

leadership rather than through highly visible champions—but it is also 

being supported from above by the Chancellor of the University System of 

Maryland, the Legislature, the Governor, the Secretary of Higher 

Education and other higher education segment heads. In 2013, the state 

budget included approximately nine million dollars in funding for 

academic transformation, including professional development for faculty. 

As part of that work, the University System of Maryland agreed to 

complete an additional 50 course redesigns.  

Partially as a result of working with Lumina, Maryland also developed 

some performance-funding models, though these were met with concern 

by many higher education leaders. The state adopted a goal to increase 

substantially the percentage of adult residents with a two-year or four-

year degree from 44% in 2010 to 55% by 2025. In support of this goal, 

the Legislature passed and the Governor signed the College and Career 

Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013, which establishes a 

policy-based completion agenda for Maryland. The new law appears to 

reflect well the priorities of higher education in Maryland by addressing 

impediments that research shows to be problems for college students—

that is, by focusing on improving student transitions within and across 

institutions through course 

redesign, statewide transfer and 

reverse transfer agreements, the 

near-completer initiative, and 

degree pathways. The intent of the 

new law may be compromised, 

however, without adequate funding 

for its initiatives and their 

evaluation. 

State policymakers and higher education leaders in Maryland identified 

several changes at the institutional and system levels that they attributed 

to the state’s participation in the Lumina productivity initiative:  

 
The new College and Career 
Readiness and Completion Act 
appears to reflect well the 
priorities of higher education in 
Maryland. 
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 Increased collaboration among the Maryland Higher Education Commission, the 

University System of Maryland, community colleges, and independent institutions, 

in a state that already claims a history of collaborative higher education efforts.  

 A change in higher education conversations, to include a focus on productivity and 

completion in addition to a continuing focus on access and enrollments.  

 Widespread interest in course redesign, especially among faculty.  

 More effective information sharing between higher education leaders and state 

policymakers.  

 Common vocabulary among faculty, campus leaders, and political leaders about 

course redesign, reverse transfer, and near-completers.  

 The enhanced role of the P-20 Leadership Council.  

 A more coordinated statewide approach to completion, evidenced by the College 

and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013. 

 An increased acceptance and willingness to collect and use data for decision-making 

purposes.  

  

The remainder of this section focuses on several key themes that arise from the productivity 

initiative in Maryland, and a discussion of the initiative’s priorities, technical assistance, and 

communications.  

Prevalent themes from the productivity work 

Three overarching themes are apparent from Maryland’s productivity work over the past 

five years. These themes were the importance of collaboration with policymakers and 

across higher education sectors with particular awareness of mission differentiation, a 

consistent emphasis on faculty engagement, and a data-centered culture that is facilitating 

progress toward the state’s 55% attainment goal.  

Emphasis on collaboration and awareness of mission differentiation 

The structure of the Maryland grant team, which was led by University System of Maryland 

staff, stands out as a factor that team members consistently named as a key to its success. 

Team members from the Maryland Higher Education Commission, the Maryland 

Independent College and University Association, and the Maryland Association of 

Community Colleges commended the team’s leadership for being inclusive.  

Team members said they met regularly and addressed a 

broad spectrum of efforts to increase completions while 

holding down costs, in contrast to the more narrowly 

focused collaborations that had been typical in the past. In 

addition, attendance by legislative and executive staff 

helped ensure that the group’s work stayed in front of state 

policymakers.  

 
A higher education leader 
described the grant work as a 
“springboard” that facilitated other 
cross-sector work, such as 
reverse transfer. 
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Interviewees also applauded the state team’s recognition of mission differentiation and, in 

particular, its inclusion of community colleges and the private nonprofit sector as well as 

University System of Maryland campuses in course redesign. The state team made efforts to 

include the Historically Black Colleges and Universities, who have traditionally served more 

of the low-income and adult students whose graduation is needed to meet the state’s 

completion goals. The team was flexible in allowing community colleges and independent 

institutions to use grant funds in ways that fit their structures and missions.  

Team members predicted that many collaborations will continue beyond the Lumina grant, 

partly because many participants are now working together on other, similar projects to 

meet the state’s completion goals. Team leaders also said, however, that grant funds 

supported a part-time coordinator who provided important infrastructure for sharing 

information effectively. It is not clear how effective future collaborations will be if the 

coordinator position is no longer funded.  

Faculty engagement 

Members of the grant team throughout the initiative described their work as engaging 

directly with faculty in order to expand and spread academic innovations—efforts that can 

be described as building dispersed, collaborative leadership for change. The grant team 

structured its redesign efforts as a mini-grant program that faculty applied for and spread 

within their own programs at their own institutions, an approach consistent with the 

University System of Maryland’s past initiatives. The grant team also held periodic 

workshops for all interested faculty. In 2012, the nonprofit organization Public Agenda, a 

nonpartisan research and public engagement organization, also highlighted the practices of 

the University System of Maryland’s Effectiveness and Efficiency initiative, as examples of 

effective engagement with faculty and administrators.29 The grant team’s engagement 

efforts appear to have paid off, considering faculty attendance at workshops and the 

positive responses of faculty who participated in the redesign, including course redesign 

faculty fellows and community college faculty.  

Data and measurement 

In Maryland, both state policymakers and higher education leaders are known to routinely 

seek out and reference data in their efforts to inform the state’s strategic plan for higher 

education. Examples include the state’s work in performance funding and its near-

completer initiative, where efforts to track down research on best practices appear to have 

affected state policy. Similarly, a higher education leader credited the Governor’s emphasis 

on data and metrics for creating conditions that led to widespread support of the state’s 

55% goal, saying that many Governors have education agendas, but very few “have the 

focus on data collection, systems, metrics, and specific outcome goals for attainment that 

this Governor does.” 
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This emphasis on data and measurement can also be found in the development and spread 

of programs within higher education, including the engagement of faculty. In course 

redesign, the grant team started with metrics from the National Center for Academic 

Transformation but revised and expanded that approach to include measurement of costs, 

savings, and net savings for students and institutions, as well as comparisons of outcomes 

for redesigned versus traditional courses. These data are being used to inform the work as 

well as to address faculty and legislative questions. The Maryland team’s expertise with 

evaluating multiple aspects of course redesign is a valuable resource that could potentially 

be shared with other states.  

The initiative’s alignment with state efforts 

Overall, state policymakers and higher education leaders said that most aspects of the 

productivity initiative’s agenda align well with state priorities, that its technical assistance 

and convenings were helpful, and that its branding and communications improved during 

the grant period.  

Alignment with state priorities 

State policymakers and higher education leaders said that most policies outlined in the Four 

Steps to Finishing First (Four Steps) align well with Maryland’s priorities for higher 

education, but that some are not a close fit. Maryland’s priorities, based on both the 

comments of interviewees and on the state’s areas of progress, fall primarily into Step 3’s 

focus on developing better education delivery systems (including course redesign, 

statewide transfer and reverse transfer agreements, the near-completer initiative, and 

degree pathways) and Step 4’s focus on finding efficiencies (including the delivery-system 

work outlined above and the state’s Effectiveness and Efficiency initiative). As a higher 

education leader noted, the University System of Maryland was already working on course 

redesign and business efficiencies prior to the grant.  

As to the differences between Maryland’s priorities and those outlined in the Four Steps, 

several higher education leaders pointed to Maryland’s emphasis on: (1) working directly 

with faculty to build diverse, collaborative leadership for change, and (2) increasing college 

readiness by improving the alignment between K-12 and higher education. Neither of these 

priorities is explicit in the Four Steps. In addition, state policymakers and higher education 

leaders said there were significant differences of opinion about performance funding, both 

within the state and between higher education leaders and Lumina (as represented by the 

Four Steps). For example, several higher education leaders said that Lumina may be 

encouraging states to adopt performance funding more quickly than is warranted given the 

research available about it. For example, a higher education official said:  

“I absolutely believe that people should be rewarded for performance but 

when you try to reward an institution for performance it’s a whole different 

ball game. There are so many ways to game the system and it’s been proven 
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to happen in the past … that doesn’t mean that I don’t think that people 

should be accountable and not that I don’t agree that there should be 

transparency. I just know that there are smart people that will know how to 

game the system and I think the unintended consequences are not worth the 

effort that Lumina is putting in this.” 

Several respondents noted that Lumina’s overall approach and priorities shifted over time, 

as did the state’s. For example, the Four Steps were identified and clarified after the states 

had submitted their grant proposals. Grant team members said that during the first years of 

the grant, they sometimes felt challenged by a perceived need to adjust the state’s work 

based on changes in Lumina’s priorities. They described greater flexibility in the latter years 

of the grant, which allowed Maryland to develop and expand its own approach.  

Technical assistance provided through the Strategy Labs Network 

State policymakers and higher education leaders throughout the grant period described the 

technical assistance and convenings, provided through the Strategy Labs Network, as 

effective and useful. Interviewees described the national productivity conferences as helpful 

in sharing information from other states and in facilitating networking and team-building 

among Maryland’s participants. At a national convening in 2011, for example, a new 

connection with Catalytica led to the creation of four promotional videos on course 

redesign. However, some grant team members said that it was not always clear what 

resources were available from the network or how the state team could access those 

resources. The state advisor provided through the Lumina grant helped in this regard by 

acting as an intermediary between the state grant team, Lumina, and its intermediary 

agencies.  

Interviewees described the Strategy Labs Network as effective for a variety of reasons, 

including engaging political leaders who might not otherwise be well informed about higher 

education. The site visits were also described as helpful, particularly in exploring topics in 

depth that had caught the team’s interest at the national meetings. For example, a higher 

education leader said that the “Strategy Labs were a place to go where we could take away 

what’s working in other places, what hasn’t worked, before moving ahead in a particular 

direction.” Another interviewee said it was important that Lumina and the Strategy Lab 

partners were perceived as unbiased and well-informed national experts, which added to 

their credibility on contentious issues, such as performance funding.   

Branding and communications 

In Maryland, the branding of the work as a “productivity” initiative was problematic for 

many state team members and other higher education administrators and faculty. 

Interviewees said that the term “productivity,” on college campuses, brings to mind 

“widget-making” and assembly lines rather than improved learning environments to better 

meet student needs. For example, a higher education leader said that she had been asked 
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not to use the word “productivity” at board meetings. 

Interviewees said that, particularly early on, Lumina did 

not emphasize sufficiently the importance of quality or a 

well-rounded educational experience. Some respondents 

said, however, that Lumina had improved some in this 

regard during the later years. Interviewees said that in 

Maryland, both state policymakers and higher education 

leaders would be emphasizing completion, which carries 

connotations in higher education of student success and quality. Grant team members said 

that communications between Lumina and the state had improved during the grant period. 

Several respondents said that initially there was a confusing array of consultants contacting 

grant team members and others in the state and that communications were sometimes slow 

with Lumina, but that these administrative wrinkles were smoothed out eventually.  

Many interviewees said that the role of the state advisor was crucial in serving as a liaison 

between the grant team, Lumina, and HCM Strategists, which was the national intermediary 

for the productivity initiative. They also said that the state advisor helped guide Maryland’s 

early discussions and kept the team “focused” and “on track.”  

One aspect of Lumina’s productivity initiative that did not take hold for Maryland was the 

collegeproductivity.org website. According to state team members, it helped to provide 

information generally, but it was not used extensively to engage or connect leaders.  

BROADER QUESTIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES 

In December 2013, SPEC met with state leaders in Maryland to delve into some of the 

implications of the state’s productivity work. The purpose of the meeting was to generate an 

authentic exchange of perspectives about Maryland’s accomplishments and the broader 

challenges and opportunities the state faces, some of which reach beyond the grant 

activities. A wide range of state policymakers and higher education leaders participated in 

the meeting, which led to vibrant and enthusiastic discussions of the following issues. 

Next steps for course redesign 

The University System of Maryland began working on course redesign at the system level in 

2006, with one course on each campus. Grant funding from Lumina, Complete College 

America, and Carnegie Corporation allowed for expanding course redesigns across the state. 

By spring 2014, over 70 courses were to have been redesigned at Maryland institutions with 

over 16,000 students served. Currently, several campuses have redesigned more than one 

course. Yet this represents only a fraction of all courses at Maryland institutions. The current 

model for implementing and spreading course redesign relies on voluntary participation and, 

largely, external funding. Participants discussed the implications of this for Maryland’s 

completion goals. One of the points made was that, given the cost, it may be inefficient to try 

to redesign all courses, while it is both efficient and effective to redesign courses that many 

Maryland higher education 
leaders associated the word 
"productivity" with "widget-
making," and preferred to talk 
about "completion." 
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students take for general education, bottleneck courses that many students have found 

difficult to pass, and required courses for heavily enrolled majors. 

In general, participants at the site-visit meetings were in agreement that course redesign in 

Maryland is, and should be, “owned” by faculty. They also said that policy mandates 

requiring faster adoption of redesign are unnecessary and potentially counterproductive. 

The College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013 was cited as good 

policy because it identifies expectations and goals without mandating specific strategies. 

When pressed, participants said that if policies are needed to support course redesign, these 

would more appropriately come from the University System of Maryland Board of Regents 

or the chief academic officers at each institution, rather than from the state.  

Participants pointed out that both faculty and administrators are increasingly interested in 

redesign as word spreads about the positive student outcomes and cost savings that have 

been realized so far. One person said: 

“What you find if you talk to some of the faculty who have redesigned 

courses [is that] they’re not limiting themselves to redesigning that 

particular intro or gateway course. They’re saying, ‘Wow, look at the 

outcomes. Our students are doing better. They’re more engaged.’ ” 

Participants agreed that course redesign normally requires 

at least some upfront funding, but also pointed out that, as 

one person said, “the biggest bang for the buck” is to 

continue to focus on “high-enrollment and high-failure-rate 

courses,” rather than on small upper-level courses. 

Currently, some institutions allow departments to keep a 

portion of the savings from a redesigned course, potentially 

providing some of the funding to redesign additional 

courses. Other institutions simply absorb the savings into 

the general budget. 

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

It is an open question as to whether course redesign will scale sufficiently to increase 

student completion rates to help Maryland reach its 55% attainment goal by 2025. Course 

redesign helps students succeed in one course, but they must succeed in many later courses, 

not all of which will be directly related to the redesigned course. Meanwhile, there is 

growing acceptance of and interest in redesign efforts, and this may lead to further 

innovation. Funding to undertake the work remains somewhat of an issue, though state 

budget legislation in 2013 included funding for 50 additional course redesigns within the 

University System of Maryland. 

 
Successful course redesigns can 
generate savings to be reinvested 
in additional redesigns. However, 
some institutions simply absorb 
the savings into the general 
budget.  
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Maryland’s policy approach to increasing 

completions  

In its course redesign and its Effectiveness and Efficiency 

initiative, Maryland has a history of seeking to increase 

student completion through bottom-up strategies that 

feature dispersed, collaborative leadership within higher 

education. Yet Maryland also provides some top-down 

approaches, such as the recently passed omnibus College 

and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 2013, 

which mandates actions in specific areas of higher 

education. Meeting participants were asked what the 

implications were of working bottom-up versus top-down 

in pursuit of Maryland’s completion goals.  

Participants said that in Maryland there is a mutual 

respect between legislators and higher education 

practitioners that results in a horizontal framing of how 

policy and practice interact, rather than a bottom-up/top-

down framing. One participant said that "one thing 

Maryland recognizes is that practitioners have something 

to say about these issues."  

Participants also described a “want-to-learn” attitude 

among policymakers and noted that the lack of term limits 

results in less legislative turnover. In addition, the 

legislative services staff are nonpartisan and do not 

change with each election. This stability facilitates a 

deeper understanding of higher education among 

legislators, and longer-term relationships with higher 

education leaders.  

Participants described the College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act as an 

example of policy created by state policymakers working closely with education leaders to 

address the state’s completion and workforce goals through effective education policy. 

Participants credited the grant work and the Strategy Labs Network convenings for regularly 

bringing together policymakers with higher education leaders. A state leader said that the 

Act could not have been developed earlier because it would have been too contentious and 

that it came about because of the momentum created by having a statewide completion goal 

and a team of people consistently working together to reach it. Timing and context both 

appear to have been important. 

Facts about Maryland’s Policy 

Approach to Increasing 

Completions 

• Maryland’s state team 
proposed and Lumina accepted 
a faculty-centered approach to 
spreading course redesign.  

• The state also proposed 
bottom-up efforts to help near-
completers graduate.  

• The College and Career 
Readiness and College 
Completion Act of 2013 
mandated near-completers 
work but did not provide funding 
for it. 

• In 2010, the Legislature codified 
the P-20 Leadership Council. 
Under the College and Career 
Readiness and College 
Completion Act of 2013, the P-
20 Leadership Council is 
responsible for ensuring 
implementation of the legislated 
completion strategies, but it did 
not receive funding to carry out 
this task.  

• The P-20 Leadership Council 
does not have the authority to 

create policy. 
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As a result of this cooperation, participants said, the College and Career Readiness and 

College Completion Act of 2013 is an example of policy that promotes capacity-building and 

creativity rather than mandating compliance. Participants viewed the Act as a policy 

capstone that will ensure the sustainability of Maryland’s productivity efforts by codifying 

the work, thus making its continuation less dependent on leadership from the grant team or 

the P-20 Leadership Council. In addition, they said, the act provides clarity of focus for 

faculty and administrators regarding the state’s 55% attainment goal.  

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

The College and Career Readiness and College Completion 

Act of 2013 is an example of cooperation between 

knowledgeable policymakers and higher education 

practitioners focused on student success and completion. 

As one higher education leader explained, “We’ve come a 

really long way in five years in terms of talking about 

student progress, student completion, focusing more on 

the students and less on the institutions and I think that’s 

really the focus of the whole bill—as well as students from 

K-12 to higher ed, aligning everything so that our students 

can be successful.” It may be that this cooperation will 

prove helpful as the new law’s requirements are put into 

effect, which is likely to happen without an influx of new 

funding.  

Efficiencies, tuition increases, and state funding levels 

University System of Maryland institutions and other public and private colleges and 

universities in Maryland have been able to keep operating costs lower as a result of 

effectiveness and efficiency efforts. However, even with efficiencies in place, university costs 

continue to rise and state higher education appropriations have been on the decline, leaving 

few “extra” funds in the budget to invest in innovations such as new program redesign or 

academic transformation. During the meeting, participants were asked to discuss the 

implications of these up-front costs and the cycle of low funding for achieving Maryland’s 

completion goals.  

Participants said it is important to continue to find business efficiencies in higher education, 

but they also said that the most effective way to control costs, for both students and 

institutions, is to ensure that students who enroll in higher education complete their 

degrees in a timely manner. For example, a University System of Maryland administrator 

said: 

“What is raising the cost of higher education, besides the regular economic 

increases, is that students start and they don’t finish. The state puts money 

 
“We’ve come a really long way in 
five years in terms of talking 
about student progress, student 
completion, focusing more on the 
students and less on the 
institutions and I think that’s really 
the focus of the whole bill—as 
well as students from K-12 to 
higher ed, aligning everything so 
that our students can be 
successful.”  
 
              Higher education leader 
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into those students and they drop out and we lose that money. The students 

lose that money, their personal money, and the state loses that money.” 

As a result, institutions have begun looking more closely at how to retain students. A 

University System of Maryland administrator noted that the system is studying effective 

strategies for reducing attrition in science, technology, engineering, and math programs. 

Another participant was optimistic about the impact of the Common Core on increasing 

efficiencies:  

“If we continue with the Common Core movement. . . , we’re not going to 

have to continue to pay twice. At this point, we’re paying to educate them 

twice. We educate them in the K-12 and, then, we re-educate them in the 

developmental course. If we can do it the first time around correctly, it’s 

going to be much more efficient for the state.”  

Facts about Maryland’s Effectiveness and Efficiency Efforts 

 
• The University System saved over $250 million through effectiveness and efficiency 

efforts since 2003-04. Partly by demonstrating a commitment to efficiency, the University 
System secured funding from the Legislature to keep tuition increases to less than 3% 
cumulatively since 2008. When the University System raised tuition after four years, it did 
so at a rate barely sufficient to keep up with a low inflation rate.  

 
• The savings generated through effectiveness and efficiency efforts were not sufficient to 

prevent layoffs, furloughs, and stagnant wages, which interviewees indicated have 
occurred in the University System over the last few years.  

 
• In constant 2012 dollars, Maryland public higher education appropriations per full-time 

equivalent student dropped 19.8% from 2007 to 2012, somewhat less than the national 
average of 23.1% percent, but still a notable amount. From fiscal year 2011 to fiscal year 
2012, state higher education funding per full-time equivalent student decreased 5.3%.  

 
• Interviewees said that University System campuses seek 2% in cost savings annually, 

and it is becoming increasingly difficult to locate additional opportunities for savings. 
 
• Innovation often requires new up-front funding. Course redesign may require investments 

in technology for instruction. Academic transformation through technology and online 
instruction also requires investments in faculty and staff development. 

 
SOURCES: Maryland Senate Budget and Taxation Subcommittee on Education, Business and 

Administration. (2012, February 9). “Testimony of USM Chancellor William E. Kirwan.” Retrieved March 21, 

2012 from http://www.usmd.edu/usm/legislation/; State Higher Education Executive Officers, 2013, State 

Higher Education Finance, FY 2012, Table 5 (Boulder, CO: State Higher Education Finance Officers). 

Retrieved from http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/publications/SHEF%20FY%2012-20130322rev.pdf. 
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Participants said that state financial aid can serve an important role in helping students 

persist to a degree, and that the state needs to examine the appropriate cost sharing 

between the state, institutions, families, and students themselves. The Maryland Higher 

Education Commission and the University System of Maryland are looking into different 

options for distributing aid, with an eye to identifying practices that will encourage students 

to complete. A higher education leader said that the state’s Guaranteed Access Grant could 

be improved in this respect because it covers full tuition and room and board for students 

below a certain income threshold, but only provides about three thousand dollars for 

students who are just above the threshold. 

When asked about the role of federal policy in containing costs for students, participants 

said that state officials are limited in working with federal financial aid policies. For 

example, (1) federal Pell Grants are limited to six years for undergraduate students, and (2) 

federal regulations do not permit universities to deny a student a loan even if the financial 

aid counselor suspects that the student will not use the loan for educational costs.  

WHAT IS THE TAKEAWAY?  

Meeting participants said that finding business efficiencies remains important, but that the 

highest potential for cost savings in higher education is likely to derive from using academic 

and student support resources better to help students persist toward and complete their 

degrees.  

THOUGHTS LOOKING FORWARD 

In interviews and in site visit meetings, Maryland’s policymakers and higher education 

leaders consistently described a bright future for the state’s completion efforts. They said 

that the coordinated work on course redesign, near completers, and reverse transfer was 

likely to continue, with the College and Career Readiness and College Completion Act of 

2013 serving as a strong foundation for the work. As a state policymaker said, the initial 

conversations in any change effort are often the most difficult, but as momentum builds the 

subsequent changes become easier.  

In discussing the sustainability of completion initiatives, several state and higher education 

leaders highlighted the importance of data and assessment in supporting the work ahead. A 

University System of Maryland administrator said there will be “lots of learning” in the 

coming years regarding the course redesign and near-completer work. She noted that the 

grant team is planning a year-long series of symposiums to disseminate information about 

Maryland’s productivity work. These seem appropriate for a state higher education system 

that creates change through dispersed, collaborative leadership.  
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Higher education leaders said that performance funding would likely be a topic of 

discussion in the 2014 legislative session, but they were cautious about predicting any 

particular state action. The 2013 report by the Maryland Higher Education Commission 

establishes the position of the Commission, the Department of Legislative Services and the 

Department of Finance in recommending the use of performance funding to allocate a 

portion of the base budgets of higher education institutions. The report also identifies the 

position of representatives of higher education institutions in recommending that 

performance funding, if used at all, should be added as a supplement to the base budget. In 

the report, the Commission does not recommend a specific share of the budget that should 

be allocated through performance funding.30 

Higher education leaders also identified two other issues as likely to receive attention over 

the next few years:  

1. College affordability for students and families, especially given increasing levels of 

economic inequality nationally. An interviewee said, “that kind of gap is going to 

demand new thinking about how we make certain that our nation is still one where 

everyone has an opportunity at success and at higher education.” 

2. The effects of the Common Core on K-12 schools and on college preparedness. A 

higher education administrator said that if the Common Core “does what people say 

it’s going to do, then it really could have an effect on how well students are prepared 

for college and . . . eradicate the need for remediation at the postsecondary level.” 

 

Maryland is a creative and collaborative state that appreciates and supports higher 

education. About 45.5% of its adult population (ages 25 to 64) holds an associate degree or 

higher, compared to 39.4% nationally. The state’s educational attainment rate (45.5% in 

2012) increased from 43.9% in 2008, showing progress over time from a base level that is 

higher than the national average.31 If Maryland is to meet its completion goal of 55% by 

2025, it will need to increase its annual progress substantially. The state has already begun 

to move in that direction through:  

 The Completion Act of 2013. For the first time in 20 years the state passed an 

omnibus education law that offers a coordinated statewide approach to aligning K-

12 and higher education and increasing student completion. The new law, combined 

with the codification of the P-20 Leadership Council, should assist the state’s efforts 

to prepare students for college and support them in earning degrees.  

 Course redesign. The spreading of course redesign is deliberate but steady and could 

help more students progress through bottleneck and remedial courses on their way 

toward degrees.  

 Financial aid and near-completers. The state is experimenting with financial aid and 

other incentives to get adult students to return to college and complete their almost-

finished degrees.  
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 Statewide transfer agreements, reverse transfer agreements, and degree pathways. 

Respondents from all sectors agreed that the greatest efficiencies for degree 

productivity will come from the academic side of higher education, rather than from 

cost savings on the business side. 

 Effectiveness and efficiency. The effectiveness and efficiency work continues in the 

University System of Maryland and has expanded somewhat to the community 

colleges and private nonprofit colleges and universities. 

 

In each of these efforts, the state appears to have developed a broad consensus among 

policymakers and across higher education leaders. As an interviewee said,  

“One of the most notable things about Maryland’s priorities is the consensus and the 

crispness of the very specific work force credential outcomes that both state policy 

leaders and higher education leadership in the state convene around. There’s no 

ambiguity about what the state goal is for the post postsecondary credentials in 

their workforce. There’s no question about the time frame for that. There’s no 

question that everybody involved in higher education in the state feels they have 

some role to play in moving towards this goal.” 

 

Maryland organizes its work around evidenced-based approaches, which likely means that 

the state will proceed in its own way and at its own pace. The state’s higher education 

leaders appear to be open to learning from the documented experiences of other states and 

from the experiences of faculty at their own institutions. Some of the key challenges that 

remain involve finding consensus about the role of performance funding and implementing 

the state’s ambitious priorities with limited resources. State policymakers and higher 

education leaders recognize that there is a long way to go, but they remain confident that 

Maryland is well positioned to reach its goals for higher education.  
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Appendix II: Methodology  

In 2008, Lumina asked SPEC Associates (SPEC) to 

evaluate its investments in the seven states 

participating in an initiative known as Making 

Opportunity Affordable, which later became known 

more broadly as Lumina’s higher education 

productivity initiative. The central evaluation 

question involved the relationship between the 

initiative’s work and changes in state and 

systemwide policies that affect productivity. It is 

important to note that SPEC’s evaluative efforts 

focused on the effectiveness of Lumina’s 

investments in each state, rather than the 

effectiveness of each state’s efforts in 

accomplishing its grant goals. Each of the states had 

access to an in-state evaluator to evaluate its own 

work. 

Some of the challenges in this evaluative work 

included the following:  

 The initiative’s overall purposes, objectives, 

and strategies emerged over the course of 

the work and changed several times during 

the grant period.  

 The initiative did not adopt a theory of 

change or articulate critical assumptions 

undergirding its Four Steps agenda. 

 The initiative did not adopt an overall cross-state definition of productivity or 

strategy to measure progress or effectiveness in achieving the initiative’s objectives.  

 

SPEC gathered data from a wide range of sources and looked deeply at each state’s efforts. 

SPEC analyzed its data using multiple methods, as summarized below. The period of 

examination is from the beginning of Lumina’s work with the states in 2008 through the fall 

of 2013. SPEC’s evaluation team consisted of nine seasoned professionals in the areas of 

program evaluation, higher education systems and governance, state higher education 

policy, systems thinking, evaluation of inter-organization collaboratives and networks, 

strategic planning, institutional research, and assessment of student learning outcomes. 

Each of the seven states was assigned two members of the evaluation team who were 

responsible for identifying relevant documentation, participating in monthly conference 

 
This individual state report is one 
of seven that examines the 
productivity-related 
accomplishments in each of the 
implementation states during the 
grant period. A national technical 
report, Cross-State Technical 
Report for Lumina’s State-Based 
Efforts to Improve Productivity in 
U.S Higher Education: A 
Summary of Deeper Work in 
Seven States, provides a detailed 
summary of the work across the 
seven states. A national 
evaluative report, Improving the 
Yields in Higher Education:  
Findings from Lumina 
Foundation’s State-Based Efforts 
to Increase Productivity in U.S. 
Higher Education, presents the 
evaluation team’s major 
conclusions about the initiative’s 
potential impacts and 
implications. The reports are 
available at www.specassociates. 
org.  

http://www.specassociates.org/
http://www.specassociates.org/
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calls with state teams, interviewing higher education leaders, analyzing state-specific data, 

and drafting state-specific reports. 

Data analyses and interpretation 

Data analyses and interpretation included the following: 

 

 Examination of each state’s goals and achievements through their policy contexts, 

including higher education governance, leadership, finance, and accountability 

 Monthly synthesis of newly acquired information and insights 

 Coding and tagging of concepts and themes in documents, transcripts, and data 

reports 

 Comparison of states’ progress in productivity-related activities 

 Analysis of patterns and trends across states on factors external to higher education 

 Sense-making via: 

 Focused discussions with state grant team members; 

 Final site visit discussion with key higher education leaders; 

 Feedback on reports from state team members and from Lumina’s national 

support organizations; 

 Reflection with Lumina staff and its national productivity partners; and 

 Ongoing interpretive discussions among evaluation team members.  

 

Data sources 

Qualitative data were collected from the following sources, and included approximately 285 

documents related to Maryland: 

 State and national reports and legislation 

 Focused observations at national and state meetings 

 Monthly conference calls with state teams over a three-year period 

 In-depth telephone interviews with higher education leaders, business 

representatives, faculty, students, and state legislative policymakers 

 Three site visits to each implementation state for in-person interviews with stakeholders 

 Focused interviews with national organizations and individuals connected to 

Lumina’s investments in productivity 

 Media reports  

 

Quantitative data were collected from the following sources: 

 Reports and secondary data from these sources:  

 Higher education boards 

 Legislative research organizations 

 U.S. Census Bureau 

 State demographers 
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 K-12 agencies 

 Statewide nonprofit organizations 

 Higher education and education policy organizations 

 

 Databases available from these sources: 

 National Information Center for Higher Education Policymaking and 

Analysis  

 National Association of State Student Grant and Aid Programs 

 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 

 Comparative state financial data (Grapevine) 
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