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Achieving Accountability in Higher Education is an ambitious attempt to provide a more comprehensive view of the murky and complex world of accountability by examining various approaches in the context of government (state) priorities, academic concerns and market forces – the so-called “Accountability Triangle”.
Joe Burke, contributor and editor, is a former President of SUNY, Plattsburgh and Provost of the SUNY system, and has written extensively on a variety of higher education topics ranging from system governance to performance funding. In the opening essay - The Many Faces of Accountability – Burke does an admirable job of speaking to the difficulties and complexities inherent in any discussion of accountability. He uses the image of a triangle  – state priorities (political), academic concerns (professional) and market forces (market) – to reflect the three main forces that present ”conflicting demands” and lead to varying interpretations and definitions of accountability. In his view, since each part of this Accountability Triangle is of equal importance, the triangle’s centre occupies the “ideal spot” for an accountability program that addresses the competing claims in a balanced fashion. 

Burke’s opening essay sets the context for the remaining contributors – all accomplished practitioners in their respective areas. Each of the essays addresses the concept of an Accountability Triangle through a particular ‘lens’: assessment, accreditation, standardized testing, academic audits, student/alumni surveys, performance funding and reporting, media rankings, and the ‘invisible hand’ of markets. Those essays are illuminating, often characterized by brief historical overviews of key developments and interesting insights drawn from years of hands-on experience. With respect to the ability of those initiatives to satisfy what in other venues has been referred to as the ‘cult of accountability’,  the contributors are not sanguine about the future. Lack of trust between governments and institutions is cited as contributing to a ‘crisis of confidence’ about higher education’s ability to meet societal demands. That, in turn, has led to increased government intervention under the guise of accountability despite the many initiatives and programs that have emerged to improve accountability.
Burke completes the volume with a more upbeat summary essay that speaks to the need for adopting a more comprehensive view of accountability linking existing accountability initiatives. “Higher education does not need more accountability programs. What it needs is better coordination and implementation of the ones already in place.” To address those requirements, Burke argues for the establishment of a Public Agenda for higher education that “needs the advocacy of business and civic leaders” to determine “what each state needs most from higher education.” One can argue about the prescription but it’s hard to quarrel with the diagnosis.
The value of this book is that it provides a number of perspectives about an issue that simply will not go away and continues to be a major component of the Canadian higher education landscape – witness the advent of Accountability Agreements in Ontario, Service Plans in British Columbia, Business Plans in Alberta and the short-lived experiment with performance contracts in Quebec. While there are some similarities between the Canadian and U.S. experiences the essays on accreditation, standardized testing, assessment and markets are of special interest because of our limited experience - to date. While Burke’s prescription leaves considerable room for argument (and makes no reference to the role of Governing Boards) the review and exploration of accountability initiatives in the context of the Accountability Triangle is absorbing. For those interested in learning more about the multi-faceted nature of accountability and striking the balance among competing interests, this volume is a recommended read. 
