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ABSTRACT

The possibility—and potential pitfalls—of an “Americanization” of European
higher education are widely discussed, This paper argues that it is important
to base comparisons and considerations of possible emulation on a stronger
understanding of the specificity of American higher education. It stresses the
importance of seeing this as a system with highly differentiated institutions
and complex contextnal relations. The present paper also summarizes dra-
matic changes that have transformed American higher education in recent
years, and others that are beginning to transform it further. This shows the
system to be internally dynamic and also influenced by important external
conditions (including matters of finance, public policy, and new technology).
The U.S. system is only understood well if analysis locates specific patterns
in relation to these structural transformations. Such specificity should inform
future comparative research.
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THE SPECIFICITY OF AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

The United States long led the world in its rate of granting college degrees.
Norway has now closed the gap and other European countries are catching up.
Policymakers call for still further “Americanization”; perhaps the most com-
mon thread of meaning is simply that those who control government purse
strings wish to foot less of the bill, There are also suggestions that European
universities might become more “productive,” either in research or teaching.

My task here is not to assess the merits of these proposals, but to make more
explicit some features of the American higher education system for the sake of
clearer comparison. 1 will not provide an exhaustive description, let alone a
detailed analysis. Aside from establishing a basis for more precise comparison, 1
want to suggest three significant points. First, American approaches to and insti-
tutions for higher education are extremely diverse. There is no single American
model. Second, focusing especially on the research universities that are perhaps
most similar to European counterparts, I want to suggest that the American
approach to higher education involves a system. This should be obvious to social
scientists but sometimes is not obvious to policymakers. The system does not
reflect a rational design or function perfectly, but its various parts are interdepen-
dent. One of the problems with some proposals to “Americanize” European
higher education is that they propose to lift certain features out of the complex
whole, for example to achieve American-style emphasis on faculty preductivity
without creating American-style job markets.

After establishing some of the general characteristics that distinguish the Amer-
ican system of higher education, I will take up a third point. The U.S. system has
undergone recurrent structural transformations and is in the midst of one of these
now. Many debates about American colleges and universities are less productive
than they might be because they neglect transformations in the character of spe-
cific institutions and the sociology of the overall field of higher education. This is
particularly true of a recent wave of critiques that approach curricular change
without attention to structural transformations (often exaggerating not only the
influence of the academic left, but the extent to which what goes on at the most
elite institutions sets the model for the whole systern).1

Of course, some of the criticisms do hit home. Colleges and universities do
have problems with accountability, with maintaining appropriate reward struc-
tures, and with motivating and reviewing faculty after the tenure stage. Doubts
about how well undergraduates are served are eminently reasonable. So too are
questions about whether all the research produced is valuable. It is more than just
possible that there are problems with the internal governance systems (and exter-
nal regulatory regimes) that have produced rapidly rising costs and swelling cad-
res of administrative staff. A striking feature of both the criticisms and the
self-analyses and defenses of educators and administrators, however, is that they
are cast at a very general level. They do not focus with adequate seriousness on
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the differences in mission and nature that distinguish America’s colleges and uni-
versities. Likewise, they are commonly historically naive, operating with refer-
ence to an unspecified “golden age™ when classes were small and all taught by the
best faculty, when students were attentive and all found good jobs on graduation,
and when the content of courses was at once intellectually stimulating and univer-
sally inoffensive.

Though the golden age is mythical, American higher education has indeed been
powerfully transformed in the postwar era. First, the field grew enormously. Sec-
ond, the balance and relationships among different types of institutions were
altered during this expansion. Third, the balance shifted also among teaching,
scholarship, and research as basic components of academic work. These changes
were linked, and each mattered greatly. Without comprehending these changes, it
is impossible to give sensible answers to questions about the place and quality of
teaching in today’s schools.?

DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF
AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

American higher education is a complex system. When comparisons are rade to
higher education in other countries, it is important to recognize the nature of the
overall system. Among other things, attempting to emulate specific organizational
features without considering their relationship to the overall system is a potential
source of problems and disappointments. More systematic comparative research
would be helpful.3 The present effort is limited to summarizing several of the
basic systemic factors that make U.S. higher education distinctive.

Institutional Differentiation

No single feature of American higher education is more distinctive than its very
diversity of institutions. Research universities, multi-branch state university sys-
tems, undergraduate liberal arts colleges, technical institutes, career-oriented col-
leges, two-year community and junior colleges, universities wholly owned by
corporations, and still more different kinds of institutions mingle in the broad
field of American higher education. It is hard to generalize accurately.

Indeed, one kind of inaccurate generalization plays a significant ideclogical
role. Americans tend to view bachelor’s degrees as a more or less homoge-
neous achievement, underestimating the status and labor market differences
among them. However, the contributions to future income and class position
made by different sorts of degrees from different kinds of institutions vary
enormously. Coleman and Rainwater (1978) studied the impact of college
graduation on lifetime earnings potential (from paid employment, that is,
already putting aside the question of where those with inherited wealth went to
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gain education commensurate with that wealth). The 15 percent of students
who attended the country’s most elite private institutions could expect to earn
84 percent more on average than those who had not graduated from college.
The 45 percent who attended the next tier of still somewhat selective private
colleges and leading state university campuses could expect an earnings boost
of 52 percent. But, those who graduated from the rest of the country’s colleges
and universities could expect, on average, no net earnings gain compared to
those who did not complete college. The differences remained significant even
when controlled for father’s education, race, and region.

This pattern has changed in two crucial respects (though there is no new study
with comparable data to document changes precisely). First, the gap between the
average earnings of college graduates and the rest of the population has widened.
This is a result of both credentialism and of the disappearance of well-paid (espe-
cially unionized) manual jobs in favor of often poorly paid service sector work.
This means that less prestigious colleges may pay off better than before compared
to failure to attend coIIege.4 Second, however, there has been an increasing ine-
quality in earnings of college graduates which has increased the advantage of elite
education compared to nonelite. This operates independently of choice of major
(though of course some majors also result in higher earnings; Kominski and Sut-
terlin 1992). Rewards flow very disproportionately to those at the top of most
lines of work (Frank and Cook 1995). These top positions go disproporticnately
to graduates of about 10 percent of America’s colleges and universities (and
indeed, disproportionately to the most prestigious within that 10 percent). The
shift away from educating elites—either those of inherited position or those who
aspired to become elites through entering learned professions—has thus happened
in most of the higher education sector, but not in its most prestigious institutions.

Beyond status differences, of course, there are also different niches, mandates
and missions. Some colleges are 100 percent residential, others house none of
their students. Some enroll mainly 18-22 year-olds, others cater heavily to adult
students. Some specialize in specific fields, others offer a wide variety. Probably
the biggest distinction is between schools that emphasize “general liberal arts edu-
cation” and those that specialize in terminal bachelor’s degrees in direct prepara-
tion for specific careers. This reflects a long-standing (but recently accelerated)
pattern in American higher education. Many “practical” subjects that were not
taught in universities in Europe have been important to colleges and universities
in the United States. Since the Civil War, many universities have had this as a cen-
tral part of their mission. These have ranged from elite private institutions like the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Comell University (both founded in
1865) to the broad range of public universities supported in part by federal land
grants following the Morrill Act of 1862. Technical education in agriculture, engi-
neering, and a variety of other fields, thus, has long been the province of Ameri-
can universities.
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In many cases, however, technical training was combined with “liberal arts”
education—a broad, general education in philosophy, history, literature, rhetoric,
and science. Many American colleges and universities were founded with a focus
on training members of the clergy, and this sort of training joined with theology
as part of the core of their studies. As the teaching of law became more dominated
by universities, it was based on similar foundations. But the pattern came to be to
expect students concentrating in nearly all fields of study to devote approximately
half of their undergraduate educations to study outside their primary field of
study. This set a pattern for the combination of a “major” with “general educa-
tion” that remains distinctive of America.

From the late nineteenth century on, it became normal for majors to be
identified with the kinds of research subjects and scholarly fields that formed
the basis for Ph.D. degrees—specific sciences, social sciences, or humanities
disciplines. Concomitantly, it became increasingly common for professional
education—especially in the most elite professions—to be organized through
postgraduate degrees. Medicine, dentistry, law, and theology were all orga-
nized this way by the early twentieth century. Increasingly, other fields seek-
ing professional status followed suit, including both education and business,
though in neither case did graduate degrees become as exclusively predomi-
nant as in the older elite professions. The result was that the normative
undergraduate education in the United States was conceived as a broad sort
of preparation appropriate not simply to a gentleman or a citizen (though
these ideals informed the pattern) but to someone who would gain specific
career skills through a postgraduate degree. Thus, a future lawyer might
study political science as an undergraduate major, a future physician biol-
ogy, a future minister philosophy, and so forth. This conception of the lib-
eral arts degree coexisted with provision of first professional degrees,
sometimes in the same institution.

Prediciably, however, institutional differentiation was common. It took two
main forms. First, in universities the teaching of liberal arts and science subjects
was commonly organized through a “College of Arts and Science” or similar unit.
This was typically closely related to the graduate teaching of research fields. Over
time, professional schools in a growing range of ficlds have been added to the
original arts and science core of most universities, It is now common for the pro-
fessional schools to award a majority of all degrees—especially postgraduate
degrees—in major universities. In addition, the professional schools have often
claimed a growing autonomy within the universities and have been successful in
raising greater funding than the arts and sciences (both by charging fees for spe-
cialized courses and by soliciting gifts from benefactors with an interest in their
specific fields of work). Once basic to the conception of the university, the arts
and science fields are now in many cases minority pursuits concentrated in one or
two specialized colleges within the larger university. Even where liberal arts sub-
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jects enroll a majority of students, the proportionate power of and budget for pro-
fessional schools has increased. :

Second, many American colleges chose not to become universities, offering
neither research degrees such as the Ph.D. nor professional degrees. They special-
ized in the liberal arts (including science). Indeed, independent “liberal arts col-
leges” are among the most distinctive American institutions of higher education
(with some historical pedigree in Oxford and Cambridge but minimal analog else-
where)}. Many of these schools were founded by religious denominations, or by
individual philanthropists who commornly mandated a religious orientation, but a
large percentage have become secular. Most of the liberal arts colleges date from
the 19th century or earlier, but new colleges continued to be founded as late as the
1950s and 1960s.

Recent years have seen a substantial decline in the number of liberal arts col-
leges.> While community colleges and large universities grew during the 1960s
and 1970s and gained substantial new resources, most Iiberal arts colleges did not.
This left many vulnerable when the economic and demographic environment
grew less favorable during the 1980s.

Those colleges that remained small and antonomous were divided into two
groups by the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education. The first—about 140
of the total-—consisted basically of those that offered primarily liberal arts bache-
lors’ degrees and were more or less highly selective in admissions. Prestigious
examples include Ambherst, Carleton, Reed, and Williams, These schools were
also often relatively well endowed financially, and in any case are able to attract
students willing to pay high tuition because of the educational experiences they
offer (curricular and extracurricular) and their success in placing students in grad-
vate and professional schools.

The second group of liberal arts colleges had offered a similar mix of degrees
historically, but were generally not very selective in admissions and had much
lesser financial resources. A key result was that they came into direct competition
with what the Carnegie Commission calls “comprehensive universities and col-
leges,” particularly the less selective branch campuses of public university sys-
tems but also a number of relatively small private universities. Competition over
tuition costs was debilitating to many small colleges, as students and their fami-
lies chose less expensive public institutions or attended private ones only when
they could get financial assistance. More transformative, however, was competi-
tion over courses of study. The less selective small colleges moved away from
their traditional emphasis on the liberal arts, adding more and more courses and
majors in business and other directly job-related fields. As Breneman (1990) puts
it, most of what have commonly been called liberal arts colleges transformed
themselves into “small, professional college[s].” Breneman estimates, in fact, that
no fewer than 317 of what had been liberal arts colleges stopped granting even 40
percent of their degrees in liberal arts subjects. This reduced the total number of
“real” liberal arts colleges from 540 to 21256
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This was one dramatic institutional manifestation of the general rise in popular-
ity of professional, career-oriented baccalaureate programs. This combined with
the growth of community colleges to mean that the majority of students in Amer-
ican higher education—and the majority of those taking sociology classes—was
no longer comprised of liberal arts students. The bulk of the public debate about
changes in higher education since the 1960s, however, continned to center on an
image of “liberal arts” education. It is in this context that pundits have debated
whether “*political correctness” has changed the teaching of history, whether “ten-
ured radicals” have dominated the social sciences and humanities, and whether
poststructuralist thecry has driven out the proper teaching of literature. Whatever
the merits of such charges, the debate has missed—indeed, obscured—the much
more basic changes brought about by the rise of career-oriented, nonliberal arts
higher education. Liberal arts degrees are now clearly a minority pursuit and
mainly an elite one. Considerations of the future of American higher education
{and comparisons of it to that in other countries) need to be clear about this and
analyze its implications.

To sum up, it is important to keep in mind both very high levels of inequality
(in resources as well as student abilities and prestige) and wide differences in mis-
sion and institutional character,

Scale

Behind the diversity of institutions lies the sheer scale of American higher edu-
cation. More than 65 percent of American youth at least start college, and ¢close to
two-thirds of those eventually graduate. Well over a million bachelor’s degrees
are granted each year, more than 400,000 master’s degrees, and some 43,000
Ph.Ds, There are nearly a million full-time college professors in the United States
(National Center for Educational Statistics 1996, 1997; Statistical Abstract of the
United States, 1998).

This represents a dramatic growth during the twentieth century. The most dra-
matic phase of growth in the system came after World War II. Over half the col-
leges and universities operating in the United States today did not even exist
before the War (Lucas 1996, p. 12). The pattern of growth is, however, longstand-
ing and deeply woven into American expectations for democracy, culture, and
above all social mobility. Growth was more or less continuous until the 1980s,
when a combination of economics, demographics, and politics brought it to an
end, and even produced some retrenchiment. It is worth considering current strug-
gles over the curriculum (e.g., the “canon wars™), and over “market-driven”
higher education against the background of earlier changes that accompanied the
expansion of the system.

Fewer than 3 percent of the nation’s population at the close of the nineteenth
century had ever attended college, let alone graduated. A pattern of rapid growth
was already under way at the turn of the century, but it was only after World War
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I1 that higher education really became a mass phenomenon in the United States.
Returning veterans supported by special government funding (the GI Bill)
flooded American colleges and universities, helping to spark expansion even in
relatively hard times. On a smaller scale, the same thing happened after the
Korean War. But more dramatically, the veterans of both wars (and their genera-
tional cohorts) produced a sustained baby boom. This, combined with economic
growth and advancing technology, led to an explosion in demand fer higher edu-
cation during the 1960s. New colleges and universities were founded and existing
ones expanded. In 1947, there were 2.3 million students in U.S. colleges and uni-
versities, up from 1.5 million before the war; by 1994, the number was 14.2 mil-
lion. The proportion of young adults graduating from high school rose from less
than 7 percent at the tarn of the century to half at the end of World War II, peaked
at 77 percent in 1968-1969, and though it has fallen back remains over 71 percent.
The proportion of these high school graduates going on to college rose from 45
percent in 1960 to 65 percent (exclusive of vocational and trade schools) in the
mid-1990s. Some 43 percent of high school graduates go to four-year schools and
another 22 percent to two-year colleges. Well over a million bachelor’s degrees
are granted each year. To offer these higher levels of education, the number of
faculty grew from 246,000 in 1949-1950 to nearly a million today. Graduate edu-
cation grew commensurately. As late as 1920, only 615 Ph.Ds were awarded in
the United States. Today more than 43,000 are awarded each year (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1976; National Center for Educational Statistics 1996, 1997), Both the
educational meaning and job market value of college degrees changed, as did the
relationship of higher education to social class and social policy.

This story of growth has profound but surprisingly often overlooked implica-
tions. To start with, between the 1940s and 1990s, students became more diverse,
less exclusively upper and middle class, more commonly immigrants, and mem-
bers of minority groups. Of at least equal importance, however, they are not in any
similar aggregate sense an elite. Neither is a college degree training them for
membership in an elite. A college degree is increasingly standard—at least for the
middle class—rather than a mark of distinction. Having one only sets one apart
from a little more than half of one’s generation. As we know from studies of cre-
dentialism, college diplomas are increasingly required for positions that were ear-
lier held by high school graduates or even dropouts (Collins 1979). This does not
in itself mean that students gain only the same level of education in college that
previous generations gained in high school (a comimon but false assumption).
Today’s college students learn a great deal. There is, however, as we noted above,
a bifurcation between Iiberal arts majors and students whose first degrees are
directly and natrowly career-oriented.

The largest part of this growth has come in public institutions. As Oakley
(1992, p. 79) sums up, “Almost 90 percent of the institutions enrolling more than
10,000 students are public, whereas 87 percent of those enrolling 1,000 or fewer
are private.” The very large public university—Ohio State or the University of
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Minnesota—accounts for part of this growth. Many state universities have metas-
tasized into systems with several campuses each enrelling 10,000 or more stu-
dents. Often one or two of these are seen as flagship research institutions, but
there is common governance and funding for the whole system. The most rapidly
growing subsector has not been big state universities, however, but two-year insti-
tutions {community or junior colleges). These have expanded dramatically to
account for nearly 40 percent of total U.S. enrollments. Some of their programs
are geared towards students who will transfer to universities or four-year colleges,
but most are more immediately aimed at career needs (see discussion in Brint and
Karabel 1988).

In short, American higher education needs to be understood as a very large sys-
temn. It serves a substantial majority of the population and does it through a com-
plex and increasingly differentiated range of institutions. The connections among
these different kinds of institutions are ofien problematic, but nonetheless they do
tie each to the system as a whole. To abstract one kind of institution from this con-
text is to miss ways in which each depends on or is shaped by the broader system.
A simply example is the extent to which research universities depend on graduate
students for both teaching and research labor, as well as for enrollment. The grad-
uate student population is made possible, however, partly by the existence of a job
market for college teachers in the rest of the system. Shifts in this market have
dramatic implications for research universities.

Role of Private Money

From a European point of view, the substantial role of private funding is also a
crucial feature of American higher education, This appears distinctively in the
range of private colleges and universities. Most of these are established as
not-for-profit organizations, commonly with distinctive state charters, and almost
always with exemptions from taxes. An increasing number, however, are (or are
owned by) for-profit companies. The proportion of private institutions is greater
towards the more prestigious end of the American system, with the elite liberal
arts colleges and the top tier of research universities. Private institutions exist at
all levels, however, even though the percentage of students enrolled in them is
smaller at the lower end. It is also important to note that public institutions receive
a good deal of private money. Major state research universities like the University
of Michigan receive substantial state support, but the majority of the annual bud-
gets of many is actually paid from private sources (including tuition, foundation
grants, alumni and other gifts, sports revenues, and research contracts with busi-
ness corporations),

Benefactions from wealthy individuals and families are central to private sup-
port. The amounts involved are quite large: in the last five years, Harvard Univer-
sity has received an additional $2.3 billion in gifts to add to its already large
endowment. While Harvard is distinctive, all major research universities in Amer-
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ica—including those owned and operated by states—have private endowments of
at least several hundred million dollars. So do perhaps 30 colleges whose mis-
sions focus overwhelmingly on undergraduate education. In addition, privately
funded foundations (e.g., the Ford Foundation, the Mellon Foundation) are major
sources of financial support for research and sometimes for the development of
new academic programs. Their combined inputs into university budgets far out-
strips that of the National Science Foundation.

The payment of tuition and fees is also important. The cost of attending an elite
private college or university is now about $25,000, simply for tuition payments,
not including housing, food, or incidental purchases such as books. Even at
state-funded universities tuifion for in-state students commonly exceeds $5,000
per year and for out-of-state students runs up to three times that. Scholarships and
other financial support are available for many students {(most on a need-adjusted
basts, some on “merit” or competitive bases). Two critical variables distinguish-
ing institutions are the extent to which they must “discount” their tuition costs
with financial aid to fill their student rolls, and the extent to which they can afford
to use scholarships to keep the overall quality of their student bodies (and indi-
rectly their institutional prestige) high. While the nominal tuition for graduate stu-
dents is comparable, in most reputable Ph.D. programs few graduate students pay
full tuition and most have it waived entirely and are paid modest stipends from
fellowships or in compensation for work as teaching assistants. Master’s degree
programs are often significant revenue sources for colleges and universities.”
Some of these are applied degrees oriented to specific careers (e.g., the MBA).
Many others have come under criticism for being poorly thought-out intermediar-
ies between undergraduate and Ph.D. education; they persist in part because of the
tuition revenue they bring in. In most schools, however, it is undergraduate tuition
that contributes most importantly to overall budgets. What students and their fam-
ilies purchase with these payments is not only teaching but prestige. The higher
tuitions at research universities help to purchase the intellectual reputations of fac-
vlty members who may actually devote a minority of their time—sometimes
none—to teaching undergraduates.

Gifts and tuition payments have traditionally accounted for the vast majority of
private money in American education. An increasing role is being played, how-
ever, by corporate purchases and investments. Contract research has a long his-
tory, as university faculty undertake specific projects for companies. Most of the
proceeds of this have flowed to the faculty and their research programs, though in
recent decades universities have become more adept at recovering parts of it for
their overhead budgets. Corporations have also made gifts from which they
derived some business benefits~—naming buildings, lecture series, or fellowship
programs, for example—but these have been only modestly different from other
sorts of gifts. Similarly, colleges and universities decades ago began to market
their “brands” in cooperation with private businesses—selling Harvard sweat-
shirts, for example, and University of Florida sunglasses. This has extended to
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profit-sharing agreements in the provision of food to students, the selling of
books, the operating of housing facilities, and other areas,

More dramatic changes, however, come with major investments in scientific
research. Private, for-profit firms have entered into business arrangements that
build scientific laboratories and pay for research. A very rapidly growing propor-
tion of scientific research in the United States is conducted through partnerships
between universities and private corporations. The infusions of money into uni-
versities are enormous. In some cases, such as the contract between the University
of California at Berkeley and the Novartis Corporation, whole departments are
committed to integrate their research programs with those of their capitalist spon-
sors. Sometimes these sponsors own or claim proprietary control over this
research; other times they simply have right of first refusal on any inventions or
discoveries that may have market value. This raises a variety of questions. How
does it affect academic freedom? How does it shape the relations between units of
universities that receive such funding and those (commonty in the liberal arts and
sciences) that do not? Not least of all, does it portend (along with the rise in cor-
porate research} an end to the distinctive American pattern of locating most scien-
tific research in universities and seeking to keep it closely related to teaching?

Location of Research in Universities

The location of most scientific research in universities is among the major dis--
tinctions of the American higher education system from many others (including in
varying degree those in Europe). While there are research institutes operated by
the U.S. government, these operate in a relatively small number of fields and con-
duct a small minority of research. There have been American proposals for a
nationally operated scientific research establishment—most notably after World
War II. These were defeated, however, in favor of decentralization into the uni-
versities. Federal funding was deemed acceptable, close federal direction was not,
In effect, American universities adopted the German model in the late nineteenth
century, and then took it further. In the United States, university-based research
was never complemented to comparable degree by an organization like the Max
Planck Society, let alone France’s CNRS 8

The location of research in universities introduced various complexities. First,
it created a need for funds and helped to encourage an orientation towards gaining
external funds. Universities providing space and faculty for research, as well as
administrative services, began to demand “indirect cost recovery.” These over-
head charges became an important part of university budgets. While some of the
funds received were closely related to the actual administration of research, or
returned to the investigators for their continued work, administrators also drew on
overhead income to subsidize other projects.

Second, the location of research in universities created hybrid institutions.” The
two signs of prestige for American universities through most of the twentieth cen-
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tury were (a) emphasis on liberal arts degrees, and (b) research performance. If
tradition placed the former first, the second has grown more rapidly in impor-
tance. While some faculty are hired exclusively as research professors, this is
uncommen. Somewhat more are hired exclusively as teachers (usually at rela-
tively low pay and with low job security). Most full-time, tenure-track university
faculty are expected both to teach and to do research. The latter, however,
becomes the most readily marketed skill. The result is that though faculty are
pulled in two ways, research performance is the primary basis for high mobility
options and, accordingly, relatively high salaries. Predictably, this has generated
divisions within faculties, with those who do the majority of the undergraduate
teaching often rewarded much less than those who do the majority of the research
and publication. Add to this increasingly heavy reliance on graduate students as
instructors, and one finds not only divisions within university communities, but
the basis for a critique from students, parents, and cutside constituencies. To
many of the latter, it looks as though research-oriented faculty have feathered
their nests at the expense of undergraduate students. Despite this, research univer-
sities remain very attractive to undergraduates, and many of the most talented in
each year’s cohort of high school graduates choose research universities over lib-
eral arts colleges in which they would receive more attention from faculty mem-
bers, but where those faculty would be less well-known researchers.

It should be noted that although many more institutions declare their commit-
ment to research, and attempt to gain financial resources for it, about 50 major
universities account for the considerable majority of significant research (and
large scale government and foundation funding). It is not at all clear what agendas
are served by trying to hold faculty at all sorts of institutions to the standard of
research productivity. Certainly it does result in increased publications, but most
of these lack influence or significance in their fields.'® Faculty are not entirely
irrational in this, however, for they know that publication is usually the best way
to increase their value on the labor market (see Lewis 1996).

Decentralization of Educational Policy

Not only research, but the entire system of higher education is quite decentral-
ized in the United States. Federal policy direction is minimal. While federal fund-
ing is significant, it is far from dominant and in any case comes in diverse forms
from a variety of agencies with different missions. The Department of Agricul-
ture, the National Institutes of Health, and the Defense Department each, for
example, contribute more to college and university budgets than the National Sci-
ence Foundation or the Department of Education. It is the 50 states that are the pri-
mary sources of public funding for colleges and universities and that took the
initiative in creating public higher education in America. The extent of their sup-
port varies. In some cases, like Massachusetts, the private system preceded the
public one and to some extent limited its development. In other cases, the state
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universitiesare as old as the states. The state universities of Georgia, North Caro-
lina, and V'irginia vie for the distinction of being the cldest in the United States.
All are eighteenth-century creations, some chartered in the very constitutions that
created the states. In general, as one moves away from New England the role of
the public institutions grows larger.

A corollary to the very diversity of institutional forms, however, is the differen-
tiation of sonrces of educational policy. Many American colleges and universities
were founded by churches or other religious organizations—initially mostly Prot-
estant but later also Catholic. While some have either shed their religious affilia-
tions entirely, or come to be managed in largely secular fashion at arm’s length
from denominational sponsors, others remain actively engaged in religious mis-
sions and their teaching is shaped accordingly. American colleges and universities
are generally structured legally as autonomous or semi-autonomous corporations,
with governance entrusted to a board of trustees. The latter may be selected by
external bodies (as state legislatures name members to public university boards or
religions organizations to those of church-affiliated schools). Existing board
members rnay name new ones from among benefactors, alummni, or public figures.
In nearly all cases, a common feature is that boards of trustees mainly represent
constituencies outside the faculty and current administration of the university.
They draw in businesspeople, most prominently, lawyers and professionals, poli-
ticians, and other public figures. There are occasionally but not always student
representatives. Alumni are almost always represented. Although boards are not
always interventionist, their composition symbolizes a conception of higher edu-
cation institutions as directly responsive to broader constituencies and not
self-sustaining creatures of their academic members.

Boards then typically appoint a president as the chief executive officer of the
university or college. The terminology of CEO is not accidental; business imagery
has become increasingly predominant, and reflects a shift in the function, peer
group, and even background of presidents. These are mainly mediators between
the university and its external constituencies: legislators, regulators, donors, and
alumni (to the extent one considers them external rather than internal). Many
presidents now come from nonacademic careers in business or government, and
they spend much of their time on the road. The University of Virginia board, for
example, recently chastened its president. The latter had wanted to remain
actively involved on campus and even to teach a course one semester a year. His
board ordered him to spend more of his time on the road raising money and tend-
ing external constituencies.

To handle intemal affairs, presidents typically appoint a Chief QOperating
Officer, most often labeled a provost. This is the office at the apex of most aca-
demic policymaking, though of course presidents are also involved, and most
day-to-day decision making. Sometimes the provost is also designated Vice Pres-
ident for Academic Affairs. In any case, alongside the provost (or the equivalent)
there are apt to be several other vice presidents. The most powerful will be that in
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charge of business operations (ranging from the physical plant of the university to
its financial management and contractual relations). There may also be vice pres-
idents of student affairs, community relations, and so forth. Under the vice presi-
dent for academic affairs or provost, there will be deans of various schools. The
traditionally central one will be a college of arts and science (or something similar
to this). This is the base of liberal arts undergraduate education, most Ph.D. stud-
ies (though there may be a graduate school with a separate dean, the faculty will
usually be appointed and departments governed through the arts and sciences col-
lege), and the vast majority of nonmedical research. Increasingly, however, pro-
fessional schools have become important and powerful, often able to raise
substantial endowments of their own, to claim varying degrees of autonomy from
the central administration, and to resist subsidizing the arts and sciences even
though they do benefit from association with the university “brand” created by the
core arts and science programs. Medical schools and health sciences are often
extreme cases, and universities with substantial investments in the health area
often have an entirely separate division to manage this, commonly with its own
vice president. This division may well include teaching hospitals, health manage-
ment organizations, nursing care facilities, and the like. Through most of the post-
war era, medical schools commanded such large and growing fiscal resources that
they were able to demand substantial autonomy. With reorganization of U.S.
health care in recent years, however, many have become fiscal drains on their host
universities or at least more problematic to administer. Suffice it to say that T have
barely scratched the surface of potential complexity in this and indeed in other
aspects of governance.

When it comes to research and the production of knowledge, decentralization
and competition rule the system. The universities (and to much lesser extent,
some colleges) compete with each other directly for funds to support research,
and also for research-based prestige that indirectly shapes funding for the future
(not only by attracting grants but by attracting tuition-paying students and gifts
from private benefactors). Even within each university, there is usually little cen-
tral management of research priorities. This is somewhat less true where scientific
projects with very large price tags are involved. The dominant pattern, however,
decentralizes formal decision making to departments or research centers. In fact,
for most practical purposes, the decision making is still more decentralized since
administrators are seldom able to guide faculty research priorities effectively even
if so inclined. For the most part, individual faculty or the heads of labs make deci-
sions about what kinds of research to do and where to seek funds for their projects.
They are evaluated on results, either in terms of publications and prestige or in
terms of funding gained and financial proceeds. The university officials in charge
of research serve as traffic police seeking to avoid collisions between different
units of the same university seeking funding from the same source.
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Loyalty of Alumni

Gifts to American colleges and universities come largely from graduates and
their families. Alumni also sit on boards of trustees, and sometimes help to
lobby legislatures on behalf of “alma mater.” Where one attended college (as
even going !0 university is commonly called) is likely to be a lifelong source
of identity and networks. This may be attenuated somewhat by the growing
importance of graduate education (typically pursued at a different institution)
and by an increasing tendency to transfer among institutions during undergrad-
uate degree programs, Nonetheless, alumni identification and loyalty remains
extraordinary by Buropean standards (with Oxford and Cambridge approximat-
ing it in the English system, and the grandes écoles in France, but no overall
European system producing or relying on it in the same general fashion). Three
factors are probably crucial to this.

First, secondary schools do not play comparable roles in elite formation or rela-
tional networtks and identities generally. There is nothing like the lycée or gymna-
sium systems, nor like the old pre-comprehensive English system. American high
schools have been overwhelmingly public for a long time, and attendance based
mainly on residential location not selectivity. Neither is there a national examina-
tion system to judge secondary school achievement (and secondary school is per-
haps the weakest link in the overall U.S. educational system). With a
comparatively high percentage of 18-22 year-olds attending college or university,
- this became the focal point for identity-formation, especially among elites.

Second, the traditional American college education involves a residential
experience. Although fewer American students share this experience as the
scale of the system grows and more schools cater to commuters, it remains
both large in absolute numbers and normative. It is basic to the American ver-
sion of adolescence—again, especially for elites—and is celebrated in litera-
ture, television, and film. This period of residence at college or university
contributes to the development of strong identification, loyalty, and personal
networks. It is also one of the key things that many middle and upper class
parents are buying when they invest in a liberal arts education for their chil-
dren. They are choosing a particular form of socialization.

Third, perhaps comically to European ears but not trivially, American colleges
and universities build loyalty through sports competition. Among those that are
largely residential and especially those that are largely liberal arts in orientation,
it is common to field teams in several sports. Some research universities field 40
or more different teams in interschool competition. College sports can be big
business, with football and basketball programs especially able to bring in mii-
lions of dollars in annual revenue. In addition to ticket sales, they help colleges
and universities to establish a “brand” which they market through the sale of com-
maodities and as part of their recruitment of students. Perhaps above all, successful
sports programs keep alumni involved, and make potential donors of them. The
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word “successful” is important, though; pity the college or university president
whose teams do not win. Coaches are often paid more than university presidents
and in some cases presidents have found themselves unable to fire winning
coaches, even when those were clearly guilty of recruiting or other infractions and
had been publicly censured by national regulatory organizations. Athletes attend
school on scholarships (especially in profit-making sports), and are commonly
granted special consideration in admissions. Nearly all professional football and
basketball players in the United States, for example, played at the college level
(though not all graduated) and commentary on television frequently makes refer-
ence to where they were undergraduates.

Mobility of Faculty

EBuropean university professors have long moved from one center of learning to
another, and indeed pioneered international exchanges of intellectuals long before
the Erasmus scheme commemorated them. It is becoming increasingly common
for faculty members to work outside their country of origin. Nonetheless, the
European pattern has been for faculty appointments often to stay bounded not
only by national but by regional and institutional origins. A large-scale market in
university faculty is only now emerging in Furope. It is, by contrast, very much
the norm in America.

Indeed, one might say that the loyalty of alumni is complemented by disloyalty
of faculty.!! These are rewarded primarily for publications and other achieve-
ments recognized within their academic disciplines or interdisciplinary fields.
Accordingly, they turn their attention largely towards their standing in those
fields, especially those that seek to compete in the upper reaches of the research
university hierarchy. Outside offers are commonly the main condition for large
pay raises. The result is not only that many professors are constantly looking for
other jobs (whether they actually move or not) but that they are led to emphasis
research activities that result in external recognition more than teaching and ser-
vice work visible more on the local scene (see Lewis 1996). Mability is highest
among research-oriented faculty and especially those in research universities;
more teaching-oriented faculty are less mobile (resulting in a reward problem for
some institutions).

The pattern of mobility begins with “doctoral program exogamy.” That is, it is
extremely uncommon for American departments to hire their own recent Ph.Ds as
new faculty. Americans praise this system for discouraging tendencies for depart-
ments to become ingrown, and encouraging not only intellectual dissemination
and cross-fertilization, but also productivity and high standards. It is not enough
for graduates to be well-liked in their own departments; they must have achieve-
ments that make them marketable to others. Indeed, success in placing new Ph.Ds
is one of the most important status-markers for U.S. graduate departments. After
initial placement, the tenure decision reached usually after five to seven years is
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the next mjor transition point. Delayed permanent employment, like doctoral
program exogamy, is valued for promoting productivity and discouraging simply
loyalty to those already within a departmental system. Standards for tenured posi-
tions have atendency to vary with overall competition in the job market, however.
Tenure was relatively easy to achieve in the 1960s; from the late 1970s to early
1990s, standards (or at least failure rates) were much higher. Few assistant profes-
sors could fake promotion to associate professor with tenure for granted; many
had to mowe at this stage; more than a few left academia. 2 Predictably, rates of
rejection were highest at the most prestigious research universities. There has
been some reiaxation (varying by field) as the excess supply of strong faculty has
declined. Nonetheless, tenure decisions remain points of major evaluation. Rou-
tine good performance is (at least in principle) insufficient for success. An unsuc-
cessful review for tenure usually brings dismissal. It is rare for those dismissed to
find new jobs at comparably prestigious institutions.

By contrast, the appointment to full professorships is much more routine in the
United States than in Europe. There is no similar tension over a long-term holding
pattern where (as in Germany recently) an entire generation might wait years in
indeterminate statuses while waiting for their elders to vacate a more or less fixed
number of chairs. Likewise, the American system removes faculty members from
direct dependency on their seniors at a relatively early stage of career. Mobility
remains common, though, as faculty members seek better appointments. This may
mean bringing together groups of like-minded researchers. In other cases, faculty
members move in search of autonomy. To some extent, the mobility of college
professors mirrors the generally high rates of geographic and job mobility in the
United States.

Above all, however, what replaces the European competition for chairs in the
American system is a competition for money. This is often complemented by
titles, but named professorships have proliferated to an extent that devalues them,
and in any case few people will trade much real income for the prestige of a spe-
cially endowed professorship. What has resulted is a star system in which a small
number of highly regarded and hence potentially highly mobile professors
become the object of bidding wars. This began with the most famous senior fac-
ulty, but has extended even to new Ph.Ds. Where there was in the past little salary
competition for new assistant professors, universities are now prepared to vary
salaries by several thousand dollars to win the stars of a particular cohort. Need-
less to say, being a star at such an carly stage is the result of an especially unreli-
able (though self-reinforcing) process of social construction. The bidding wars
become more common with approximately tenure stage faculty. Where 15 to 20
years ago it may have been a narrow stratum gaining tenure, a larger proportion
get tenure but a narrow stratum get to be the object of inter-institutional competi-
tion. The rewards can be huge—when one institution sets out to poach an assistant
professor from another, that individual can end up with early tenure, a salary
nearly doubled, and extra research funds. At the full professor ranks, major salary
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increases come only from the threat of departure (whether immediate or more
vaguely threatened). Some faculty members, however, operate under nonprofes-
sional constraints, like two-career marriages that limit their mobility. There are
also obvious inequities based on the relative marketability of different specialties
at different times. The star system results in huge salary differences within the
same rank: some full professors are apt to make twice as much as others in the
same institution at approximately the same stage of career. Naturally, hard feel-
ings are not in short supply.

These bidding wars are not simply a result of a shortage of faculty; the star sys-
tem results, rather, from a “winner take all” approach to rewards. Indeed, at the
same time that the star system has become more prevalent and more expensive,
there has been a substantial growth in the number of faculty members who work
without long-term contracts, often in one-year temporary positions. Some are new
Ph.Ds who may soon get tenure-track positions—or else leave academia. A grow-
ing number of teachers remain without fong-term contracts indefinitely, however,
as universities use “adjunct” and other temporary appointments as a way of main-
taining flexibility and cutting costs (see Martin 1999),

;
Breadth of Ties to Local Communities

While European universities certainly make a variety of contributions to the
communities in which they are situated, this is distinctively a mandate for Amer-
ican institutions of higher education. This is another reflection of the general ten-
dency for U.S. universities to reflect the heritage of guild autonomy less than
European ones. Where they had a religious heritage, the mission it imparted was
to train preachers; they did not evolve out of monasteries. More generally, they
are called upon (often in their very charters) to be of service to their local commu-
nities. The pattern of their establishment—by local leaders and by state govern-
ments locating campuses in response to local political pressures—reinforced this.

Community service can mean several different things (including educating the
community’s youth). Probably its most visible form has been the provision of
adult education programs. Partly because education has always been tied to a
vision of social mobility in the United States, demand for provision of practically
oriented programs has long been large. It led to the development of continuing
education programs and night schools. Universities helped to provide opportuni-
ties for immigrants. Their rapid growth was fueled by an openness to—even a
drive to enroll-—first generation college students. Some of these could study only
part timer while working. It has generally been easier than in Europe for adults
who did not start or left higher education programs earlier to re-enter the system.
Many such adults simply enter regular course programs.13 In addition, colleges
and universities have created a wide range of special programs for adults. Many
of these were designed, at least initially, to offer “enrichment” rather than practi-
cal skills or credit toward degrees. A number of schools with core daytime pro-
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grams for traditional college age students have gone into the potentially lucrative
business of providing short-term, evening, and weekend courses for adults. Many
of these focus on specific career skills; others offer “seminars™ aimed at cultural
enrichment, self-help, spiritual fulfillment, avocational interests, and so forth. In
a few cases, these market-driven “extension” programs have become larger oper-
ations than the institutions’ original conventional degree programs.

The very prominence of adult education and programs oriented to the practical
concerns of local communities may have helped in recent years to facilitate the
development of more for-profit higher education programs. While much of the
attention to the recent rise of for-profit higher education has focused on new kinds
of degree-granting institutions, many programs are developments out of what
were once service programs. Colleges and universities still structured as nonprofit
organizations-—and often still oriented largely to their traditional campus constit-
uencies—found that they could make money responding to markets for seminars,
extensive courses, professional certificates, and distance leamning.

Beyond this, universities from early on took on other community-service tasks.
The Morrill Act which created the “land-grant” universities provided many with
a focus on agriculture and technology and a mandate to contribute to economic
development. One of the most visible practical results was the university opera-
tion of agricultural extension services. Indeed, the fact that U.S. colleges and uni-
versities are much less likely than European ones to be in major cities may
increase the prominence of this kind of contribution. Similarly, universities opei-
ate small business development centers, programs to educate and advise newly
elected legislators, town councilors, and school board members. Colleges and uni-
versities also lend their space to a variety of autonomous community organiza-
tions.

‘What all this means is that colleges and universities are often strongly inte-
grated into the life of local communities. At the research universities this may be
relatively formal, as in the operation of teaching hospitals. At smaller institutions
it may be more informal. It creates in all cases a significant additional constitu-
ency for administrators to attend to.

EMERGING AND CHANGING
ISSUES IN AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

The American system of higher education has been shaped by recurrent structural
transformations. Small colleges gave way to large universities; single campus uni-
versities grew into complex state systems; enrollments multiplied; students
became more diverse. Another important restructuring is currently underway, and
likely will prove a crucial phase in this longer-term history. In the remainder of
this paper, I wish simply to call attention to some of the issues shaping change in
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the system, [ will speculate on possible resolutions to these issues and directions
of likely change, but it should be clear that these are only guesses.

Tenure and Employment Security

One of the biggest issues in American higher education is the division between
relatively privileged and secure academics and those in more marginal jobs. Aca-
demia has, somewhat surprisingly, emerged as a prime example of a dual labor
market, The situation of those with tenured appointments in well-funded institu-
tions is markedly different from those lacking secure labor contracts, and also
from those with some employment security but high teaching loads in relatively
poorly funded institutions. The privileged elite unsurprisingly views its privileges
as warranted—protections of academic freedom allocated on a meritocratic basis.
It is not clear, however, that all the privileges are sustainable (or desirable).

First, while tenure has long been defended on grounds of academic freedom it
is not clear that as presently structured it defends freedom very well, and it is clear
that it empowers one class of academics at the expense of others. Calls for an end
(or limits) to tenure proliferated in the later 1980s and 1990s, but have faded with
the current relatively strong job market. They are not likely to go away entirely,
though, and may well gain wider force. Proposals to end or radically transform
tenure have flourished recently partly because conservatives thought tenure was
protecting left wing opinions, foolish political correctness, or the replacement of
classics by cultural studies. This has encouraged many professors to dismiss them
as merely ideological. It is worth recalling, however, that there are other reasons
to reconsider the tenure systern.

Second, the abolition of mandatory retirement ages means that tenured fac-
ulty can hang on to their positions indefinitely. While many may do their work
well, this reduces entry-leve]l positions for talented younger scholars. Tenure
has become manifestly a system defending certain age cohorts at the expense
of others.

Third, this older professoriate is disproportionately white and male, which
means not only that it is harder for minorities and women to get in, but that when
affirmative action measures are used they are more likely to provoke resentment
because competition is limited to a reduced range of openings.14

Fourth, the provision of tenure to one class of professors directly contributes to
the marginalization of others. Not only do adjunct and other temporary faculty
have none of the protection afforded tenured faculty, their numbers grow partly
because the tenure system makes regular full-time appointments costlier, less
flexible, and riskier. ‘ ‘

Fifth, it is widely acknowledged that there is little effective system of perfor-
mance assessment in place for tenured faculty. While many institutions allocate
merit raises on the basis of performance assessments, very few allocate work on
such a basis, and still fewer have sufficient confidence in their systems to use
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them as bases for determining actual employment. In other words, in the absence
of a retirement age, universities and colleges lack effective and fair criteria for
determining when faculty members should be asked to step down.

Sixth, calls to rethink tenure have also flourished because of the extraordinary
freedom and opportunities for self-regulation afforded academics—at least those
with tenure in relatively elite schools. It was (and remains) easy to find examples
of scholars who do little teaching, no research, and much gardening—even while
studies show that overall, academics work quite long hours. Colleges and univer-
sities added to the problem both by offering the public extremely poor explana-
tions of what professors do, and by failing to implement effective systems of
post-tenure review and continual performance monitoring.

Seventh, the rise of university-industry partnerships and other market-driven
components to the higher education system will put more pressure on assessment
of actual faculty performance. It is also much harder to explain why researchers
engaged in proprietary, for-profit research should be protected by tenure.

Eighth, compared to the earlier institutions in which the academic freedom
argument was classically developed, today’s American colleges and universities
pioneered a less hierarchical structure of ranks (though not salaries) in which the
range of protected “professors” was expanded to include a majority of teachers.

Ninth, the growth and differentiation in American higher education dis-
cussed above meant that most faculty protected by tenure worked outside the
elite institutions committed to the production and transmission of original
knowledge and perspectives.

Some of these issues are brought to the fore especially in periods of eco-
nomic crisis or demographic pressure. At least between the late 1970s and
mid-1990s, for example, tenure may actually have worked to inhibit free
speech and intellectual diversity. It did this both by reducing the number of
positions available for younger scholars, and by keeping young scholars on
tenure track appointments under constant pressure to please their elders. The
relative ease of gaining tenure during the rapid expansion of the 1960s and
early 1970s exacerbated the problem by leaving in place an unusually large
number of tenured scholars, many of whom had been chosen with relatively
low selectivity. These scholars constituted a kind of demographic bulge block-
ing job opportunities and mobility for the large cohorts of talented graduate
students attracted to many fields during the 1960s and 1970s. A downtumn in
employment opportunities exacerbated this, turning many of the newer Ph.Ds
into a kind of enduring academic underclass. Members of this generation who
considered themselves underplaced have constituted competition for new Ph.Ds
for 20 years. During the same period, simple financial pressures encouraged
challenges to tenure at many institutions (famously Bennington in 1994).13

Noting the problems with the existing tenure system does not mean that no pro-
tections of academic freedom and intellectual inquiry are needed.'® On the con-
trary, growing pressures for accountability to extra-academic constituencies, and
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for market-driven performance indicators both suggest that protections are
needed. The question is whether it is best to defend the existing tenure system or
develop some better, more equitable and flexible way of accomplishing similar
goals. Keeping protections against dismissal for unpopular political views seems
important. So, though with more qualifications, does protecting against dismissals
that reflect short-term fluctuations in the popularity of different scholarly fields.
Both of these can be addressed through good labor law, due process, and other
institutional mechanisms as well as tenure.

The growing prominence of adjunct and short-term faculty is already reducing
the scope of coverage of the tenure system. Higher education has resisted neo-lib-
eral erosions of job security more than many other industries, but it is certainly not
immune. An economic downturn will put new pressure on the system. Even with-
out a downtum, though, colleges and universities will continue their drives
toward increasing productivity and efﬁc:iency.17 Willingly or under external pres-
sure, more and more will adopt post-tenure reviews, and more of these will come
to have real teeth. Which forms of faculty productivity they favor will be a matter
of struggle and will vary among institutions.

Enrollment Trends and Career Orientations

Overall enrollments will remain strong based on demographic momentum, but
subject to economic cycles. There is no reason, however, to expect a return to the
growth in resources and enrollments characteristic of the postwar period. More-
over, it is likely that for the foreseeable future, enrollment growth will be greatest
in career-oriented subjects, not the liberal arts. This will place pressure on institu-
tions to continue to adjust their curricular offerings.

This will probably further distinctions among institutions. Less selective
schools will be much more dramatically tied to economic factors. This means
fluctuating enrollments {(an incentive for administrators to continue to rely on
temporary faculty). The shift toward courses sold on the basis of their job-market
advantages will be widespread, but strongest in the least selective schools. If any-
thing, job-related courses will become more clearly the staple offerings of most
nonselective or minimally selective schools. An increase in adult students will
bring some seeking liberal arts courses as “life enrichment,” but more seeking
retraining to compete in the job market. ‘

Enrollments in predominantly liberal arts schools and curricula will be likely to
remain approximately constant. The good news for advocates of the kinds of edu-
cation they offer is that these schools are more shielded from economic pressures
(directly on them and indirectly on students’ choice of fields). The bad news (for
those same advocates) is that outside those schools liberal arts teaching will prob-
ably shrink and applied teaching grow. This is not the result of an intellectual cri-
sis in the liberal arts, as some commentators have contended, The issue is better
understood simply as a proportionate shift away from liberal arts towards
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career-orieented education, linked especially to expansion in the number of sto-
dents going to college. It is indeed true that there have been declines in humanities
enrollments, though this is not the evidence some conservative commentators
claim for a rejection of new lines of scholarship. Indeed, the natural sciences and
to a lesser extent the social sciences have also given way to other choices of
majors (Tumer and Bowen 1990; Oakley 1992).

That the shift away from humanities and other liberal arts majors came in
and after the late 1960s has led commentators to exaggerate political and con-
tent dimensions and fail to grasp a key underlying dynamic. There was a dra-
matic growth in arts and sciences majors during the immediately preceding
years of university expansion. Curricula at new schools largely mirrored those
at older omes. Expanding campuses attempted to upgrade their status by
upgrading the place of arts and sciences in their curricula. The increase was
short-lived, however. Tumer and Bowen (1990) cite Ball State University as an
example. There arts and sciences degrees grew from 2.5 percent of the total in
1954 to 29.9 percent in 1970—before falling back to 13.3 percent in 1986,

Third, commentators have missed a crucial difference between male and female
enrollment patterns. Male enrollment in the humanities, for example, had already
declined dramatically before the 1960s. This did not translate into significant
effects on aggregate course enrollments because women were entering colleges
and unjversities in growing numbers and disproportionately choosing humanities
courses. Women'’s choices of majors began to shift away from the humanities
later than men’s; in the 1970s and 1980s, women moved out of the humanities in
a trend similar to that of men a generation earlier. This occurred largely because
many professional careers became increasingly open to women, and women
began to place more emphasis on preparation for employment. It resuited, how-
ever, in a specious conclusion about the “crisis of the humanities.”

It is worthwhile, however, for social scientists to ponder this information with
self-reflexivity. The movement of women into higher education but out of human-
ities majors has contributed to the “feminization” of social science—in all fields
but economics undergraduate majors are now predominantly female, and gradu-
ate programs increasingly female. Will women move proportionately out of social
sciences (other than economics) in coming years, as men have already done?

Graduate Education

Growth in graduate education is likely to continue. The growing prevalence of
post-baccalaureate degrees is as a dramatic a development of the postwar years
as the internal differentiation of undergraduate institutions and curricula. The
majority of graduates of highly selective liberal arts colleges and universities
now go on to graduate or professional school; there is every reason to expect
that growth to continue. Grumbling about it—and its consequences—is also
likely to continue. Nonetheless, graduate education has emerged as just as much
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a normal stage of personal development today as undergraduate education was
in the pre-war period.

It is undergraduate education that defines the American public conception of
both college and university. It the case of universities, however, graduate students
are at least as basic to the character of campus life. Graduate education is;, how-
ever, poorly understood. In particular, there is little appreciation of why majors in
arts and science subjects are not more closely tied to-employment; leaving many
students to seek either professional credentials or more advanced academic study
in a research and/or scholarly field. This may reflect credentialism, but not only
that. There have also been genuine increases in. knowledge and in the skiil bases
for many lines of work. Much of the confusion has to do with the more general
pattern of institutional differentiation that leaves schools pursuing different edu-
cational mandates under the common names *“college” and “university.”

Growth in graduate education is an important strategy for institutional reputa-
tion building, though it works differently at different levels of the status hierarchy.
While adding master’s programs would do little to enhance the standing of the
most elite and selective liberal arts colleges, it is a productive investment for
many schools where applied majors dominate. The basic distinction lies between
high status professional fields in which professional degrees are exclusively or
primarily postgraduate, and lower status fields in which undergraduate credentials
predominate {(or in which college degrees are not required—ryet). The elite liberal
arts colleges offer relatively general educations that prepare students for special-
ization in high status professional schools or Ph.D. programs (or for jobs that do
not require highly specialized training or credentials, but that reward general
learning, social status, and or networks). By contrast, less or nonselective schools
emphasize applied programs at the bachelor’s level (though of course they may
also in varying proportion offer “arts and science” degrees the holders of which
may seek entrance to elite professional or graduate schools). Some fields—nota-
bly business—straddle the distinction. By and large, the more elite and selective
business schools avoid undergraduate instruction, and those on the way up have
incentives to minimize their work with undergraduates. This leaves the field of
undergraduate studies in business largely open to less selective schools. The lat-
ter, in turn, have an incentive to develop gradvate programs. This not only serves
faculty interests, it may make undergraduate degrees more valuable and help to
recroit students. The presence of a graduate program enables the scheool to
develop better connecttons to employers, and makes it more likely that those who
receive bachelor’s degrees will be able to claim a connection to people placed
higher in the administrative hierarchies of prospective and actual employers.

- In the professional fields where undergraduate credentials remain prominent,
there is apt to be a growing differentiation among practitioners that correlates with
a growing role for graduate degrees. Development of graduate nursing programs,
for example, reflects the expansion of nursing into new domains (e.g., clinical
assessments for schools or courts), the growing proportion of nurses who work in
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large institutional settings rather than small clinics or patient’s homes, and the
introduction of increased managerial and planning responsibility in the context of
a changing health care system.

With this in mind, it is worth stressing that the growth in graduate programs
already represents a shift in their nature and further change is likely. Ph.D. pro-
grams proliferated with an emphasis on training future American college faculty.
This is not a growth area and has not been for decades; indeed, most major Ph.D.
granting institutions have demanded that department reduce the size of their Ph.D,
programs. Expansion has come and probably will continue to come in educating
students for non-academic careers. The majority of graduate students, including
Ph.D. holders, will not become college teachers. This means that faculty members
need to pay attention.to the multiple career tracks for which we prepare students.
As with so much else, this is likely to be reflected in a differentiation of institu-
tional roles. Educating students as researchers is likely to remain the dominant
strategy for those who wish to be among the most elite Ph.D. programs. Expan-
sion into applied research may grow, but expansion into nonresearch fields (e.g.,
marriage and family counseling) is likely to be rare. The elite graduate depart-
ments would do well to think explicitly about how they can best prepare students
for jobs in selective liberal arts colleges—where research continues to flourish
alongside a strong emphasis on undergraduate teaching. Development of applied
programs outside the research emphasis may take place more at other universities,
and may offer them distinctive niches. In all seftings, it is important to keep in
mind that graduate education is—at least ideally—not simply “training,” but a
much broader intellectual and scholarly enterprise. Students are not simply devel-
oping technical skills; this may be more or less important depending on their
career aspirations. They are continuing an education.

Internationalization

The internationalization of American higher education will continue. There
may be debate.about how to understand increasing global integration, but there
can be little doubt that it is a basic fact of life in the contemporary world. Bar-
ring the catastrophic scenarios of science fiction novels, there is good reason to
think that global integration will continue to grow in the next century as it has
in the last five.

Close to half a million international students study in U.S. colleges and univer-
sities.1® This does not include foreign born residents of the United States, who
have become a rapidly growing proportion of the student population. Both groups
are distributed unevenly among schools—close to 10 percent of all foreign stu-
dents attend colleges and universities in metropolitan New York. In general, for-
eign students are more prominent at schools in large metropolitan areas—but
attend a wide variety of kinds of schools in those areas. Courses need to change
not only to better educate these students, but to better take advantage of the diver-
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sity their presence brings to classrooms. Much of the growth in international stu-
dents has been in graduate students, and this of course also calls for attention. Too
many programs have been slow to meet the interests of the students they attract;
too many treat international students as a separate category, subject to different
expectations and monitored for signs as to whether they will return to their home
countries after graduation or make careers in the United States. Many do the lat-
ter, of course, and contribute to a growing presence of international faculty in
American colleges and universities. This too is a transformation with implications
for teaching. These faculty have much to contribute, but both employing schools
and students are ambivalent about them.

The flow of students in the other direction is also important. Some 89,000
American students studied abroad in 1995-1996. Study abroad programs, how-
ever, are prominent only among students at the more selective colleges and uni-
versities. This is partly a reflection of students’ aspirations and choice of courses
of study, but also largely shaped by financial resources.!? This suggests all the
more need to bring international content into a wide range of sociological teach-
ing. Study abroad is growing and increasingly being encouraged in liberal arts
programs (and in a few more applied programs, mainly at selective schools). A
weak link, however, is the development of opportunities for retumning study
abroad students to integrate their international experiences into their curricula, to
reflect on what they learned and see it in intellectually deeper ways. Students
evaluate study abroad experiences extremely favorably, but except for language
majors these remain largely cut off from the rest of what they do in school, and
“re-entry” is sometimes a let down.

The internationalization of higher education is also a matter of growing link-
ages in the production of knowledge itself. Faculty members communicate with
and collaborate with colleagues around the world. There is a continuous flow of
faculty among countries (with the United States disproportionately a receiver). In
the himanities and social sciences, especially, increasingly internationalization of
intellectual life must at least encourage if not force some changes in its content.
U.5. social science, for example, has often been relatively ethnocentric. Its very
scale allows it to remain somewhat insular, absorbing only those parts of the glo-
bal production of knowledge most consonant with its existing patterns. This is a
significant weakness, and one likely to become increasingly apparent.

Diversity

Overall student populations will continue to grow more diverse; a key question
is how much students of different backgrounds will be segmented into different
educational institutions and tracks. As college and university education has
become less exclusively the prerogative of an elite, as women have been included
in growing numbers, and as religious and racial exclusions have been eliminated,
student bodies have become more heterogeneous. This has been true on almost
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every campus, but diversity has also been unevenly distributed among campuses.
Children of immigrants, for example, are much more heavily represented in com-
munity colleges. The changes reflect not only higher education policies but
changes in the demography and stratification of American society.

Increasing enrollments of students outside dominant groups has brought recur-
rent resentments—whether the newly admitied or expanding groups were Jews,
Blacks, Asians, or women. The affirmative action policies adopted in and after the
1960s have produced especially widespread resentment and criticism—including
from some of their intended (and actual) beneficiaries. In the late 1990s, attacks
on such programs began to enjoy more success in courts and referenda. It seems
likely that the extent of affirmative action in college and university admissions
will be reduced. Certainly in some states such as California, dramatic changes in
policy have been adopted. It is not likely that there will be an even rollback to
such programs, however, but rather that the level of effort made to attract various
minorities will vary from school to school and state to state.

Cutbacks in affirmative action will most adversely affect blacks and Hispanics.
They will benefit whites and Asians—and in states with large Asian populations
may benefit Asians most.?? The main impact will not be on the overall numbers
of each group attending college, however, but on which colleges they attend.
Where affirmative action is relaxed, the most selective schools will become more
White and Asian, the less selective more black and Hispanic.?! The impact will
probably be greater on public schools than on private. The impact is likely to be
more extreme in some states, like California. In general, it will work to increase
the implications of the differentiation of institutions we have already noted.

Whatever happens with affirmative action, however, diversity is likely to
grow—and to grow even at highly selective schools. This does not mean that it
will involve all groups equally; on the contrary, Hispanics and blacks are likely
to suffer from growing disparities in educational attainment. High levels of
immigration during the last decade are the key reason why there will be growing
diversity of student populations. Large absolute numbers are reinforced by the
relatively young age of most immigrants and the relatively high fertility of
immigrants (and non-immigrant minorities), Teachers will need to be attentive
to the different backgrounds and interests of a much wider range of groups than
were present in American higher education even a couple of decades ago.
Already teachers in major metropolitan areas are dealing with such changes in
student bodies. Recent immigrants figure especially prominently in community
colleges and some public four-year schools. These are attractive not only
because of low cost and open admissions, but because of programs that meet
these students’ needs and convenience for living at home (which many such stu-
dents and/or their families prefer). Wherever minority students are, there will
also be demand for teaching that bears directly on the distinctiveness of their
lives and communities.??
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The goal of having faculty populations broadly reflect the composition of
student bodies is becoming even harder to attain. This is likely to be a source
of continuing controversy. The problem is not that there are few talented mem-
bers of minority groups, but that there are many such minority groups. Asian
students may think it a good thing to have black and Hispanic as well as white
faculty, for example, but it hardly overcomes a lack of Asian faculty. South
Asian students may feel poorly represented by Chinese faculty members
though both are “Asian.” Pakistani and Indian students may not feel equally
well represented by faculty members of either national background (and as the
example suggests, religion is likely to play a role—uncomfortable for many
American scholars—alongside race, language, and national origin). Many of
these are also categories of potential faculty that current department mem-
bers—even those favorable to affirmative action for blacks—have a hard time
conceptualizing as important for increasing diversity and representativeness. To
this, add the question of whether women of ethnic and racial minorities are
hired as often as men. In any case, more different minority group members will
compete (with each other as well as with whites) for open positions. Foreign
students figure in some groups, such as Asians, alongside immigrant or
long-time Americans. Many such groups are coming to be prominent in gradu-
ate student populations, while still poorly represented in faculty positions.

Disciplines and Interdisciplinarity

Within colleges and universities, there will be opportunities to achieve stronger
intellectual communities across disciplinary divisions, but there will also be resis-
tance. One of the great changes in higher education institutions has been a reduc-
tion in the embeddedness and membership of each individual faculty member in
his or her home institution. This has come partly as a result of growth in scale. It
has come largely as a result of inter-institutional mobility. As faculty members
move from school to school, they have reduced cross-unit ties within each school.
A crucial dimension of all of this is the development of highly distinct academic
disciplines. This is not just—or perhaps even crucially—a matter of intellectual
distinctions (Calhoun 1992). It is a matter of power and turf control. It is also
largely a matter of the creation of sociometric universes within which reputations
and careers are formed.

Different disciplines are supported by separate professional associations, schol-
arly journals, and periodic conventions. There are also interdisciplinary associa-
tions, journals, and conventions. These typically play smaller roles in job markets
but they are not altogether different. As we discussed above, the rising importance
of research facilitated the creation of supralocal job markets and career opportu-
nities. These are of greatest importance, not surprisingly, for those scholars and
institutions that most emphasize research. The more invested academics are in
research, the greater their opportunities for mobility and the more differentiated
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their career patterns are likely to be. At the same time, the proliferation of tempo-
rary facu Ity also works against the construction of strong intellectual community.

Among the impacts of this pattern is a strong compartmentalization of intellec-
tual life. Not only are disciplines demarcated intellectual in-groups suspicious of
outsiders , so are many subdisciplines. The jokes about scholars knowing more
and more about less and less have bite. Specialization is a path to certain forms of
success. It is, however, a path antithetical to strong local intellectual community.
Italso encourages a differentiation, and sometimes even an alienation, of teaching
scholars—especially those focused mainly on undergraduates—from those play-
ing the most powerful roles in the elite research institutions.

Continuing reductions in research funding, especially government support for
scholar-initiated “basic science,” will narrow the range of schools and the range
of scholaxs that can depend heavily on this kind of research. Most other schaols
and scholars will have greater reasons to strengthen their local ties. Proprietary
research has grown rapidly, though very unevenly across disciplines. Where this
is rooted In local university-industry connections rather than the discrete funding
of individual scholars’ research, this enhances local ties. Growth in applied
research also furthers local ties, and is frequently less closely controlled by disci-
plinary concerns than is “basic science.” Last but not least, as government funding
is cutand tied to special programs, foundations play a larger role. These, however,
are seldom set up on disciplinary bases and commonly set up their programs on
the basis of cross-cutting thematic concerns. Ease of long-distance communica-
tion (¢.g., by e-mail and Internet) also facilitates formation of cross-disciplinary
subgroups. As more graduate students seek employment outside universities, the
hold of disciplines on them (and thus on those who pay for their education and
employ their teachers) may be reduced. Two-career couples have become more
prominent and geographic mobility is harder for them.

Among the implications of low levels of local interdisciplinary ties is a ten-
dency for teachers in any one field to know relatively little about what their stu-
dents are studying in other departments. A valid—though not altogether novel—
criticism of contemporary college educations is that there is little coherence to the
overall package of courses a student takes, and there are few opportunities for stu-
dents to reflect on how the whole fits together. Instructors who have weak knowl-
edge of and ties to colleagues in other fields are poorly placed to help students
make the relevant connections. Colleges and universities have recently responded
to this line of criticism with a renewed emphasis on interdisciplinary general edu-
cation at the “foundations” level and on “capstone” courses, usually within
majors, at the immediate pregraduation stage. The latter have commonly been dis-
ciplinary, and often oriented especially towards students continuing toward disci-
plinary graduate programs. Some, however, have addressed the needs of students
headed towards post-baccalaureate professional schools or making the transition
from college to employment. There remains, however, a tension between the
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strong interdisciplinary interests of many students and the extent to which disci-
plines continue to control the turf of academic employment.

Intense comtpetition over research “stars” on the part of elite graduate institu-
tions is likely to continue, This will lead to more inter-institutional mobility and
reductions in local integration across disciplines in those institutions. The more
open the job market, the greater will be the reward attaching to disciplinary pres-
tige compared to local cross-unit ties. On the other hand, many “stars” are hired
on the basis of interdisciplinary reputations and engagements. In many universi-
ties, moreover, disciplinary departments are the primary defenders of the siarus
guo. Conservative against most forms of change (except growth in their own
resources), they resist curricular reform, the introduction of new fields, invest-
ment in interdisciplinary scholarship and teaching—even when these are intellec-
tually exciting and/or attractive to students.

New Technology

The combination of new technology (especially the Internet) and increasingly
market-driven higher education will challenge some traditional institutions and
encourage the creation of new kinds of institutions. It is too early to tell what the
overall results of these changes will be, but the magnitude is much greater than
most American college professors realize.

It is unlikely that new technologies or orientations to the market will undo the
dominance of elite research universities in American higher education. Of course,
these institutions will enter some parts of the new markets and will use the new
technologies in ways that change how they work. The biggest challenge to the
research universities, though, comes not in their core activities but in the question
of whether they will lose or transform some lucrative sideline activities. Internet
provision and new kinds of marketing are transforming continuing education, for
example. This has been a relatively easy to organize “cash cow” for many univer-
sities. This is now becoming less of a cottage industry and more of a nationally
organized market, complete with for-profit firms managed more efficiently than
universities generally are and backed by venture capital. Some research universi-
ties will likely use their “brand names™ to occupy premium positions in the new
matket—indeed, several have already organized market-driven and sometimes
explicitly for-profit subsidiaries to do so. Others will likely suffer a loss of income
as their implicitly for-profit subsidiaries succumb to more efficiently organized or
better-marketed competition.

Qutside the research universities, the new technology and market-driven insti-
tutions may challenge more of the traditional core activities of colleges and uni-
versities. To the extent that these did not provide residential experiences, rich
arrays of extracurricular activities, personal attention, and direct contact with
intellectual active faculty, they have less to distinguish themselves in competition,
This competition may come from completely new entrants into the educational
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market, or from existing educational institutions that choose radicaily to expand
their market share. At present, the new entrants are largely confined to the devel-
opment of specialized niches (such as parts of business and technology education)
and to recruitment of part-time students who would not necessarily enter higher
education otherwise. They compete mainly with continuing education programs if
they compete with existing schools. This is likely to change, however, and to
change fairly fast. There is no intrinsic reason why higher education (particularly
outside its most elite bastions) cannot be subjected to the rigors of market compe-
tition—including rationalization, standardization, and economies of scale—just
as much as other service industries.

The competition may be felt most acutely by branch campuses of state univer-
sities and small colleges no longer focused on the liberal arts. Some of these will
adapt, probably often by forming alliances with larger-scale organizations that
develop and market curricula, They will provide face-to-face contact as a cormple-
ment to distance learning. Two-year schools will also face a challenge, particu-
larly because hey have expanded in recent years often by making inroads into
exactly the sectors now most eagerly pursued by for-profit and Internet-based pro-
viders. Even liberal arts colleges, perhaps the most distinctively American of all
higher education institutions, will feel the pinch. Indeed, as we noted, their num-
bers have already declined faced with competition from other kinds of institu-
tions. It is likely that they will survive mainly where they can market attractive
socialization experiences to their students. Their numbers may be reduced, but
many American parents—and students—will continue to want the kind of per-
sonal attention and community environment they can offer.

CONCLUSION

I'have suggested that perhaps the single most salient feature of American higher
education is the enormous differentiation among institutions. Different in form,
function, size, mandate, prestige, selectivity, and resources, colleges and univer-
sities nonetheless project a surprisingly common and confused public image. This
has contributed to a lack of clarity among funders, students, and critics of various
perspectives. But despite the confusions, American higher education is also enor-
mously vital and impressively successful in meeting the needs of a very wide
range of students and of other constituencies such as purchasers of research. The
diversity of institutions is a crucial basis for this vitality.

I have also argued that poorly recognized transformations in institutional pat-
terns and student enrclments have dramatically altered teaching and academic
employment in the postwar era. Changes in who is enrolled in higher education,
and in the kinds of institutions that enroll them, account for many differences in
the overall field of higher education that are poorly perceived as declines. But
these changes also demand that those who would improve teaching and learning
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noted that the impact of class on study abroad is not limited to financiai resources, but includes the
effect of parents’ “cultural capital,” including whether they have traveled abroad, are aware of inter-
national issues, and so forth.

20, California is the paradigm for this. It should be noted, though, that “Asian” is not a single and
internally homogenous category. Asian groups vary in their economic standing and in the extent to
which their children will benefit from admissions policies emphasizing grades and test scores alone.

21. For an indication that affirmative action at the country’s most selective schools has made a
difference, see Bowen and Bok (1998).

22. Such teaching may, in fact, be one of the most important exceptions to the tendency for
“applied” courses to dominate in less elite schools.
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