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T
he public university is the focus of increasing demands by society and 
politicians and there is no doubt that this trend will continue. In 
one can predict that new issues will arise, promoted by new advocates 

and critics, adding to the pressures. 

THE DEMANDS ON THE PUBLIC UNIVERSITY 

The public university is expected by its constituents to provide a college edu, 
cation for the greatest number. It is caught between two conflicting realities. 

• The number of applicants has dramatically increased as the percep, 
tion that a college education is essential to upward economic and 
social mobility has become more widespread among young people. 

• At the same time, funding from the public sector is more limited 
given the increasing demands on public funding to meet society's 
various and pressing other needs. The consequence of greater and 
more diverse demand for access far in excess of state funding avail, 
able to accommodate it presents an unprecedented crisis. For 
example, the demand in Califomia is expected to increase in excess 
of 30 % by the year 2010, with no commensurate increase in funding. 
Nonetheless, the political expectation is that access will be main, 
tained and education of at least the present quality will continue to 

be delivered. 
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54 Part 1: The New 21st Century Env1ronment and its Implications for Universltlcs 

Well mto the 20th century, higher education consisted primarily of col, 
lcges and universities that were elite and predominantly religious. The rise of 
the research university, coupled with the enactment of the GI Bill at the end 
of World War II, fundamentally altered the role and presence of higher edu, 
cation in the United States. lt went from being the limited privilege of the 
few to an institution of central importance to the economy and society, a 
center for rcscarch and for the education of any student able to bcnefit from 
it. 

In the ccntury just ended, the percentage of college graduates increased 
from 3 % to over 30 % of high school graduates. If the anticipated demand 
for access is met, that percentage will increase significantly. The challenge is 
how to meet that demand in order to afford students the increased economic 
opportunity and lifetime benefit of a college education. 

Every state has the responsibility to assure its residents of an opportunity 
for collcge. With 78 % of college students enrolled in public collegcs and 
univcrsities, the state's involvcment in higher cducation is significant and 
growing. Statc appropriations for highcr cducation excceded $63 billion for 
the acadcmic year 2001,2002 (Chronide of Higher Education, 2002). 

Neverthelcss, since 1980, the perccntage of state spending represented by 
highcr education has declined from 44 % to 33 % in fiscal year 1997, accord, 
ing to the United States Dcpartment of Education. Since the mid, 1990's, 
this structural trend has accelerated and is expected to continue. Other pn, 
orities, especially health and welfare, human services, correctional facilities 
and K, 12 education, have increased, at the expensc of higher education. 

At the samc timc, the cost of higher education continues to grow at a rate 
greater than inflation and, in an cconomic environment where welfare and 
health carc have been fundamentally reordered and corporations in the pn, 
vatc sector have gonc through painful restructuring, higher education is per, 
ceived as unchanged and unrcsponsivc. 

THE CRITICISM OF THE PUBLIC UNIVERSITY 

As higher cducation becomes an increasingly important public good, and as 
the competition for state resourccs makes it increasingly difficult to finance, 
it follows that the state in bath political and social terms w1ll be increasingly 
conccmed about issues of access, quality and efficiency. Will all qualified stu, 
dents be accommodated? Will quality be maintained? How well is higher 
education using the resources provided by public funding and serving the 
needs of the state and its people? What is the retum? 

The criticism that higher education fails to deliver on its perceived 
responsibilities will become loudcr and the demand that existing funding be 
used more efficiently will incrcase. The issue of establishing prioritics for 
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available funding will become more pressing. Particularly in light of increas, 
ing public skepticism about how well higher education serves the concems of 
its various constituents. Parents expect their childrcn to be prepared for 
carecrs and a viable economic future, the state expects civic engagement 
from an educated citizenry that also contributes to economic growth; and the 
business community is looking for a skilled work force. The criticisms target a 
range of issues: graduates who are unprepared to enter the workforce and 
have no concept: of citizenship; emphasis on research at the expense of 
undcrgraduate education; the quality of undcrgraduatc curricula and tcach, 

ing; policics on admissions and academic standards, grade inflation; failure to 
addrcss the critical issues facing society, inefficicnt use of facilities, and costs 
continually rising beyond inflation. 

THE RESPONSE BY HICHER EDUCATION 

Given that the pressures and demands of society and politics on the univer, 
sity arc inevitable, the critical issue is how to respond in a way that preservcs 
the most important and enduring values. What are these values, and what 
are the issues that brook no compromise? How can the university t:ake the 
initiative to stake out a position and prevail? What can the university do to 
ameliorate the pressures, maintain its intcgrity, and still respond to economic 
and societal realit:ies? 

Tuition 

Given the inability or unwillingness of the states to fund increasing costs 
adequately, tuition charges will inevitably be higher. lt will become increas, 
ingly difHcult for students from lower income families to gain access to the 
university, unless student aid is adequate and readily available. A study con, 
ducted by the Detroit News (2002) on the rising cost of highcr education 
found only five statcs where all the four year public colleges are affordable for 
low mcome students and in many of those the students still need to borrow 
money to get by. 

However, many students are from families able to afford subst:antially 
highcr tuition. The state and the public university will need to consider 
moving from a low tuition policy for all, to one of high tuition for those who 
can afford it, while providing adequate aid to those who cannot. The effect 
would be that the educational "bargain" represented by the public university 
would be reduced significantly-though it need not be eliminated-and the 
cost to the ind1vidual studcnt would accord with means. 
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Defining the Future 

While raising tuition may cushion the financial pressure, it will not address 
the fundamental issue-indeed, it may divert institutional attention from 
doing so. The issue is that the university has not sufficiently defined its edu, 
cational mission so that it can resist the pressure from cxtemal forces to fol, 
low the markctplace. Higher education is being dangerously pushed in the 
direction of market responsivcness, which can undermine its purpose. The 
future of the university will be detcrmined by whether institutional changes 
arc driven by the cducational mission and are educationally justificd or by 
the markctplace to capitalize on the latest trend. 

Yet the marketplace cannot be ignored. Balancing between the two in 
order to protect the mission requires a level of leadership from within the 
university. Traditionally, the major developments in higher education in the 
U.S. have corne from outside the higher education establishment, i.e. 
Morrill Act land grant college legislation, the modcl for the contemporary 
research university, the GI Bill, and Sputnik. More recently, shared gover, 
nance, the devolut1on of the university president from public intellectual to 
fund,raiser and the faculty's primarily loyalty to the disciplines rather than to 

a larger institutional vision, result in a lack of intemal leadership and of 
address to the fundamental issues critical to the future of the institut:ion. 
Sadly, the faculty's narrow focus not only keeps them from addressing the 
bigger picture, but also may lead rhem to dclay or prevent movement or 
change m direction. While it would be far prcferable that the public unlver, 
sity be proactive in shaping its own future, will it be able to do so under the 
present leadership and govemance structure? 

If the university is to survive substantially as we know it, it will have to 
make its case more clearly and effectively. The university has difficulty articu, 
lating the basic values that justify its own existence. While the university 
tends to see itsclf as an end, the public sees it as a means. 

What is the university's respons1bility to our society? What is the place of 
higher education within the social fabric? What are the moral, political, eci:J, 
nomic, or other justifications for the university as an institution? Who i~ the 
primary beneficiary of higher education? Are universities instruments of pub, 
lie good or do they mercly provide service to the individual consumer? 

If the university does not answer these questions sattsfactonly, somcone 
clse will, and the answers may compromise the university's definition of itsclf. 
How much is the public willing to pay for the public good, i.e. for activities 
that do not directly relate to students' education? If the public does not pay, 
who does? 
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What is a "College Education"? 

A college education used to mean a general liberal arts curriculum, exposing 
students to diverse disciplines and gcneral knowledge of literature, history 
and culture. But increasingly, studcnts arc customers, primarily concemed 
w1th finding a job after college and less committed to leaming for its own 
sake and to lcaming how to think as one of education's primary goals. The 
latc futurist, Herman Kahn, foresaw that one of the principal threats to 
progrcss in the postindustrial cconomy and the postindustrial socicty would 
be what he called "educated incapacity." He defined it as an acquired or 
lcamcd inability to undcrstand or sec a problcm, much less a solution. He 
predicted that this kind of functional handicap would increasc in proportion 
to a person's acadcmic education and expertise. 

With many, if not most, students not pursuing a career in the subject of 
their major, and with lcss of a liberal arts education to providc a basic frame, 
work, we have college graduates without the skills to adjust to the leaming 
needs of a working lifetime, much less in a position to meet the rcsponsibili, 
tics of ci tizcnship. This has important consequenccs for our country and our 
socicty. Has the idea of a college education become so open ended as to be all 
but meaningless? 

If the university leaves its graduates gencrally unprepared for the rcsponsi, 
bilities of citizenship, what will be the consequences? College graduates 
should be prepared to lead lives of civic engagement in addition to individual 
succcss. If we are ignorant of our history, govemment and the fondamental 
ideals and values that distinguish our society, we cannot be good citizens. 
Education has been the best predictor of civic involvement, and higher edu, 
cation now serves as the nation's most important common ground and is 
essential to the future of a democratic socicty. 

Will the pubhc university pick up the gauntlet and educate students for 
citizenship as well as for a life m the workplace? Will it redefine its mission to 
include opportunities for lifelong leaming through non,degrec offerings as 
intcgral to its programs? Or will the univcrsity remove itself from public life, 
isolate itsclf from the public interest, and lcave the playing field? 

The Public Research University 

The uni versity's rcsearch contribution in science, technology and mcdicine 
w1ll continue to be of critical importance to a hcalthy economy. Whilc the 
American rcscarch univcrsity is admircd for its ability to create wealth 
through ncw ideas and technologies, it is criticized for failing to address the 
contemporary mtcllcctual issues, human conccms and social problems of our 
society. 
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The need for financial resources will lead to an ever,greater emphasis on 
collaboration with industry and government in basic and applied research 
and exploitation of the economic value of commercialization of university, 
sponsored research. According to the Association of University Technology 
Managers, universities received more than 3,760 patents in 1999, earned at 
least $850 million in license fees, and formed over 300 start ,up companies. 

States are also encouraging public universities to turn their laboratorics 
into engines of economic development, on the model of Stanford and Sili, 
con Valley. They are investing significant funds in information technology, 
biotechnology and nanotechnology research. 

Will the integrity of the university's research efforts be preserved as the 
researchers become increasingly involved with industry and the private sec> 
tor? The issues and conflicts inherent to such collaboration are numerous and 
serious and will need to be resolved in order to further the growing collabora, 
tion while endeavoring to preserve the integrity of the university's role and 
contribution. 

As the research of the public university becomes more commercial and 
involved with the private sector, how will the society and its politicians react 
to the perceived neglect of research on the issues facing society that cannot 
be commercialized? 

The research university is a combination of two separate entities -- a 
research institute and an undergraduate college or university. The research 
institutc involves graduate students working essentially as apprentices as in 
European universities or American research laboratories. Undergraduat:e 
education, on the other hand, raises questions about teaching, learning and 
the meaning of general education as well as the social and political issues of 
access, diversity, equity, etc. As long as the research university chooses to 
offer undergraduate education, it will not be able to disengage itself from the 
issues facing higher education in general. 

When it cornes to how to allocate limited funds, political and social forces 
will press for the allocation to undergraduate education whereas the research 
university would place its priority on graduatc education and research. This 
raises two questions. First, should a research university provide undergradu, 
are education, or should there be a separation between the research "insti, 
tute" with only graduate study, and the undergraduate institution? 'W'hat 
would be the public funding implications of this? What is the compelling 
logic rhat combines undergraduate education with the research mission? 
Indeed, are they compatible? Second, and related, if the public research uni, 
versity maintains its rolc in undergraduate education, can it ever hope to 
compete with the private research univcrsity? 

Given the pressures for access to undergraduate education and limited 
public funding, cana public research univers1ty any longer realistically aspire 
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to compcte with the private research universities? The pressures related to 
acccss and quality do not have the same impact on the private institutions. 
They are not under public pressure to increase access and, therefore, can 
apply the enormous growth in their endowments to improving quality. A 
study at the University of Illinois reported that the salary gap between full 
professors at the country's best private universities and its best public ones 
has grown from $4,300 in 1980 to $21,700 in 1998. The private universities 
can offer larger research budgets, smaller teaching loads and tuition reciproc, 
ity programs, which the report characterizes as "a quarter of a million dollar 
jackpot if you have three children." The article goes on to conclude that the 
nation's public universities are at risk of becoming training grounds for pri, 
vate universities with bigger check books. Are society and its politicians pre, 
pared to accept that, given the pressures for access and limited public fund, 
ing, a public research university can no longer realistically aspire to compete 
with the private research universities? 

Student learning 
A maJor challenge facing higher education is that it cannot tell the public, or 
politicians, anything meaningful about the most important result of a college 
education, i.e. what students leam. The tension between research and teach; 
ing, a faculty issue, detracts from this more important concem. The focus on 
teaching methodology rathcr than on what enables students to leam better is 
also misplaced. If the focus were on leaming, the role of technology, of group 
lcaming and of other than the classroom lecture would be incorporated to 
the approach to teaching. 

The view is incrcasingly expressed that higher education has an obligation 
to develop better mcasures of student achicvement. The traditional measures 
of how much students leam seat time and grade point averages -- do not 
seem to satisfy employers, politicians or the public any more. They want to 
know more specifically what kind of competencies students have. Some say 
that degrees are already beginning to fade in importance in favor of tran; 
scripts that document each student's competence, including the specific 
knowledge and skills the student has mastered. If degrees become less impor, 
tant, how will the university continue to attract students in a world offering 
lim1tlcss educational choices? Why would a student stay in college for five 
ycars if the value of a degree gives way to a specific measurable competcnce? 
As an cxample of this trend, in 1998, the United States Congrcss passed leg, 
islation requiring all colleges wishing to reccive federal funds for training 
teachers to submit a report documenting thcir graduatcs' performance on 
state liccnsing and certification exams. Although it may make scnse when 
dcgree programs are specifically geared to job training, it is harder to visualizc 
the measure of accountability for a libcral arts cducation with all its desirable 
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diversity from one student to another. Could this becomcs another nail m 
the coffln of the liberal arts education? If measures of accountabili ty were to 
be part of the university's future, it would be important for the university to 

be part of their defmition. If not, the concem about what is a college educa~ 
tion and why it is a public good will have to be satisfied in some other way. 

CONCLUSION 

lt is clear that, in view of the significant role of the university in modem 
society, demands upon it will continue to grow. These will be determincd by 
changing priorities and needs of society itself, as higher education is increas~ 
ingly perceived to be a right of the many rather than a privilege for the few. 

lt is crucial that h1gher education not wait for demands to be imposed, but 
rather try to anticipate the legitimate needs of public and the politicians, 
so that society is satisfied without Jeopardizing the educational integrity of 
the institution. 
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