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T ... .THE COLLEGE CURRICULUM ‘anp THE MARKETPLACE

" Academic DisCTp11nes and the Trend Toward Vocationa]ism in the 19705
R , —

=~ ABSTRACT
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What is taught, what is learned, and how tney relate to graduate - ‘
employment: this inquiry endeavors Firt to bring these diffuse eoncerns into

\
a structured frame of reference .and then to 1nterpret the genera] d1rect10n

) 8

' [
- _of change in thi's decade., Instead of ponslder1ng the most renown un1ver51t1es,

) those most dften/taken to represent American h1gher education, the focus here
‘ O - R - . ” ) R
. is on the broad middle of the academic hi rarchy and on the average college

- ‘.

graduates who 1mmed1ate1y enter the 1abor market . At the beginning of the

seventies a consensus reigned that these 1nst1tut1ons ought to emulate to the

J Ny

best.of their ab111t1es the. academ1c leaders by keep1ng pace with the extra—
ordinary-~ pro]1f1erat1on of d1sc1pt1nary scho]arship That}ph]s tipe of

specialized educat1on bore 11tt1e relation to the 11ke1y occupations of

d1sc1p11nayy graduates was not of great 1mportan until the graduate 1abor

L4

markets began to t1ghten This 1naugurated an acc ]erat1ng trend toward .", : . a

Sy

vocat1ona11sm wh1ch has induced ‘these 1n§t1tut1ons 1“creas1ng1y to stake

their futures and their d1scret1onary resources upon ijstrumental subjects.
1 E
the former consensus 4

vt

These deve1opments have contr1buted to- a deter1orétion *0

on academ1c values and a certa1n demoralization of d1sc1p1'nary facu]ty Yet, :
v . from the perspect1ve of Thurow S job- compet1t1\n model, the rge increase Lj)

in 1nstrumenta1 graduates (outs1de of some technical fields 1ikk computer
science) does notrrepresent a better artitu]atipn of education amd employment,

nor does it constitute a productive social .investgyent. Thus, the traditional

\ ‘mission of American undergréduate gducation -- disinterested learnitig for
. ! ‘ VT _ )‘
‘cultural enrichment and 1nte11éct al development -- previous]y overshadowed |
. ,‘.', \.‘
i by the academ1c revo]ut1on, now afpears 1% danger of being djsplaced by 3
- s vocat1ona1 proqrams of dub1ous va1ue f
. . o | . / / ) ‘ ., !
. C . , - % _ S 4



,occupat1ona1 s1ots in the nation's 1abor markets had weakened or co]lapsed in

\t.mo[dir\to provide more vocat1ona1 or pract1ca1 content The college course

For 1976 the American Association of Higher Educat1on chose for
the theme of its &nnual conference "the relation between higher education and

4

work" (Vermilye t977). The choice was a topical, even an urgeﬁi‘concern for
tne‘assemb1ed'repre;entatives ogkthe inatitutions and supra-institut1ona1 .
agenc1es of Amerjcan h1gher educat1on By this date it had become clear that
the trad1t1ona1 relationship between a bachelor S degree and the preferred
numerous fields. More young peop]e were graduating from college than the
s1qu1sh markets for h1§%1y tra1ned personne1 56u1d absorb and income
different1a1s between college and non- co11ege workers, appeared to be narrow1ng
s1gn1f1capt1y (Freeman 1976; Freeman & Halloman 1975) The threat to the well-

be1ng of Ameri can co11eges and un1ver51t1es was impTicitly recogn1zed Everyone

knew that there would be sma11er age cohorts entering co]]ege by the end of the

decade,gperhaps a dwindling proportion of those small cohorts would find it

econom1ca11y ent1c1ng to go to co]lege (cf. Dresch 1975) &

-l

If ope could summarize the sentiments of this AAHE Conference in a few

v - -

- ~a

words, obviously an overs1mp11f1cat1on, it would be that this impending crisis

LN
should be reso]ved in the workp]ace rather than on campus If ?mployers would

- grant greater recognition to the benefits of higher education, and if more

-

, %ngenious way?‘cou]d.be arranged to provide mofe educat1on_to those a¥fready

-

empioyed, fmerican colleges and universities wou]d'be guaranteed a sufficient

- : o
clientele to maintain>their accustomed level of activity. Although this would
S\

appear to be a classic “T'm all right, Jack" .response to an unsettling challenge,

"the representat1ves of higher education may have been prevented from contemplat—

ing fundamental changes .on their side‘6§ some deep—seated.organ1zat1ona1 reflexes.

r 4

rom the outside it-may appear a s1mp1e matter to a1ter a ¢ollege curriculum

*

.,t\ . B
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Tist today is usua11y described as & supermarket or cafeteriaé'why'not Just - _'

rep]ace some of'the items, or rearrange the merchandise?. Unfortunately, the‘

+

comparison made by a co1Tege president that changing a college curriculum is

T

)
ana]agous UJJmnﬁng a cemetery 1s probably c1oser to the truth What appears

on the surface to be fragménted, atomistic’ and ma1eab1e in fact possesses a

resilient inner structure highly Yesistant to externa1 forces. Whether tommorow S

..

college graduates cou1d be equipped with different sk111s that wou1d make them

more prized in thé’1abor market and whether they should be, are quest1ons that

-

) cannot be treated in 1so1at1on (“They go -to.the heart of what it'is colleges do
and how they are organ1zed to do 1t Nor is the nexus that binds together'these
d{sparate concerns difficu]t to fﬁhd. It lies in the classroom.where professors

“who are-charged.to:teach transmit_ﬁnow1edge to students who have come to learn.

)

College knowTedge and competition for jobs

Teaching and 1earn\ng——the‘éransm1ss1on of know1edge——are SO. obv1ous1y
the central, tasks of higher educat1on that it scarce1y needs ment1on In fact
the large body of research concerned w1th the outcomes of h1gher educat1on
V1rtua11y takes this for granted Instead such*11terature_concentrates on'the
changes co11ege produces in\hehav1or,'earnings and life changes§ and how'these
changes vary for different\categories of students; or for différent types-of
1nst1tut1on (Ast1n 1977, Bowen 1977, Feldman & Newcomb 1973, Pace 1979 SbTman

'. & Taubmarr” 1973) The subject of what students learn is ﬁrequent1y addressed hy
college officers and spokesmen for h1gher educat1on who are inpately d1sposed
+ to make rather far‘reach1ng and unsubstant1ated c1a1ms 1r?th1s regard. A similar
distort1on occurs whenever controvers1es over curr1cu1um arise: vrelatively minor
¢hanges in the courses students take are assuﬁ{d to produce substantial effects
in the eventual mental make-up of graduates. However, in order to distinguish

N
/‘ » » » - »
how a graduating senior differs from an entering freshman, and to consider why -

——
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that gradua;e should receive a premium in the labor market, it wou]d seem .

necessarx first to obta1n a rea]1st1c assessment of what thgk student might

have learned during four years of attend1ng c1asses Although this }s a ,

potent1a11y an 4mmense task the prob1em can be c]ar1f1ed Cons1derab1y by . \vjki
uhdertak1ng a rudimentary c]ass1f1cat10n of.the<th1ngs that colleges teth.

F1rst there is the 1arge and unwieldy category that could be ca11ed

9enera1 know]edge. ThTS.un1d encompass both bas1c skills acqulggd or refined,
plus the diverse bits and clumps of information that are picked up durfhg the ¥  ~.

.'course of uUndergraduate studies Iniboth cases any behefit derived from this |
know]edge is 1ikely to be indirect, and any subsequent utility a randOm .
/ngurrence Baslc skills would certa1n1y 1nc1ude\fundamenta1 mathemat1gs, like
‘calculus or stat1st1cs,'and would also 1nc1ude'the 1mproVément of 1anguage sk111s

or acquiring general compétence in one. of the fine arts or a foreign 1anguage
0

" Information of a general character (i.e. w1th Tow dis¢iplinary specificity) -is

available in profusion from entry-level courseé'fn the social sciénces, literature,

history, or introduetory science courses. Much of the first two years of c011ege:

is in fact deSignedpto_aqgment the studentis stock of general know]eége. The
“inportance,pf-this aspEétvof knowledge should not be underestimated. Superficially

. perhaps the Tost distingujshing features of a college graduate are due to the

greater qdiht?f@rand (because it is learned from highly competent sources) e
superior qdality of their general knowledge--their facility with language,_ their

b

acqua1ntance with a wider universe of facts, etc. . . - ‘But the difference goes

deeper. Wider general know]edge shou]d go along with greater ab111ty to size-up

‘G A

problems, make causal inferencés, to dea] 1nte111gent1y with matters transcend1ng

a . . . . . l
ones immediate reals of experience.

LY

/  "Beyond theee types of general*knowledge students are invariably required

“to attainﬁmore.specia1ized knowledge in order to qualify for a bachelor's degree:'

-
¢

However, the specialized knowledge a»stﬂdent concentrates in may take either of -

%

N J
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two readily disfinguishab]e forms--disciplinary knowledge or instrumental
knowledge. | _ o ;

Academic diécip]inee_provide thé infrastructure of American colleges.

/
T o

‘and universitiés. They are the usyal bases for department, as well as most
course offerings. Yet, an academic discipline is a difficult entity to define.
It is at once a tangib1e'organization, but one erected upon a largely implicit,

-

exceed1ng1y messy, -sometimes badly overgrown cognitive foundat1on This
foundation, the cogn1t1ve doma1n of the d1sc1p1fhe: is a we11-mapped terr1tory
qhere each pract1t1oner occup1es a definite location; and it is sect1ons of
thi$ domain that are marked out and offered to students in the form of courses.
The cogeitive domain itself is beth closed and constantly exBapding. The
organizational imperafive of disciplines is the constant,exﬁansﬁoe_of gheir
base, the contipﬁ%{ dieebvery of new knowledge along with periodic reassessment:
- and consolidation of fhe old. However, this cumq1atioh of‘kno@1edge eﬁ1y takes'r
place wigthin a structufe of essumn}ions that order the material, determjine what
is relevant, and establish what methods are acceptable. This is primarily _mﬂ
because ‘the phenomenon under 1nvest1gat1on must Qe to some extent 1so1ated in
order to be understood It is also due to the fact that the quest1ons to be
‘asked and the methodology to be employed are a funct1on of the body of eX1st1ng.
knowledge in the discip1ine. The essential point, then, is that disciplinary
knowledge, by origin and by nature, serves the special purposes of the
sd1SC1p11ne that engenders it. It is 0n1y a: part1a$= eflection of the rea1
" world,- refracted through the part1cu1ar Timiting conditjons inherent to that
gognitive domain. This is perhaps most evident in the sdtia] and behavioral
sciences, where each discip]ine examines human activities from a distinctly
'different perspective: But it'is e1so true for-the discib1ine of histeny,'

which depends upon enormous selectivity, amorphous abstractions and "vast
R , h R . . \
impersonal forces" to fashion the real world of the pastlinto meaninful patterns.

™
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Thé natural sciences are more obviously recondite and theoretical, and more
N single-mindedly dedicated to expanding thedr <own particu]af frontiers of
AN | . ‘ .
.. knowledge. | s . S JL

Instrumental kndﬁ]edge; by way of contrast, exists for an ulterior

‘end. It is in¥ended to be useful in a practical or vocational sense--to permit

those who have it to do things thai are valued in the workplace. -Instrumental

/x5

. . . . . . . .. L
subjects .in the university may ‘be Oﬁgan1zed much like academic disciplines,

K but they ultimately bperate on different principles. The creation of hew

1

- Qﬁgw1edge may be an important objegtjve,’but it is not an end in itself. These

%

subjects are more likely to borrow general features of their intellectual.

-

technology from the discip1iné§ (theory, c0ncépts; methods), rather than generate
S _ N

“their OWﬁf/,And, when it comes to eQﬁ]uatiQn, the ultimate criteria of success

. !
1ie ¥n the realm of application.

It is commonly argued that much of the learning in college takes p]éce'
outside gf the é]assroom, that the expe}ienCe of college produces important
soeﬁa}ﬁézfion effects and ;ontributes_tO‘some aspects of moral devé]opment

“ (cf. Bowen 1977); Howeyer,_even-though'thése things might.be learned in.Cd]]egq,‘

-

they are not explicitly taught there.  This makes them i .some sense opthna1
-3

-

- outcomes. A student 1iving at home while attending classes (or not attending .

c]asség at al1), for example, might be quite imgervio&s to these types of
socia]iiﬁtion effects. The casé for positive moral effects Qf cb]]ege }s even
more dubious. The p;osaic tguth is fhat-a Qaéhe]or's deqree on]yrsignifies
. that the recipienp has at oné ti&e‘bf another comp]efed the requirements for
'45 the 3%—40 courses fisted on his or her transc}ipt. The content of these courses
can be classified as gengral, disciplinary or instrumental knowledge.
The exact mix of these forms of knowledge would naturally vary for
each ihdivid&a] gradugte. It is ne%Frlheless.passible to assign graduates to

r either a disciplinary or an instrumental orientation according to their field

-
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‘This trend is all the mdr

~in ¢rder to dcquire the skills that will in time make them productive and

. o X “ w ) . -
- -6 - .

. - ' . . o S p
of concentration (Table 1). Although same fie]ds dre more difficult to

c]assify than others, the-most amb1guous cases are fin speC1a1t1es of 1ittle

-numer1caT importance. There is no amb1gu1ty about the general trend in th1s‘

decade away from d13dﬁpdkpary majors in favor of ‘the 1nstrumenta1 subJects !
e striking in 1light_of the steédy dec11ne 1n educat1on
mgjérs.» In the class of 1971 business gwﬁgi; surpassézﬂﬁducat1on graduates as

the 1argest€category of graduates, comprising one of every six b@che]or_s-'

degrees. It would be eésy to-attribute this trend solely to the_bkessure of
) 3 . '

"""r-

.an ever-tightening JOb market. In fact, it will be shown tHat discibTinary

graduates and 1nstrumenta1 graduates face fundamenta]]y d1fferent market
conditions. F1rgﬁ, however, 1F']s necessgry to specify 1n_50@e detail the
linkages between higher eduéation and jobs. ._ .- . f \

’ Several aspects of this relationship havé been_c]ariffed by Lester L

Thuréw (1975) in an influential challenge of neo-classical ‘economic doctrine.

MHis §farting point is the finding,-corroborated in a number of studies, (cf.

Cb]]iﬁs 1979), that,produpt{ve labor skills are largely learned on the job.
»
This means that potential employees, especially for entry 1év§J positions, are

not really offering their skills for hire; they are seeking training Qpﬁortunities

3

-

efficient workers. Thus the competition is for jobs, not wages as in neo- .

Al

classical économics; and Thurow}accordinQ]y labels his perspective a "job
competition model." It is~in the interest ‘of gpp1oyers to choose employees who

will be able to produce more than they cost in the shortest'bossib1e time. The
. x|

fitness of a candidate for a particular job depends upon his or her “backgrcund
s

character1st1cs",wh1ch 1nd1cate appropr1ateness for-a posit1on and/or relative

ability. F1tness also depends upon the amount of "tra1n1nq cost that will

- have to be borne by the emp]bygr. Higher education is relevant to both-these

considerations. A bachelor's degree as a background characteristic has long
D . : ' '

P
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Bachelor 8 Degree Awarded by Ameriqpn Colleges -and Universitiea

by Subject (N. n'thougands) . : ) [ )
" : 1964 ., .~ 1968 > 1973 1976 . 1977
N. % . N % N % . .N % N . %
ACADEHIC DISCIPLINES. 222.8 484 324.9 . 51.4 419 47.2  405.6 43.8 391 1 42.1
Biological Sciences 22.8. 5. - 31.8 , 5 37.3 4.2 54.3. 5.9 . 54.2. 5.8
Letters - 37.8 8.7 - 61 7 9.6 73.3 8. - 51.5  *+5.6° 47.5 5.1
" Fine Arts \ 12 2.6 . 11.3 1.8 Y 21.9 2.5 30.7 3230 % 30.7 3.3
Foreign. Language 12.4 - 2.7 19.3 3 ¢ 18.8 2.1 15.5 1.7 143 1.5
Mathematics 18.6 - 4.1 23.5 3.7 23.7 2.7-° 16 > 1.7 14.3 1.5
Physical Science 17.5 3.8 19.4-.- 3.1 20.7 2.3~ 21.5 2.3 22.6 2.4
_ Psychology 13.6 1 2:9 .- 23:8 3.8 43,1 4.9  49.9 5.4 - 47.8 5.1
Theology - 2:7 .6 . 2.3 0.4 2.6 0.3 . 3.7 0.4 4.1 0.4
Social Science 78.3 . 17. 123.8  '19.6 ~° 158.8 17.9 7 127.3 . 13.8 118 3 12.7
“Other ' 7.3 1.6 8.7 1.4 : <L S
Area Studies | . 2.8 0.3. 3.1 0.3 3. 0.3
- Interdisciplinary 16 . ©1.8  32.1° 3.5 34.2 3.7
- . . ’«' * . l . R . N
,  INSTRUMENTAL - 237.7 51.6 . 307.6  48.6  4865.9, 52.5 520.1  56.2 537.2 ' 57.9
3 Agriculture & Forestry . .6.1 1.3 7.3, 1.2 13.5 ° 1.5  19.4 2.1 '21.5 2.3
! ‘Architecture ‘ . 6 1 3 0.5 ‘6.4 0.7 9.1 1 9.3 1
Business.c 56.1 7 12.2 7 79.5  12.6 122 13.7° -143.4  15%5 153.8  16.6
. Computer Science ‘ B : : 3.4 0.4- 5.7 " ' 0.6 6.4 0.7
Education ——r o & 112.5 - 24.4 21.3 » .191.2  21.5 154.8 +16.7 145.4 . 15.6
- Engineering . ,33.4 7.2 5.9 512 ° 5.8 46.3- 5 . %9.7 5.4
Applied Fine Arts . b -9 1.1 .9.7 1.1 11.4 12 11.4 1.2
) Health Prof, ‘ 11.6 2.5 2.8 28.65 3.2 54 - 5.8 57.8 6.2
- Home Economics . 4.9 1.1 1.2 12.1 A 17.4° 1.9 ‘176 1.9
. Journalism/Communications 2.2, .5 007 12.3 .0 1.4 21.3 2.3 23:2 2'5
S Library Science . .5 : . ) .1' N I T T80 S
Military Science 2.7 1:4 1.3 0.4%> 0.3 1.2 &7 0.4 1 +-% 0.5 12
Other ' | 3.1 S BL 2.1 2.6 =
g)ll Forobite Aefatre T ©12.6 - 1.4, . 33.2 3.6 \36.-7"/ 4
L N : - . . —
TOTAL® 460.5 100 - ~632.3 . 100 887.3 100 _  925.7 . 100 928.3 ' 100
. Source: ~ Nationmal Center for Educational Statistics, Digest of Educational Statistics,.1966, 1970, 1975, 1978.
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< ... been a,screening devie?Z}or certain levels of employment since it is a
. o fairiy reliable and convenient indicator of preferred soéia] and jf- -
) . ) . < . F ’ . i

"Intellectual quaTitiéS. In technica1 fieids a B.S. atso signifiesgﬁhat

> g part ‘of ‘the anterior training costs have been covered by the empioyee ,
. r 9 ! -~

An enqineer foF example, st111 1earﬁ% much of his: trade on the jéb, but-
.’ '~ h‘lS educat('Lon prov,ides, a prior and necegsary base upon which this learning,
oceurs. Since each Job candidate S qﬂaiifications are "to some extent different

-

_.Thurow Visuaiizes the JOb seekers as forming a "labor qdeue" with the most

e
%’;
.
L

. .h ‘desirable emp]oyees at the head of the 1ine : ;“ // ~a .' L
- ‘ . EN B

-

“e. . “The Situation of instrumenta1 graduates can be readiiy described in

terms of Thunow S framework. Their occupationally specific educatioh-has

'groomed‘theﬁ for ‘one, and soﬁetimes only oney distinct 1abor queue. Their

*

pniority in that queue is uncha11engeab1e by any outSiders One can'assume

YA

| f v that they possess -a se1ective affinity for their chosen career, that this
has been further reinforced through sociatization during their specialized - *
C o 'edueatidn; and in most cases that some of the“botentiai training costs have
a1rEady been borne by the candidate. The pOSition of any 1nstrumenta1
. ‘ graduate tn _his or her specific labor queue then, ought to depend 1arge1y

. b_ ‘tipon factorl related to schooling.

*

- , p

® - The case of disciplinary graduates is far more ambiguous. ™ For them, :

the relationship between what is Tearned_in c011ege_and skills or abilities
.. ) . ' - * ’ »
-that will be utilized on- he job is exceedipgly loose. The dimensions of this

At

. relationship may be exposed\ by posing thel{question: how important is the

guaiitz of“discipiinary kndwiedge (as recognized_in the'diseipiine) 1earned

»

by tbe diSCipiinary graduate ‘for his or her opportunities after graduation?

Eal 3
.

| ;f .- In other words, do the level of instruction received and the reiat}ve |
“achigvement of a graduate have a significant influence upon at least the &

o P
4’(.1mmediate postgraduate career7 The answer, not surprisingly, depends upon
o : . | . . | . . . ;‘w . o

g .-
. ~ . -
~ . . -
' .
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what th

estimat

e disc1p11nary graduate attempts to do. The following tab1e

es the significance of the content of a.disciplinary bachelor's degree-

for entry to and subsequent performahce in six common careew alternatives.

TABLE 2

2N

- Importance of DiscipTinary Knowledge for D1sc1p11nary Graduates
in Possible Career Paths )
entry performance
Graduate school in discipline + -+
Professional school N ¥ 0
- Teaching (in subject, past-prim.) 0 +
" Discipline-related work (?) -0 0 .
Civil service positon - ~ - )
Teneral training position. - (VAR
_(e.g. management, sa]ejp _ T
. + = 1arge 1mportance
. KEY: . 0 = 1ittle importance..
, S - - =no 1mportance ‘

most 1mpqntant, do nbt pertain to occupat1ons at all,

* of unde

the inf

will be

’ ﬂgghieve

reflect.

know]ed

graduat

, probably play a comparative]y minor role for the student of law.

major§
shou1d
proporti
of the
career

b
teachin

bl

‘The first two categor1es, the gnes for which d1sc1p11nary know1edge 1s
but rather to the opt1on
wtakiﬁg more advapced and more sBeciaﬂized schooling. (Neverthe1e§§,
luence Qfﬂthis sector upon the ]abor martets tor co]]ege graduates
apparent,pe1dw.) Here entrance is determined largely by co11ege
ment (ceurse grades) and relative scores on standard1zed tests wh1ch
course content (GRE, LSAT, or MCAT). Undergraduatﬁ dec1p11nary
ge will obV1ous1y be highly re]evant for a student continuing on in

and it W111

L4

e school; it will be somewhat re1eyant in medical school;
For those.who‘enter 6gst—primary teaching (i.e. who have disciplinary ,
and minors, plus a.teaching-certificate) the content of their courses
retain some siénificance. Jhis category has always constituted a large
1Q2 of the, disciplinary graduates The widely publicized deterioration
market for teachers during the 1970s has undoubted]y affected the
choices of;many students. Statistics Qn the number- of post-primary

g candidates are not available, but thére is no reason to think that

Y

~
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PO . the1r Sjtuation w0u1d be dissim11ar to e1ementary education majors: That

group dec11neq 35% in abso]ute numbers from 1972 to 1976,.or from 10%% of
. all bachelor's degrees to Just 63%. It sgemswmost probab]e, then, that the
¢ , weﬁkéhing of this single market for college-graduates ;céduhfé in itself
for a portion of the overall decline of 'disciplinary majpfs.-. o (ﬁ
The category of "discipline-related work" coq]d bg regarded as 1aﬁgeﬁy '
\\? o hypothetica] While one cou]d cuiT hundreds of such jobélfraﬁ}pub1ications
on ca(eers, there, aré for the most part few positions of this typeg and t e
, d1sc1p11nary know]edge they require 1is 11ke1y to be a small and rather
perfunctory part of th% discipline's cogqjt1ve doma1n. The English major
fprtuhate enough to Janﬂ-a jpb as-an editorial assistant w111 be opgrating'
.quiie differently than in a literature c]éss. Biology or themistry majors
, might find more jobs to choose from 1n'the1; subject, but they would probably
involve some¥hing Tike operating sobhisticated 1nstrumentatidn._ Tasks - |
requiéing the kind' of theorétiga1 grasp that academic discip]%nes routinely
require are generally asSigned to workers with demonstrab]y greafer
‘ competence--i.e. with g;;duafé degrees or considerable relevant exper{enCe;
The final two‘gategorjes define a general labor queue for college
“graduates coJering both thé’pub]ic and the private sectors. Here what is
\\ Tearned in college c]asSroom; hag little direct bearing upon the activities
of the workplace. There are sa- few or noggnterior skills required because these
positions represent, explicitly or 1mp1ié?t1y, trainind\opportunitig§. Hence,

: .. - : : . 3
this market can be conceptualized for the purposes of this essay as a single,

-'«- \

o unaifferentiaffg/Jabor queue. In fact, for actual matching of applicant and
“A & i 4 .
job a great deal of differentiation must take place. However, this would be

done on the basis of a variety of background characteristics besides college
major.  With the collapse -0f the teaching market in this decade.the general -

graduate labor queue has perforce become the primary job-hunting area for,

- ~

‘ . -
Q ) . . m
ERIC -

<
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”discib11nary baéhe]ors. However, they have .no monopoly in these markets.
They might have to EOMbeté'With instrumental bachelors wha have "spidled over"

from spec1a11zed 1aQor queues with excess graduates And, the most desirable
'v\

tra1ning s]ots might ao to qenera] bus1ness maJors 1n\the pr1vate sectorp-or

-

public administration graduates in the c1vi] spervice. Neverthe]ess,
discip]jnary'bache1qrs must stiT]'findqgheir relative places in the general
graduate labor queue. Furthermore, it should be evident tﬂaflthe spe_'fic,

. 7 _ ‘ :
contents” of their college major will be -of no direct use for landing of’

1aboriug'in these'potentia1 jobs.- This raises the*queetion once more!\but
in a more specific and acute manner, of what college contributes to the

suitqbi]ity of dis¢iplinary graduates for general positions.

’ t

A wide variety of arguments have been presented to the effect that a

A

co]]ege{eiucation is largely a screening device of employers for selecting
: o |

l re]atiVe]y.h%gh~inte11igence$and desirable social characteristics' (cf. Dore
1976). This is undoubtedly an important factor operating with the-graduate
labor markets,’but it is not syfficient in itself to explain the’re]atipn
between "schooling and work. Scre ing for inte]]igence could be accomp11§hed
_more efficiently through existing standardized tests, and SOC1a11zat1on might

£

be done more reliably at’ finishing schools. The owkr riding purpose of college

is cognitive learning; any analysis that ignores this!fagt s certain to end

| in facile cynicism (ef. Co111n5_1979). This means, then, that the traditional
and offen hackheyed claims about the intellectual*benefits of a college education
must be given sarious considerat%onlin order to ascertain the qualifications of
disciplinary graduates. There Rs an immediate problem, however, of uistinguish—
'ing the alleged, benefits of gene}a1 kno;;3552}\§cquired more or less by all
graduates, from those of uiscip1inary‘khow1edge, the epecia1 attribute of the
disciplinary graduate. | |

-

There is 1ittle quidanc& in the 1iteeature for making this distinction.



[ .
| LI -
Studies on the cognitive outcomes of 6011ege are difficult enough to

interpret without even approaching these nuances. But, one can still
\

- hynotheéﬁie an 1dea1-typica1 importance. for discip11nary knowledge--a residue

-

- of 1nte11ectua1 capabilities that remain with.the graduate after course contents

are forgotten.* These are sometimes ca11ed;;he process’ﬁroducts as opposed to
the end prdducts of* learning (Dore 1976). More spec1f1ca11y, they include :

the most basic 1earn1ng_pr9cesse%?,
those by which we abstract order from our experience and in .
the process elaborate new means of discrimination for the

distLZ1ation of  further order. The essentfal product of

such rocesses is not knowledge in the discursive sense, but

ﬂs manifest rather as aptitude, skill, capacity, motivation,

d¥scrimination; intuition and,rat1ona11ty (Hawkins 1973,

“p. 491). . o ' '

-

Advanced instruction in a discipline oujht to accomplish such']earning on a

very high Tevel. While the first two years of college are primarily intended

O

to acquaint the student with broad theoretical issues and to stimulate

reflection on various aspects of the human conditioen, advanced 1earning '

‘.'

demands more controlled thought based upon the accumulated knowledge and

-~

re1gn1ng methods of the d1sc1p11ne It is this type of 1nte11ectua1 endeavor

complexity" (Spaeth” 1976 Working within the specific paradigms of disciplines

tha} shou1d develop and ortify a student S capacity to deal with "cogn1t1ve

)
necessarily develops deeper mental paradigms governing ways of thinking: the
re1ationship between factual evidence and generai conclusions; how -to-see
problems from different perspectiues; the ability to co11eet, organize ands,’
pre;ent’knowtedge; critical analysis; the Capacity for self-directed 1earning;
and, emulation of the inte]Tectu@] standards ofldigtip1iﬁary'scho]arship.' Such
themes could be e1aberated ad»nauseum. However, the essential point'is that
these qualities cannot be assimilated through introductory.textbooks~-the dry

distillation of past research. They require the active participation of the

student, even in the rudimentary and contrived setting of the c1as§room; in

17
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‘thi continua] ferment of d15c1p11nary scho1arship.' . -
- A If this Tine of ‘thought 1s something less than-a reve1at10n it wou1d
be because American higher éducat{on 1s\v1rtua11y\predigeteq upon the’
"aseumption that four years of undgrgraduate study produces benefits such as

, . - N
;o these And most we11—p1aced observers wou1d-probab1y agree-that properly . %i

prepared d1sc1p11nary graduates exh1b1t the e qua1it1es HoWever,'not many

would go so far as to-argue that all 4OQ,OOE of the 1976 disciplinary bache1ors .
were ﬁmbued‘wjth these 1nte11ectuq1 virtues: Th1s consideration somewhat comp11—
~cates. the quest1on of the value of a disciplinary degree.

- It is both natura1 and obvious that the levels of achievement of co11ege
grajpates would vary widely. .The extent of cogn1t1ve 1earn1ng codre1ates most
strongly with the initidl abilities of students (Astin 1973). Gireh the.
differential selectivity of Americah collegdes, thefe students are distributed
according\to abilities over ihstitutions of vastly different quality. A1exahder

- * Astin has noted, that,\fthe least able students in highly selective colleges are
in ge;era1 academiCaT;y sUperior.to the most able 5Students in the Teast ‘selective
co]legeé" (1971, p. 31): tIt-is’dftficu1t to'estab1ish‘re11ab1y ju!t:Qhat thé;\
impact.of co11ege QUa11$y Lgon Tearning would be tor-students of equaJ abilities.

I Nevertheless, thehconc1u§ﬁon of Lewis $0lmon (1913) that the relative benefitg

of high qua1jty fﬁstitutfens were dtsbroportionate]y greater for high ability

students seemms quite pL@usib1e: It would seem a 1ikely hypothesis that the |

4

incidence efythe 1h:ellee;ua1 benefits of disciplinary study would exhibit a
.ﬂthlt discip]inary graduates of high ability who attended

similar pattern, i~

higher quality institdions would most‘strong1y manifest the mental-attributes

expected and -desired of gradhates. The reasons for this are 1nherent.to

2 disciplinary knowledge (the pe%nsuemp]oyed to achieve this ehd). First, it is
reeondite in the sense that it demands the eomprehens(en of chsidErab1e prior

khow1edge of facts and metheds. Secondly, insofar as disciplines are alive




they are Hccupied with the changing understanding of the phenomena ‘in their

- 13 - .
cognitive domain. "vVital" disoip]inary knowledge is consequently compléx and -
difficult becayse it_Qarge1y,consists of puzzles that have only recently been ;} .
solved: \ ) '

. ! . L . * -

‘ The'lasting benefits of advanced discdeinary study, then, would seem to

depend “upon ability, mot1vat1on ang 1nst1tut1ona1 sett1ng Students of modest “;,,<?f’
' [ :

ab111t1es w1th pass1ve or perfunctory approaches to thewr course york<and \\\\"
located in departments_remote from the 1nte11ectu§1 ije»oﬁ/the disciplines _ N
wou1d.doubt1ess still acquire a certain-auount of“casua1 know]edge;\houever,
they would be»un1ihe1y'to.cu1tivate the deeper.menta1 pradigms that. constitute
the residual benefits of discip]inary training. Moreover, there is good reason.
to suspect that a large proportion of the.disc1p1jnarp gradu@tes competing for
preferment in the general graduate labor queue fall within this category.

‘Those students who are most sucoe sful in their undergraduate studies bave‘
a high propensity to cont%nue on to graduate or‘professiona1 school. Elite
universities‘now send three-fifths of their graduating classes directly to .
graduate and professiona1 schools, and perhaps another fifth intend to follow
at some 1ater date A. g1oba1 est1mate of the proport1on of. d;sc1p11nary graduates

who' 1mmed1ate1y pursue post- graduate students in the disciplines, p1us f1rst~year

graduate students in the disciplines, plus first-year students in law and med1c1ne

© (154,000 total for 1976) with the number of disciplinary graduates (405,600 for

1976). From this it see“svjike1y that three of eight (38%) discip]inary graduates,
stayed jn schoot; although the pereentage was-certain1y greater fgr\men.(46%) .
than it was for(women (28%).2 Thus, the obverse meaning of this fact is that

the d1sc1p11nary qraduates who entered the labor Market represent a negat1ve1y
se1ected population. They are heavily drawn from the academica11y less successful
half of all disciplinary gra tes——those who have been least well seryed by

their disciplinary studie
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Disdip]inarylgraduatei who enter the general graduate labor queue would

L m—

once have been considered the stereotypical product of Aherican higher education.

<

Present1yvthey constitute no more than 25% of each year's.graduatihg c1ass.

_Although’ they -are probab1y not,the/yost gifted graduates of the systemg t??

.are neverthe1ess 1nte11ectua11y able 1n compar1son to the genera1 popuTat1on

-

“53;% 45% of young Americans go to co11ege after high sqﬁdo1 (60% of high school

i graddates) yet according to the Bureau of the Census on1y 20% of an age cohort )

-

\\

manage to ‘graduate from college by age 24. Open adm1ss10ns to American colleges”

has ﬁot‘zet dege ted into open commencement . Some s1ackard§ obviously do

"make it through (ag they a1ways'have), but for most of the unfit the course is

simply too a!!hous, too frustrating, and finally too Tong. A college degree

is consequeht1y¢sti11 a significant "screen”,'requiring ability and application,

and in the end guarantee1ng superior general knawledge and basic skills. If trag~

d1sc1p11nary qraduates in the genera1 graduate Tabor queue-are not the cream of
this population of graduatesi\ne1ther are Qhey the dregs. Stuadents with the
weakest academic abilities prepohderant1y av;id concehtrating in a discip1ihe.
This amorphous quarter of retent graduatingrc1asses essentially are, and for
convenience -may be-ca11ed, the "midd1ing grads." ° .

When the educatdona1 experiences .of the.hidd1ing grads is compared to

Vg , .
that of their more able classmates bound for graduate study, fundamental

“differences emerge. Between the future graduate students»Tnd their faculty

mentors a symbiotic pelationship exists: Professors creating and disseminating

knowledge according to the culture of thgir discipline brovide these students

with information of immediate value for their career preparation, while also

giving'them chaTllenging materia1_f0r-deve1oping their intellectual prowess.

Thspwidd1ing grads, however, have sdmewhat less abiiity and considerably less

" motivation to follow their teachers into the recondite and esoteric reaches of

disciplinary scholarship. Their minimal acco‘ig\shments consequently do not

-

20 Ny |
“ o \ J o g
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greatly improve their powers of ratiocination. The result is a lack of '

” -
congruence between the disciplinary culture and the needs of the midgling

hd N

/7 | students: . These dtudents tend to hinder the proTeésors' fu]fi]]ment of their
. disciplinary roles, while the advanced disciplinary 1nstructioq,they rece1ve

offers them 1ittle. of lasting benef1t z . i

]

4 +

- "~ This picture maiebe an overs1mp11f1cdfion, but the dysfunctional relation-

' sh1p it reveals betwden students ard teachers within-a substantial part of
) *
. American higher educat1on is not. The existence of this dysfunction has in

. fpct given rise to powerful pressures that have acted upon American higher

education in two related but different ways First, the discip]ipary curriculum

has come under heavy pressure as a result of student defections §nd the react1ons

%ﬁ'co11ege adm1n1strators fe‘iﬁuj of 1os1ng enrollments:. Second1§ the weakness
— of the d?sc?b11nary curriculum has had repercussions on the 0rgan1zat1ona1

/5 .inf1uence of the disciplinary faculty: As the importance of their organizational -

¥

techno]ogy'has depreciated, so has the weight of disc%p]ingry_criteria-in the ™

complex equations determining higher educational policy at all levels. Both’
. o

these developments are among the most ihportant of this decade for American

co]]egés and universities. However, ih order to distinguish what is revo]ution&(?

—

about these movements from what is essentially a reassertion of ubiquitous forces

it is necessary to view the developments of the seventies in a larger historical "

>

S

perspective.

N . . : x

The academic revolution and beyond

o
In a famous essay writtén in the mid-fifties, David Riesman depicted American -

4

S

higher education as a Tong, snake-like procession. At its head were perhaps 1
* institutions of good academic quality more or less keeping pace with the Teading
.institutions. - In'the middle ranks things becamé more muddled: institutions had

to respond to ingompatib]e incentives to emulate what they perceived to be the
t o . S
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’ trends among ‘the academic leadership,‘yet also meef thé parbch1a1 demands
of %heir local constituencies. At the tail of the procession Riesman féund
intellectual ﬁorpor among institutions that "are colleges only ﬁy grace of
semanitic qenerosity" (Riesman 1956, p. 49). ; Although this éssay 1S‘somét1me?
: 1nterpreted as i dhcat1ng a process of. f0110w the-leader, Riesman's-ultimate

e -
’ point is qu1te different. Desp1te a certa1n degree of "academic 1som0rph1sm

¢

© near tbe front of the procession, the growing comglex1ty'0f American h1gher
educat:Bn seemgd to assure "that no single prest1ge“s§s|bm can dom1nat§ the

great variety of subsystems" (p. 24). o
0n1y a decade later, Riesman, in.c011ab0ration.wfth Chfistopher Jencks,
described an entirely d1fferent situation. An-"aéademic revoiutioﬁ," in the
f1ft1es just perceptible ‘among the top third of 1nst1tut1ons, had by the late
sixties transformed the bulk of Amer1can higher education (Jencks & Rjesman 1968).
. The underlying caqse of the revolution was the unprecedented exﬁansion of higher
education, but the soldiers of the revolutioen Were young. Ph.D.'s, trained in
disciplinary scholarship at-résearch universities, who staffed.the burgeoning
departments and ﬁu1tip1ying campuses. With them ana part1} because of them came -
Qii\ihe tacit acceptance of a single model throughout most of the academic procession.
¢ This was the "university E011ege” of‘tﬁé leading academic institutions which
essentially prepares its_students for graduate and professional: schools through
an immersion in advanced discip1{nary scholarship. ch a modeT impligitl
assumed a unidimensional standard of merit based upon academ1c excellence which
would apply in d1fferent ways to both students and faculty. Dunllg the 1960s,
then, the universityfﬁo11ege rather suddenly became the "fruition of the academic
revolution at the'unQergraduaté {eng," and "the model for the future.” _Many of
—Jffn\the special-interest c01]eges:near the tail of the academic procession were able
to resist its allure. However, to abpreciate fhe true extent of the academic
revolution- it is best t4 exchange Riesman's metaphor for the more éoncretg

Y. .
Carneg1e classifijfdtion of institutions of higher education (See ,Table 3).

\\ 22 “ -
@ ¥ { . . ’ o ?
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TABLE 3:- Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education*
L 1976 % status

3 enro]]gent ('000s)
Res:;rch Universities II | 1,144. 16.5 +
Research Universities IT 802.7 11.6 +
Doctorate-Granting Universities I 804.8 v; 11.6 . 07
Doctorate-Granting Universities II S 304.6 . 4.4 | 0
Comprehensive Uﬁiversities:& _ o \
 Co11eges I: Public E 2,055.8 29.6 0.

Coﬁpréﬁénsﬁve Universities & S o [
Colleges I: Private - . 571.6 = - - \\<>_

Comprehensive Universities &

Cg]]eges 11 _ 542 .1 7.8 -
Liberal Arts I ' ‘ 153.5 2.2 +
Liberal Arts II <\ | 3777 5.4 - .
Spedialized Institutions . 1828 2.6 -

(undergraduate) | ~ : : ’
TOTAL “ - | 6,939.6 190

KEY: + = true universify college A
0 = quasi university college

non university co]‘regg .

* Not including two-year colleges, predominately graduate or non-degree
specialized institutiops and instituions of non- -traditional study.

SOURCE: Carnegie Council on P011cy Studies “in H1gher Education, A Classifica-
ation of Institutions of Higher Education. Revised Edition, Berkeley,
California: 1976. .

~
-
-
B o

- /'

The classification attemptéd 1n Table 3, while admittedly crude, still

provides a clearer picture of the Qead; middle and taiT™of the academic procession,

Since the enrollment figures given here include graduate and professional students

>4
~

they may only be employed for schematic purposes. Nevertheless, it would seem

that about a. quarter of undergraduates are in degre9 grant1ng institutions

of the un1vers1ty college type, where it could be a53umed that their studies are

23



graduate students in colleges and universities that'have been substantially - .

S swe | | .
largely a pre1ude\to graduate Or professional schools. A sim11aﬁ‘pﬁoportion a
attend institutions clearly below the thresha1d where academic criteria become
a major concern. The academic revolution may have affected this latter type of

institution. in numerous ways, but either their traditional mission or their

limited resources have generally prevented them frOmﬁgtcepting the cha11enge
NG

. of cdmpet}tion in the academtc mode. *This leaves perhaps half of all under-'

*

transformed by the academic reva1ution. In fact; most of the 300+ public
institutions in these categories (compared with only 29 private schools) may be

said in a fundamental way to be the creatures of the academic‘revo1ut?on. Many

. are teachers colleges that have raised themselves to university statug;gy

enhancing their academic stature, strenghthening the tagu1ty and offering graduate
degrees. Others are branch compuses of reéeardh unitersitiés, and still others
are Onits of multicampus systems, such as the falifornia State Colleges, SUNY and
CUNY. In either gase a fair1y comprehensive offering of specialized courses and
a partial faca]ty ortentation to research are 1nstt§%tidna1ized throughout the
system. It was in this large middle of American academia, then, and mpré precisely
in its disciplinaty departments, that the transformation described by Jencks and
Riesman was most revo1utionaryf « | - |

The accomplishments of the academic revolution should be éiven their due.
Fton;the standpoint of discip11nary scholarship :it constituted an axtraordinary
upgaaaiﬁg of the undergéaduate curriculum. And, the reiearch-effort‘df American
universities during this period set the standard for the Wor]d. What is most
aston1sh1ng about these deve1opments in compaf1son with other national. systems
of higher education is the breadth that was achieved in high quality undergraduate
education and in faculty 1nvo1vement in the frontiers of discip1inary research. ’

If Jencks and Riesman have pro&ided a rather ambivalent chronicle 6f the academ?E

revolution, Talcott Parsons and Gerald Platt have written an apothedsis of its
: D

i3
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principles. The American Un1vers1ty (1973) is predicated upon the nevo1utionany

axiom that graduate tra1n1ng and research is the core sector of the university
/
where the commitment_to cognitive rationa1]ty is translated 1nto the «canons T

of the various disciplines. When these same‘discip]inésfare tdughf at fhe
'4 undergraduate level the\professors funcﬁ%on aero1e~mode1s and soc1a1121ng agents
T for students, thereby upgrad1ng students cognit1ve ratdbna11ty while s1mu1taneous1y
. promoting its 1nterna11zatﬁon.and 1ntegratldn. As 1nd1cated ear11er in this paper, °
this, process operates admirably wjtnin'at11east thé elite’ gector of American higher .
eddcation——the sector that provided the inspirdt{on for the'Parsons—P]aft jdeal
‘;type. But, realistically, hon effective has it been for the nidd1ing grads,
.especia11y‘thé Hd]f of‘Amenican co]iegians‘c1ustered in those midd]fng institutions
created by theA!!Hdemic revolution?

Ne11 Smelser touched on just this quest1on in an Epilogue to The Am§r1can

Un1vers1ty He suggested that the cogn1t1ve upgrad1ng that occurred in those
' m1dd11ng c011eges qnd universities was probably accompanied by a considerably
_d1m1n1shed degree of socialization, and that this wou]d cast some serious doubts
.upon its impact on graduates However, Sme]ser s highly theoret1ca1 reservations

.actua11y came -in the wake of a more widely pub11c1zed and more po11cy -oriented,

reaction to the’ academ1c revo]ut1on--the Report on Higher Education (1971) {; N

sponsored by the H.E.W. Office of Educat1on and cha1red by Frank Newman. The e

. ' Nénman Repor£, as 1t js usua]]y-ca]]ed, spec1f1ca1]y condemned several integral -
.features of the academic revo]dtion.or the Parsdns-P1atf conbeption of highen
%ddcation-causgd by the emulation of the research universitiy and "reforms

designed to make undergraduaté‘education more like gradua@g\education." It aTSd
criticized the “1ock§tep” whereby sgydentsiref1ex1vely f011owed high. school wifh

" four years of college, and disapprovingly noted the uncritical and inappropriafe
valuation that American society then seemed tolbe placing on college credentials.

~ The authors of the Newman Réport, 1ike Smelser, felt that the current system
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- was especially failing to meet the needs of students at_non—se1ective institutions

r

in the middle of the academic ranks. Tneir remedy for these deficiencies basically
! : ’
3 v o
involved promoting a wider range of_options.in undergraduate education. - They
particularly wanted to ‘interrupt the usual pattern of college-going, so that

students could acquire the skills they felt they needed When tney‘Te1t‘they-needed

- them. The Newman Report thus leads to a series‘ot conclusions that are diametrical-

g

1y opposite those implied. by the Parsons P1att ana1y51s It puts forth "skills

and training" as the ends of co11ege 1earn1ng——1.e the d1rect products of

r

cognitive investment; whereas the process products of a co11ege edUCat1on;emerge

from The American University as the most important outcomes. Instead of social-

ization_to rational modes of behavior in the university, the Newman Repert would

like young'peop1e‘to become socia1iéed to the world of work, and to‘re1ate to = '

the university as a recurrent 50urce'ot instrumental knowledge. For both sets - ;gk
of authors no partico1ar subjects are inherently necessary 'to the .curriculum;, ‘
howe;er, Parsons and Platt would require that courses conform to'the'rigorous
professional standards of the academ1c mode, wh11e the Newman Report advocated

scutt11ng that profess1ona11sm in order to 1ntroduce pract1t1oner—know1edge (and

1dea11y the pract1t1oners too) from the workplace. This Tldist of contradictions

. could obviously be cont1nued but the fundamenta1 d1chotomy it represents should

by now be fully apparent. Moreover, 1t cannot be bridged by argu1ng that each

alternative is appropriate to a_d1fferentﬂspec1es of student: the issues involved
are in fact univer§a1 ones. They oou1d be deoatedrjust as fiercely at the end'
of the seventies as they were at the beginning. Nevertheless, the Writingglthat

have just been disCusSed, and the wider 1iterature they represent, are specifio

to a particular stage in the development oféﬁger1can higher educat1on They

const1tute the recggn1t1on of and the coming to terms with the academ1c revolution

L

of the 1960s. _— Y
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The~hypertrophyxof'instrumenta1dsm

It has now been approx mateﬂy a decade since the consumat1on of the

academ1c revo1ut1on During,t sexyears the univers1ty co11ege depicted by .

&

Jencks and R1esman has-certainly ‘ceased being the mode] of the future, but on

the other hand, the counter-revolution advocated in the/Newman -Report has also

N\

failed to mater1a11ze The revolution nevertheless hay clearly begun to unravel..

¥

Not of course, at the leading 1nst1tut1ons there'acade' C 1ife'1arge1y continues

-r

tq be governed by the imperatives-of disc1p11nary inquiry. But in the mtdd1e ranks,

where the academgc revolution brought the d1sc1p11nes conf1dent1y 1nto the.

ascendancy,_the1r pos1tion\has now eroded. And, so has the1r conf1dence ‘Insti-

¥

tutions -that during the 1960s sought to boost their academic prestige have

1ate1y been concerned about.estab]ishing remedia] programs' If.they should: be
S0 fortunate as to b& able to make new appo1ntments, they w111 undoubted1y be in
1nsérumenta1 rather than disciplinary departments ~ In some ways the momentum
of the acadenn@ revolution has scarcely been s1owed most notab1y perhaps in the

cont1nu1ng fragmentat1on and specialization of the d1sc1p11nary curriculum. But,

in other fundamenta] matters the reaetmoyNhasfbeen evident. In particular, the

‘cu1t1vat1on of academic va1ues dur1ng the 1960s~caused a sfignificant boost in

N
the prestige and organ1zat1ona] standing of faculty and departments, but the

-

tendency of the 1970s has been for academic priorities to be ec11psed by competing
claimants. . The d1sc£w11nes, or- rather the facu]ty in the1r d1sc1p11nary ro1esv
and the departments-whﬁch organjze disciplinary interests, have been f1nd1ng
themsedves 1ncreasing1y on'the defensive. ‘ |

Thedreasons'most commontly invoked to account_for‘this.defensiveness are
basically externa1 to the dfscﬁp]ines themselves: . The wﬁdespread 1nStitutionai
austerity of the 1ate sevent1es4s1gn1f1cant1y diminshed the resources support1ng .
research and scho1arsh1p ‘The cessat1on of growth in fullt t1me four year ’

g

programs and the relative immobility which th1s imposed upon the academ1c

«

e
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profession have had a chilling effect upon the ambitions of both institutions

> and individuals. Ih addition, this essay has attempted to arque that thete

were weaknesses inherent ih the situation of the disciplines. The inertia of

the academic revolution carried narhow]y disciplinary criteria,jnto the education
of middling grads and the curricu]d of middling institutiohs where they were
scarcely épprop?iate. However, the disciplines also uédermined their own position
through their“very sdccess. The vietohy‘of a sophisticdted and specialized

<

*="disciplinary curriculum occurred at the expense of the notion of denera] education.

!

Frederick Rudo]ph_conc]ddes his history of the American.qndergraduate curriculum
with the observation that efforts to sustain general education amount to “artificial
respiratioh of.a lifeless ideal"™ (1977, p. 288).« The not1on that an educated
person ought to be acqua1nted with certain part1cu1ar subJects was obviously done
>1n by the enornous expans1on and speC1a11zat1on of_disciplinary knowledge together
with the organ1zatjona1 1mperat1ves of disciplinary departments Its d1sappearance,
however, has left the diséfp]ines naked in the maYketp]ace. he "h\§tory of
Western Civilization," for example, could make a special claim for inc]usion in
the curriculum as am embodiment of our heritage, but no such claim carries |
cred1b111ty for ”Se]ected Problems in Furopean H1st0ry The imperium of the
New Criticism 1n Eng11sh:dfpartments has undermwned the humanjstic c]aims of
the study of Titerature 1n:mueh the same way. Of course, th!y1oss of sacrosanct
status by some subjects made more roemrdn the sun for new disciplines, pseudo-
d1SC1p11nes or d1sc1p11nary hybrids. However the preva]ence of the notion thdt
d all subjects are inherently equal with respect to a bachelor' s degree has broughts
«all d1sc1p11nes and 1nstrumenta1 sugJects 1nto compet1t1on for student enro]]ments:
From what has a]ready been ,said about discipTines 1t shou]d be c]ear that

they are not we]]—su1ted for this kind of competition. D1sc1p11nes are essential-

1y closed intellectual domains. .A1though they present intellectual excitement
& . ' T

t

and challenge to those withim, their allure is usually Tless obvious to outsiders.

" -
w
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Departments in recent years have attempted to boost their F.T. E 's by basing

]-
courses upon popular and "re1evant" contemporary 1ssues But, this 511 toq
\

often has.meant abandon1ng the we11 -defined puzz]es of the d1sc1p11nary matrix
in order to grapple 1nconcJusive1y with 1ntractab1e problems of the real world.
Interdisciplinary courses can present simi]ar difftcu1t1es by draW1ng the
teacher outside his or her domain of comoetence. Insofar as they ask teachers
G to teach what they do not in fact know, courses designed for marketability raise
some serious pedagogical quest1ons. In any case, such courses represent Tittle

'5 more than ‘the fringe of the disciplinary curriculum. The disciplines as a whole

haue been losing ground during this dechde chiefly to the instrumental or

' 9
vocational fields.

Liberal 1earn1ng and 1nstrumenta1 know]edge have coex1sted throughout
. the history of American higher educat1on in ever shifting proport1ons The
cadem1c revolution, in conjunction with the general disrepute among the ‘young
of anyth1ng associated with mater1a11sm, expanded the d1sc1p11nary share of |
’enro11ments to what surely must have been a secular “peak at the end of tné\1960s
(recall Table 1) The resurgence of instrumental majors 1n the 1970s caused ‘
the d1sc1p11nes f1rst to exper1ence a .percentage decline and then an absolute
- decline ;n the number of graduates. Leg1s1ators, public officials and educators -
dd1senchanted with the academic revolution could interpret this change as evidence
,'that American higher education was becoh1ng more “"useful"--was becoming better.
articulated ‘with the needs of the nation's economy. But, has this in fact been

-

the case?
A .

The relationship between an instrumental education and a 'subsequent
occupat1on can take , one of three basic conf1gurat10ns "Ll If an instrumenta]

education makes worker suff1c1ent1y mork productive in h1s Jjob to cover the

wage premium paid f "that education, th "it would obviously be economically

justified. 2) Nhen n 1nstrumenta1 graduate merely d1sp1aces another graduate
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by receiving priority in the Tabor queue for a treining opportuntty, then,
the situation is equivalent to a‘gero—sum game. Or, 3) if an instrumental
gradudte displaces someone with less education without becoming more effective
in th workplace, then the result is the inflation of credentials associated -
wtth that position. Credential inflation necessarily tnvolves social costs,
even though individuals with credent%a1s may prove to be beneficiaries. The
traditiona1 professions naturally have no reesen to doubt the 1eg{timacy of their
educdtional base. Typically they rest upon a foundation'of theoretical knowledge .
that is best conveyed in a classroom (engineering,h1aw, architecture, accountancy,).
Some, especia11;;the health professions,‘depend heavily upon formalized types
of apprenticeship"arfangemente‘ Instrumeetglhegucation in these cases is
obvious]y indispensible for exercising the profession, and sometimes also
simulates on—the—job training. Cases 2 and 3 dbove are most likely to occur in
the more amorphous, non;technica1 professions or recently upgraded fields where
the re1ationship.between theory ahd application is tenuous at best.

In discussing the introduction of business courfes in higher education
" Jencks and Riesman note that "the desire.for professional training predated
the existence of a body of knowgedqe needed by practitioners" (p. 203). This
1s typicqi1y the situation inﬁemefging professioﬁs; Busines& schools have made
'seme progress in developing a.theoretical and reeonditeFCU;riculum by incorporat-
ing ofganizatioha1 ana1y§@§, quantitative techniques, game theory and the case
method;‘hdwever, the real significance of most business education continues to
: be as a nor&attve control (éo11ins 1979). Moreover, for most non-technical ‘
professional programs the re1at1onsh1p between course work and real work remains’
“uncertain. A recent nat1ona1 report on the state of police education, for example,

» -

criticized the emphasis on practical police sk111s in the country S 1200 programs

-

as sterile and misguided, and recommended strengtheniné the general education
received by po1ice.3' . | L

o

J1)
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The irrelevance of classroom material for the intended- profession is’

hardly a deterrent to students as long as such studies lead to qriority in the

Tabor queues, or direct rewards for those a]rer; eu91oyed. Thus, the competitive -

environment of the late 1970s in hfgher educatio —_students desperate for jobs
and colleges desperate for students——has been highly conducive to the creation
of instrumental programs,gl

these- forces have been reinforced by conditions in the labor market. Given the

surfe1t of potential graduate eﬁp1oyees, employers tend to give precedence to

specialized 1nstrumenta1 graduates for no other reason than to scale down the

a

applicant pool to a manageab]e size (cf. Dore 1976). ‘This tendancy is further

exacerbated by the sinking prestige of discip1inary-graduates during this decade

. and the plight of the middling grads already discussed.4 " However, such employer

behavior eliminates jobs from the general graduate labor queue in favor of smaller
specialized queues. In the end there is ever greater pressure for colleges to
offer and (for students to seek, 1nstrumenta1 spec1a117at1ons

q

There is every reason to believe, then, that the evo}ut10n'away from:*

-dfscip1inary edugation toward instrumental education will continue into the 1980s.

Yet, insofar as the changes at the margin will involve the transfer of what would
have been middling grads into emergent instrumental progfds, or for that matter

into over-enrolled estab11shed ones like bus1ness, these changes are unlikely to

, 1mpr0ve e1ther the productivity of graduate 1abor orthe articulation of higher

l

education with the 1abor‘market. Rather, it will affect the identity of those
who secureé certain categories of graduate jobs, and it will create nearly
irresistable pressures for continued credential inflation. Thus, individuals who
opt for instrumenta1~over disciplinary studies may be rewarded in the short run
with bettgr entr&—1eve1 positions, but their choice may also involve the
sacrifice of long-range benefits that defy the calculus of financial interest. ;

. »I B . . . - ) .
The instrumental curricula are generally poorer in the process products

31

Bite irrespective of their economic justification. And,, -
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associated with higher educat1on, and also have an even more diluted “cultural

content than disciplinary subjects. .Instrumental graduates consequently may
be said to be in an important sense less educated than the m1dd11ng graduates
of the disciplines, and more 1mportant1y, less capab]e of sustaining the1r
intellectual growth over the. next 40+ years of their act1ve Tives. Co11e91ate
years devoted to the diffuse and form1ess contents of some instrumenta] majors,
in this sense, represent an opportun1ty lost. ' /

A college curr1cu1um ultimately represents the competencies of the faculty,

and for that fundamental reason it can only change gradually by bits and pieces.
1 ¢ .

. Sustained incremental:movement in one direction can nevertheless produce rather

far-reaching transformations. Thus, the academic revolution of the 1960s caused
an unprecedented eff]orescence of disciplinary schodarship, but at the same time
assured the demise of genera]ledgcation. The vocational trend of the 1970s, whose
end is nowhere in sight, has a1ready d1m1n1shed the prestige and the vitality -of

the disciplines, and comprom1sed to some extent the intellectual goals of collegiate

“education; however, it is difficult to believe that these losses have beep compen-

* sated by increases in the economic productivity of these college graduates. In

fact, the motivation for, this trend has been-as much emotional -as economic: both
students and institutions havereacted'to.the weakness of their market positions
with a certain sense of desperatjon. lYet, all evidence would seem to suggest
that'the-connection between the inetrumenta1 knowledge that can be cohveyed in a

college classrdom and the instrumental knowledge that is utilized in the workﬁ]acef

s too tenuous-and indirect to serve as the chief jﬂétification of American higher

f

-education. Ag’co11eges move to embrace vocationalism as their prineipal mission,

they can only do so at the expense of d1s1nterested learning for wh1ch they dre

far better'suited. Ingeneous instrumental programs and sophisticated marketing

{

techniques may be able to ‘keep some institutional balance Yheets temporarily in

the black--but only by eating awa} at the moral and intellectual capital on yh1ch

. .
-~ P .
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those institutions ultimately rest. .Consider the local peoprietary school
which.advert1ses for students by promiSing: "no extraneous courses: what you
dp 1n the classroom is what you'11 do on the job." By so saying it de%ineq |
perfect]y the d1V1d1ng line between colleges and trade schoo1s If colleges are
td regain their former morale, and co11ege degrees their former prestige, some J
compelling justification must be found for the extraneous--for the developmental

~and cultural attributes that w%#e formerly associated with a college graduate.
The 0bstac1es to such a rehabilitation certa1n1y appear formidable. No consensus
seems to exist any 1onger en the cultural content of general educat1on, the

' 0rgan1zat1ona1 imperatives of academic disciplines are oriented toward the
relentless pursqif of new knowledge, 'not the integration of interpretation of
‘what 1is already known; and, merket forces seem to favor vocationalism«regardless
of itsf;a1idity: Yet, shaping the intellectual maturation of young people and
widening their cultural horizons has traditionally been the strength and the
mission of Amer%can undergraduate éducation. Perhapgjduring the next decade,
and during the educational depression it promises to bring, fhose institutions
which most successfully drew upon that source of strength wi{H prove.to be fost
cepab]e of survival. Jf not, the vitality of intellectual 1life throughout. the
broad‘midd1e’of the academie hierarchy will deteriorate e§d1y, while the research
sector becomes more isoyated, more e1itisf, and possiblyhexe resented as well.
This is not an at;nae(?;e:prospett. But, if the pedagogical ideals that_have

sustained American collegiate education are sacrificed to vocationalism on campus,

it is doubtful that they will.be respected or,supported iq'society at large.
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FOOTNOTES
I'? %
1 . . N 4
In a longer perspective it is clear that the enrollment distribution

for 1968 is the aberration. From the time that teachers began receiving
bachelor's degrees (about 1930) instrumental majors have constituted the
majority of American college graduates. Their majority increased steadily
during the 1930s, and stood above 60% in the 1950s before declining in the
1960s. However, removing education majors from this category makes the
recent trend more stark: 1in only nine years (1968-77) non-education .
instrumental majors increased, from 27.3% of araduates to 42.3%. A similar

- level was attained in the earigé19505, but this category then included a
far higher proportion of engingers. See, Frank C. P1erson, The Educat10n of
American Businessmen, (N.Y.: 1959), Append1ces I & II.

: 2Nat10na1 Center for Educational Stat1st1cs, ‘Digest of Educationa1
\ Statistics, 1977-78, (Washington, D.C.: 1978). Note that only full-time
graduate and professional students are‘1nc1uded~1n these estimations,

National Advisory Commission on the Higher Education of Police Officers,
The Quality of Police Education (1978), reported in The Chronicle of Higher.
Education, (27 Nov. 1978). '

4For white males the general graduate labor queue has been, in effect,
further shrunk by the impact of affirmative action during the 1970s. It is
precisely in the areas where employment criteria are vaguest that affirmative
action pressures have been most effect1ve in securing positions for women and
minorities.

*
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