3

ADDING THE PINNACLE AND
KEEPING THE BASE

The Graduate School Crowns the System, 1880-1910

The situation of American higher education in 1880 brought great
opportunity but also great risk. The system had an enormous amount
of excess capacity: all of those buildings and professors and programs
to maintain with a thin and uncertain stream of revenue. Lacking
reliable funding from church and state, it was heavily dependent on
students. Yet, although enrollments were growing, there were not
nearly enough students available to support the nine hundred or so
colleges and proto-colleges that were in existence at the time. In ad-
dition, whereas the higher education system had broad support as an
institution that was both popular and practical, it was lacking in the
one thing that would distinguish it from other popular and practical
institutions such as museums and trade schools and apprenticeship
programs—namely, academic credibility. There were too many col-
leges for more than a tiny number of them to be academically distin-
guished (Harvard, Yale, and a few others), they were too small to hold
a credible concentration of academic talent, and they were too widely
dispersed across the countryside to create viable cultural communities
of high intellectual caliber.

The German model of the graduate-oriented research university
offered help with a critical part of this problem. In short, it offered
a way to put the “higher” into American higher education. It gave a
parochial, benighted, and dispersed array of colleges and universities
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a way to attain some degree of credibility as institutions of advanced
academic learning. Its professors would come to have the new scien-
tific degree, the PhD, which certified their position at the cutting edge
of academic attainment, and they would be evaluated based on their
own research productivity. Its graduate schools would draw the best-
educated and most talented students in the country and induct them
into the scientific methods of research and the habits of mind that
would lead to authoritative scholarly publication. For the heteroge-
neous and barely academic structure of American higher education of
1880, the German model offered the chance to attain serious academic
standing in the community and even the world.

The German research ideal gave hope for the American system,
but it also posed a number of problems. The model envisioned a uni-
versity that was extraordinarily elite academically and radically more
expensive per student than anything that had existed before in the
United States. To pursue this approach in the unalloyed fashion that
German universities were doing was impossible in the American sys-
tem. The German approach called for strong state support, since small
and elite graduate programs would otherwise lack both the flow of
funds and the political legitimacy needed to keep them going. This
would not work in the American setting, where state investment in
higher education still paid only a fraction of the total cost and where
student tuition was essential for survival.

So instead of adopting the German model, the American system
of higher education incorporated a version of it within the existing
structure. The most ambitious, best financed, and oldest institutions—
spurred by competitive pressure from research-oriented newcomers
like Hopkins and Chicago—sought to establish major elements of the
new model: organizing graduate schools, hiring professors with PhDs,
developing advanced graduate programs, recruiting academically tal-
ented graduate students, and shifting faculty incentives toward the
production of research. But they did this without abandoning the ele-
ments of the existing model that were critically important if they were
going to be able to survive and thrive within the market-based polit-
ical economy of American higher education. And they were aided in

ADDING THE PINNACLE AND KEEPING THE BASE 49

this effort by a development that had little to do with the gradua‘te
aniversity but a lot to do with the sudden surge in student interest in
enrolling in an undergraduate program.

By the 1890s, going to college started to became de rigueur for
upper-middle-class American families. One factor was the shar'p de-
dine of small business and the sudden rise of managerial work in the
new corporate economy, which meant that families of a certain means
were unable to pass on social advantage directly to their children by
having them take over the family business; instead they increasingly
had to provide their children with educational credentials that would

give them priority access to the new white-collar workforce. Another

factor was the rapid increase in high school enrollment in the 1880s,
which meant that the middle-class families that had relied on a high
school education as a form of distinction began to look to college as a
way to mark themselves off from the incoming horde of high school
students. And a third factor was the glut of institutions in the higher
education system, which meant that colleges were desperately lookin-g
for ways to attract students. So in the 1880s American colleges and uni-
versities invented most of the familiar elements the twentieth-century
American undergraduate college experience that made attending col-
lege attractive to so many students (or copied them from peers): fra-
ternities and sororities, football, comfortable dormitories, and grassy
campuses adorned with medieval quadrangles in a faux gothic style.
It was a mix that said: this is a place where you can meet the right
people, acquire the right knowledge and skills, walk away with a useful
credential, enjoy social life in a comfortable middle-class style, and do
all this in a setting adorned with newly created social traditions and
imported adornments from the great universities of the old country.
The large infusion of tuition-paying undergraduates reinforced the
populist role that the American college had long played. Now attend-
ing college was both attractive and useful for large numbers of young
middle-class men and women. This sharp increase in student enroll-
ments brought an equally sharp increase in tuition revenues, and the
closer loyalty to alma mater engendered by the new all-inclusive col-
lege lifestyle made graduates into an increasingly reliable and wealthy
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source of future donations for the institution, All this new money
helped to subsidize the growing graduate programs and increasin gly
expensive research-oriented faculty. The undergraduates supported
the elite academic enterprise that now allowed the college to call itself
a research university. And the growth of research and graduate pro-
grams gave the institution the academic credibility it needed to offset
what otherwise would have been little more than a party school for
socially qualified but academically challenged undergraduates. And
on top of these elements—the populist and the elite—was the contip-
uation of the college’s practical functions, serving business and society
through applied research and the production of the higher end of the
workforce.

But let’s go back to 1880 when all of these changes began to take
place and try to figure out why and how the system made its sudden
transition into what by 1910 looked a lot like the modern structure of
American higher education. We need to consider the situation facing
the three major actors in the change: colleges, students, and employ-
ers. The revitalization of the system would not have happened unless
colleges had made major changes in form and content, students had
responded to these changes by pouring through the doors in large
numbers, and employers had welcomed college graduates as prospec-
tive managers in burgeoning corporate bureaucracies.

First, what was the situation facing existing colleges and uni-
versities that spurred them to embrace change? And why did these
changes incorporate two contradictory visions of the university—the
academic ideal of graduate study and scientific research, combined
with the social ideal of a vibrant undergraduate college life and an
extensive extracurriculum? Second, why did middle-class families
suddenly come to see college enrollment as an essential rather than

frivolous pursuit? And why did middle-class youths embrace the role
of college student with such enthusiasm after having found it so un-
attractive for most of the nineteenth century? More broadly, how did
college emerge from its position of longtime marginality to become
a central part of American popular culture? Third, why did corpora-
tions come to value and recruit college graduates for administrative
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tions? Por years business leaders had scorr?ed cqllege men as ?lill-
. d book learners, who were thereby disqualified for practical
ettante's A d preferring to hire men with little formal education at
5 lrlISt'eabs Eo they could learn the business from the ground up,
lfowr: Z:t(i?y floor to the manager’s office. Why the sudden turnabout
ro

in the way business viewed college?

The System’s Structure Evolves

As we saw in the last chapter, the American syste.m of higher educi;;
tion in the middle of the nineteenth century was in bad .shaped.—b\./\;it
too many colleges, not enough students, and no academic hcre .1 blle r}rfl
In 1850 Francis Wayland, the president of Brown., framed the pr C;).s o
succinctly: “We have produced an article for wh}c}? the dema(ril i !
minishing. We sell it at less than cost, and the d'eh-ae.ncy is Tr.ld e tugmz
charity. We give it away, and still the demanc:l dlmlmsht.eshls hlt zo e
to inquire whether we cannot furnish an art1cle”for which t e 61 )
will be, at least, somewhat more remunerative?”' He was.tallxmg a c?uh
the classical studies that still dominated the college curncuh.lr.n—wr[
a focus on classical languages, the medieval trivium, an.d rehg'lon: Thhi
emphasis was on tradition and piety rather tha'n learning thmgts V‘; eeslt
would prove useful in the modern world. “The single acade.my a e
Point,” he argued, “has done more toward the construction of ra

roads than all of our . . . colleges united.”

A MODERN CURRICULUM

After the Civil War, however, the college curriculum did begin to
modernize and turn more practical, led by the example .of the land(i
grant colleges, with their focus on engineering and agriculture fm |
other forms of learning related to the practical work that gradluafyes
might pursue. The proportion of students seeking to enter .the ¢ eroy_,
which had been the largest group in the student body early 1? t'he cen ‘
tury, was declining, the proportion aiming forilaw and. me(‘h}c;rtle dv:;
growing, and increasing numbers were going into business.” Stu
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enrollments, after falling in the 1840s, began to rise in the 1850s and
accelerated in the 1860s and 1870s. By 1869 there were 63,000 students
in college, a number that rose to 116,000 in 1879, 157,000 in 1889,
238,000 in 1899, and 355,000 in 1909—an average increase of about
50 percent per decade.! With enrollments surging and the founding
of colleges slowing, the average student body started to increase more
rapidly: from only 47 in 1850, it rose to 131 in 1880, 157 in 1890, 243 in
1900, and 372 in 1910. This sharp growth in enrollments helped make
marginal colleges more viable enterprises.

One reason for this change was the shift toward practical curricu-
lum, which made college attendance seem more like a useful invest-
ment for a future career. Another reason was the rise of the elective
system during the same period. Harvard kicked off the trend in 1869
by eliminating the old required curriculum and allowing students
to choose from an array of courses in filling out their program of
study. In the same year, Harvard also stopped combining conduct
and scholarship in calculating student rank, choosing instead to grade
students only by academic performance. The first of these changes
made studies much more consumer friendly, which in turn made col-
lege attractive for a wider range of students. The second reinforced
this consumer orientation by announcing that college was less about
building character (how the college could shape you) than about ac-
quiring useful cognitive skills (how the college could serve you). Both
policies spread quickly throughout the system, initially to the larger
public and private institutions that could afford to support the broader
array of courses called for in the elective system and then, gradually,
in attenuated form to the smaller schools.®

College leaders who made these changes did not necessarily do so
for the explicit purpose of pleasing the educational consumer. People
like Harvard’s Charles W. Eliot framed the changes as a response to
the growing specialization of knowledge in the emerging university
and the need to abandon a narrow core of studies for all students. But
intended or not, they did make college more attractive to a wider array
of students, and other colleges felt compelled to adopt the changes
in order to remain competitive in a tight educational market. These
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. culum reforms seemed to address Wayland’s complaint about
currlc'dcentury college model, but by themselves they did not deal
:i:;hmt;le other major problem facing the sy'ster.n, its wea%( acaderrf'ic
reputation. In fact, eliminating program requlremen.ts Lfi)uld .east! y
have signaled a decline in academic standards by znabng 1t. easlller tzr
students to take courses that were more enjoyable but less inte ;alc :
ally rigorous. Electives meant that student.s, rather than the col ﬂe{g ‘1
were setting the standards, potentially mak.mg the college more like
department store than a cathedral of learning.

N RADS
ADDING A GRADUATE SCHOOL BUT KEEPING THE UNDERG

The system in this period, however, responded to the credibiht.y pr?b—
lem by importing elements of the German—moc}el researd.l umver.mty.
Germany remade its large but lagging university system in the n1ne(i
teenth century around the ideals of scientific research aljld advz.mc.e
graduate education. It pioneered the PhD as the credenna.l certifying
research-based learning at the highest level and made this the entry
ticket for a professorial position. American educat0.r5 \T\Jere entranced
by this vision of the university and made regu.lar pilgrimages to Ger(;
many to learn about the system and increasmgl}.f, by .the 187o§ an
18805, to earn doctorates there. Johns Hopkins University, estal')hshe'd
in 1876, was the first American institution founded in line with this
model, and Clark University (1887) was the second. Both repres?nj[ed
a nearly pure case of adopting the German approach—remamn'lg
small, with a heavy focus on graduate education and research. This,
however, was not the American norm. Most institutions that became
research universities did so by adding a graduate school on top of
a large and growing undergraduate program. By 1904 ther.e wer.e
fifteen leading research universities in the United States': Cahf.ornila
(Berkeley), Chicago, Columbia, Cornell, Harvard, Hopkins, Ilhnc:;s,
Michigan, Minnesota, Massachusetts Institute of Tec}inology (MI ii
Pennsylvania, Princeton, Stanford, Wisconsin, an(.l Yalle.—ﬁve snflia
private universities, five comprehensive private universities, and five
large public universities. These elite schools were also were the larg-
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est in the country, accounting in 1904 for 22 percent of all American
college enrollments.’

Notice that Clark had already dropped off the list; therein lies a
key part of our story. The problem was that the German model didn't
translate very well to the U.S. context, and those who tried to copy
it slavishly ran into trouble. Clark held the line on graduate educa-
tion and had to struggle to survive on the modest enrollments and
limited revenues that followed from this decision. Hopkins included
undergraduate education only reluctantly, and several presidents tried
to eliminate it, but competition eventually compelled them to pre-
serve lower-level instruction. The American university, it turned out,
couldn’t flourish (or possibly even survive) without a strong array of
undergraduate programs.

A large group of undergraduates served a variety of important
functions for even the most research-oriented American universities.
The research university was an enormously expensive proposition,
which involved small class sizes and high faculty contact and which
paid professors to carry out research. Major sources of federal research
funding did not arise in American higher education until the Second
World War (for now such funds came in modest amounts from pri-
vate donations and foundations), so universities for the first half of
the century had to generate internal sources to subsidize research.” A
large pool of undergraduates brought a large amount of tuition money
to support the whole enterprise. Even in public universities, where
tuition was lower (and in a few cases nonexistent), undergraduates
helped because state appropriations were in part allocated based on
the number of enrolled students. Enrolling more undergrads justified
hiring more professors, especially in the new era of the expanded elec-

tive curriculum, and large undergraduate classes required the hiring
of graduate students as teaching assistants. Thus was born a central
principle of the American university that has continued to the pres-
ent day: cross-subsidy. In the U.S, model, each individual program of
teaching and research in the institution does not have to support itself
with its own dedicated revenue stream; instead, the university moves

resources around internally to keep the various components afloat.
The parts depend on the whole.
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¢ the undergraduates in the new American research umversl}tly
Bu enes ‘ o
did not just provide tuition and appropriations; they also becam
i ]

i dq
imary base of donors for the university. Then as now, undergra
prim ¢

ates e he nto more lucrative career n the academics

uat ere heading into mo 1 tive ca s than the acade

“? C d ro eS_

produced by doctoral programs. They became managers an 1p tf
ati I an

ionals, earning more income and accumulating more wea th th

Sloﬂ’ >

the researchers turned out by the graduate sc}}ool..T}’lese were thi
lumni who were going to contribute to the university's en;llowmerzle
and buy naming rights for new buildings 071 campus. Ovlelr t 1 ccc)lube_
of the nineteenth century, the American liberal arts college ha -
come adept at tapping its graduates for the ﬁ%nds needed }tlo suptpthe
the enterprise, and this became particularly 1mportz.mt w en,ta'l e
end of the century, the enterprise added the expensive upper tier
: ucation.
graliijifr;faduates also contributed one more crucial element tlti)t‘the1
American model of the research university: a broad base of po ; 1cel1
support. The German university could focus on ?bstruse r}elsea}[rie a];nut
advanced graduate study because of secure funding fl‘OI’r.le es a. . o
a comparable aura of elitism was dangerous for Amérlca-m umveh ’
ties. In order to scrape off the old reputation for mediocrity they ha !
accumulated earlier in the century, they needed to cloalli themselves
in the intellectual cachet of research and advanced learm?g. But tihezif
could not afford to be seen as remote from the public or dlsconnec;et
from the practical life of the community. They neec.led t(.) add tﬁle eli e
element to the higher ed package without abandoning either the po};l)
ulist or the practical. Heavily weighted toward undergrei\duates, t .e
American research university that emerged at the start o.t 'Fhe twerfm—1
eth century assumed a lofty academic role while still retaining the fee

2~
and appeal of a people’s college.
THE NEW SHAPE OF THE SYSTEM

By 1910, all of the core elements of the new research uni.\/ersity .vcxlieret
firmly in place. At the top was still a strong, entrepreneun;l p;e&r dezf
appointed by a board of laymen, but now the me.lkeup oft edoa !
trustees had shifted away from clergymen to businessmen and profes
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sionals. At private institutions between 1860 and 1910, the proportion
of clergy on the board fel] from 39 to 17 percent while board memberg
from business, law, and banking rose to 68 percent; only 9 percent
were educators. At public institutions, the proportion of clergy on the
board had never been high, and by 1910 businessmen had displaced
lawyers as the largest oOccupational group; business, law, and banking
accounted for 81 percent of the members; and only 7 percent were
educators.

New faculty hired at thege institutions needed to have a PhD, and
the recommendation for hiring them came from the faculty members
of a new organizational unit within the university, the disciplinary
department. The rise of the department was a sign of both the grow-
ing size of the institution and the growing emphasis on intellectua]
specialization. Only the experts in the field could judge the quality
of faculty candidates and instructional programs, so the department
took the lead in hiring and curriculum matters, which in turn decen-
tralized power. These faculty were expected to engage in research, so a
whole array of laboratories, specialized research journals, and profes-
sional organizations arose to support this effort. Pedagogy consisted
of lectures for undergraduates and seminars for graduate students.

Another characteristic of the new university was the hegemonic
position it assumed in American intellectual and professional life.
It was not just an institation for acquiring certification in higher
learning; it became the only credible place to get such certification. A
major indicator of this was the role jt suddenly assumed in the edy-
cation of future professionals. Until the turn of the twentieth century,
the primary route for entering the professions was apprenticeship. A
student would work as an assistant to a doctor of lawyer for a while
until deemed ready to enter practice. Prospective doctors and lawyers
often attended college and some attended de facto medical or law
schools, but most of the latter were freestanding enterprises inde-
pendent of universities and had little pretension of academic rigor.
But by 1910, the pressure was rising for professional education to join
itself to the university. Only the latter had the scientific authority and
educational standing to provide a strong launching pad for a profes-
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:onal career. Even less prestigious professions such as teachlng felt
P ' . .
sh draw, as high-school—level normal schools began changmg into
tne ’ . .
hers colleges which later in the century evolved into reglonal
teac > )

state universities. | | R
One last new element that the research university model contrib

uted to the American system of higher education was hierarchy. The
new structure introduced hierarchy in two related ways, 'both aor}cl)ss
the whole educational system and also within the o()maln 01.c higher
education. First, it created a clear ladder of educational attzonment,
each rung with its own institutional form. High schools fed into 1fln
dergraduate colleges, and these in turn fed into graduate and p’ro‘los—
sional schools. As a result of this change, high schools l.ost the dblw 1?7
to compete with colleges, but in return they won a position as the so 1e1
feeder institutions for colleges. Likewise, undergraduate programs fe
below graduate schools in the newly stratified structure, but at the
same time they gained a monopoly on providing access to graduatef
and professional study. Paralleling this structure was a hlerjarchy )
academic credentials, from high school diploma to bachelor’s degree
to master’s or professional degree to PhD. o
A second emerging hierarchy ranked the various institutions of
higher education in relation to each other. Previously, collegos h;dv
operated under conditions of formal equality. They x./vere physically
isolated and played to local markets, so there was little Fea.son for
them to interact with each other and little basis for establishing r.el—
ative rank. But now a clear structure of stratification was becoming
visible. At the top were research universities, with a monopoly on
graduate education and preeminence in academic prestlgo anol ‘re—
search production. Next were undergraduate colleges or uo1vers1t1es,
which offered bachelor’s degrees; these included most public and pri-
vate colleges and universities, including the land-grant schools. At tho
third tier came the teachers colleges, recently rising to college statos.
And the fourth tier consisted of a new entry into the game, the junior
college, which offered the first two years of a four-year college expo—
rience, with the possibility of transfer to a four-year school or entry

into a semiprofessional role.
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So this was the structure of the system that emerged with the cre.
ation of the American research university at the start of the twen.
tieth century. It built on the old nineteenth-century structure, but
in the process it created a rationalized and stratified system that
has persisted to the present day. It drew on the strengths of the old
structure—adaptability, broad political and financial sources of sup-
port, and consumer orientation—while adding academic credibility
and the promise of social and individual utility. This is the system
that established the promise for what turned out to be a spectacular
century of growth and rising accomplishment for American higher
education.

But at this stage, in 1910, the system was more about promise than
product. The elements were all there, the structure was in place, but
the potential was far from being realized. This was particularly true at
the research university. There were only fifteen or so out of 951 insti-
tutions of higher education that could claim to be taking on this role,
and even for them, the research component was still quite marginal.
There were only 9,000 graduate students in the United States, which
amounted to a little more than 2 percent of the total number of college
enrollments, and most of these were in science.’ Undergraduates were
hugely dominant within the system, even in the research universities.
The scholarly productivity of faculty at the latter was modest, since re-
search funds were short and research expertise still thin (most faculty
still did not have the PhD). At other institutions of higher education,
research was nonexistent. In many ways, it wasn’t until the Second
World War that university research really became a major-league en-
terprise. And that lag reinforces a central theme of this book—that the
American system of higher education was good at building a structure
and a capacity for accomplishment long before it was needed and
there were means to capitalize on it.

In light of the limited extent of the systent’s actual commitment to
graduate education and research, it is not surprising that some com-
mentators found the new research university—and the system that
it crowned—underwhelming in light of the German model. From

the latter perspective, the Americans did everything wrong. They let
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undergraduates crowd out and undermine graduate eiliuc-aii;)éls;‘t:sz
d professors to teach too much, espec;ally‘to undergrads;
- ch they did was too focused on practical problems rather
e F:ZI;h for its own sake as in the German vision. The most
Z?aasr}lnrng critique came from Abraham Flexner, whohha:ii;a‘zr;;i a;rrll
important role in helping to s-lla]:fe the nc\a\lr z:es;ar; rlihe Camégie
1910 he wrote an extraordinarily u?ﬂuenl‘;a stu .y 0 T
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, which attacke o
model of the free-standing medical school and strongly er.ldo.rse C11n—
corporating medical education into the resea'rch 1.1n1ver31t.y in ;rt irl
to give the profession a research base and university p-restlge.. tsit
1930, he wrote another book, which attacked the American un%ve ity
for having failed in its mission. His ideal was the German .umve;s y
and his American model was the old original Johns Hopkins, w . ere‘
he received his own PhD in 1884. Early on in the book, he.: outl‘lnes
his case: “The great American universities which I shall discuss e;re
composed of three parts: they are secondary schools and folleggs tzf
boys and girls; graduate and professional schools for advanced s t
dents; ‘service stations for the general public. The three parts are no
distinct: the college is confused with the ‘service’ station and overllaps
the graduate school; the graduate school is partl?f a c9llege, pe)t’rls ya
vocational school, and partly an institution of university gﬂradfs. |
In his view, the only thing that made an institution “university
grade” was the graduate school in pure form—where professors per-
formed research and where they educated advanced graduate studer;’lts
who planned to become researchers themselves or membﬂers of tez
high professions. For him the undergraduate program that. consum 1
so much of the faculty’s effort was little more than a high scho.o ,
which should be carried out elsewhere in order to avoid pollutjg
the graduate enterprise. Among the professional schools, only r.1’16. i-
cine and law were deemed worthy of inclusion; schools of education
and the like were nothing but vocational schools, which should Ee
lodged elsewhere. In short, he mourned the distinctive path taken by
the American system of higher education at the start of the century,
which is the path that led the situation in the 1960s when the system
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started to look like a model for the world. Clark Kerr, who presided
over the University of California during this heady decade, provides
a pithy critique of Flexner’s view: “The universities did all the wrong
things—undergraduate instruction, professional schools (other than
law and medicine), service activities, vocational courses, extension

work. They did all the wrong things—and they entered their most
Golden Age™

Students Come to Embrace the College Experience

We have seen that the American system of higher education went
through an evolution at the end of the nineteenth century. An ac-
ademically undistinguished and radically overbuilt system needed
credibility and needed students; by 1910 it had both. In the previous
section, we saw how the research university brought academic recog-
nition to a system that had long been a standing joke for European
visitors, but it is less clear how adding a top layer to the system made
college so much more attractive to students. One factor we saw that
helped in the latter quest was that the colleges sought to make the
curriculum more consumer friendly. By shifting from the traditional
classical curriculum, with its strong emphasis on dead languages and
religious piety, to a living-language curriculum that was more focused
on skills useful in modern life, the system for the first time was able

to make a case for the utility of attending college. High schools and

land-grant colleges had both paved the way for these changes, and

competition compelled the other parts of the system to follow suit.
This was a start, but it still doesn’t explain how middle-class families
by the end of the century had so quickly come to see college atten-
dance as an essential pursuit for their children.

The answer is that at this time a series of factors converged to turn
college into the primary means by which middle-class families could
pass on social position to the next generation. College had suddenly
become the pipeline to a middle-class job. Below I explore how that
happened, by examining the occupational and educational situation
facing the middle class in this period. In the next section after the one
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following, I explore the other part of the equation: how employers

came to prefer hiring college graduates.
MAKING A NEW MIDDLE CLASS

The rise of the university model in the 1880s and t.he growi.ng po.p-1
ularity of attending college coincided with’a shar.p. 1ncreas.e 1r11 solc1a‘
pressure on the life chances of the colleges tradlltlonal middle-c a.ss
constituency. In the eighteenth and most of the nineteenth centgry 1r‘1
America, to be middle class was to be the owner of a sma}l business.
Wealthy people owned large businesses like a bank, trading firm, or
plantation. The middling sort owned a farm or shop. where they em—t
ployed their family and a few workers. In tolwn, this usuéllly mean
owning a small retail establishment or an artisanal producnon.oper-
ation with its own attached store. Tt was a middle class of pr(.)prletorsc,1
and the entry point to this status was apprenticeship. A farrlﬂthou}l1
apprentice its son to a printer or shoemaker or shopkeeper, w ere e
would live with the owner and learn the trade, move up.to journey
man status while living and working in the shop, and V\.Iltlh 1uc-k and
some backing set up his own small business, eventually hlr'mg h1s: .o'wn
apprentices and journeymen. In this situation, y01.1r soclllal posm(:lr;
was grounded in the business, and you passed on this position to yo
sons by having them take over this business. . .

The market revolution in the 1820s and 1830s in the Ur%1ted Statels
began to disrupt this system. The rise of cheap transportatlon.(cana ;
and turnpikes) meant that the shops in town were. no longer protecte
from competition from retailers and producers in other towns, even
those in more distant cities. This competition forced producers to
reduce costs and increase productive efficiency, and the res.ult was ;
steady decline in both wages and prices across the whole nineteent :
century. Under these circumstances, owners could no longer suppor
a stable in-house workforce but needed to hire by the hour ?t the low-
est rate and let people go when business was slack. Efﬁc1e'nc1es of scj.ale
paid off, so enterprises grew Jarger. Increasingly, apprentices were ]us.t
cheap, unskilled labor with no avenue for advancement, and propri-
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etors were becoming large-scale businessmen. In short, the middle
was disappearing.”

By the 1880s, the process had accelerated. The consolidation of
businesses, combined with the emergence of steam power, increas.
ingly transferred production to large-scale factories, and small retai]
shops were being squeezed out by the new large-scale department
stores. The middle classes—if they hadn't already been pushed down
into the working class or won a rare position as a large business
owner—were finding themselves without a viable business to pass on
to their children. The most promising possibilities for a middle-class
life for the next generation were now in new forms of white-collar
employment—in the corporations that were taking charge of a large

manufacturing operations and in the emerging government bureau-
cracies.

THE CULTURE OF PROFESSIONALISM

The problem for these families was how to ensure that the white-collar
workforce didn't just turn into a proletariat with a cleaner workplace.
Here, college dropped to the stage as deus ex machina. The college
degree became an insurance policy against proletarianization. Burton
Bledstein explains the process at end of century in his compelling book,
The Culture of Professionalism: The Middle Class and the Development
of Higher Education in America. The idea is this: You don't want a job;
you want a profession. Being a professional protects you from down-
ward mobility and grants you autonomy and authority—an elevated
status in a democratic society, made legitimate because it is grounded
in specialized knowledge acquired through individual merit. And the
institution that provides this knowledge and certifies this merit is the
university. Bledstein puts it this way: “By and large the American uni-
versity came into existence to serve and promote professional authority
in society. More than in any other Western country in the last [nine-
teenth] century, the development of higher education in America made
possible a social faith in merit, competence, discipline, and control that

were basic to accepted conceptions of achievement and success.”™
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professionalism burst on the American scene in 1880s. T.hat decade
alone saw the formation of no fewer than sixteen Professmnal asso‘—
ciations, ranging from chemists to political scientists, -and s.aw r‘ljlés
sive increases in the number of professional students in umversmfes
(988 percent in dentistry, 142 percent in medicine, and 24?.p:?rcent 1en
Jaw)." It turns out thatina market economy everyone praises c‘omp ‘
tition but no one wants to experience it personally. Thus busmessteb
construct corporations as a conspiracy against the market (to corEnn
and control competition from other businesses as much as possi e),

and employees construct professions to accomplish Fhe same ghoal 'Tn
the workforce. But in a democracy, privileged eXel‘I"lptIOTl froIn the tra-
vails of the ordinary worker requires a strong justlﬁcajuon. Far m?re
than other types of societies, democratic ones requ1.red- per‘suamie
symbols of the credibility of authority, symbols the majority of people

could reliably believe just and warranted. It became the flimction of
the schools in America to legitimize the authorit;z of the m11ddle }clla;s
by appealing to the universality and objectivity of ‘science. l\f\lflt ! t z
emergence of the research university, science was now firmly locate
in hi ducation.
3 }Flfllil il;l(;ture of professionalism extended well beyond the bounds
of the traditional high professions (law, medicine, clergy).to the new
world of white-collar employment—to roles as managers in corpora-
tions, stores, and government bureaucracies. The id.eal was to endf)\fv
these positions with some of the same characterist%cs as t.he pro%es-
sions, such as autonomy, certified expertise, and meritocratic appomlt—
ment. And having a degree from a college or university was the n.laln
element that linked these positions with the full-fledged professions
em credibility.
aniij(eh: factor reinfzrced the central position played by higher
education in this process of conferring middle-class sta‘ndmg. Elerroler‘l—
tary enrollments had been growing steadily in the Um.ted S.tates smwi
the first common schools appeared in the 1820s while high schoo
enrollments remained quite low. Census data show that, by 1910,.the
average twenty-five-year-old American had eight years of schooling,
which means that toward the end of the nineteenth-century elemen-
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tary schools were filling up.!s High school had been the protected do-
main of middle-class families during most of the century, but in its last
several decades, high school enrollments were beginning to expand
to include a large number of working-class students. Under pressure
from voters to increase access to educational opportunity, school
districts began to build new high schools; as a result, high school
enrollments increased sharply, doubling every decade from 1890 to
the Second World War. For the high school’s traditional middle-class
constituency, this flood of newcomers threatened to dilute the for-
mer exclusivity provided by high school credentials. Under these cir-
cumstances, attending college looked increasingly attractive, since it
had become the new zone of educational advantage, a way to mark

yourself off from the common herd by assuming the mantle of the
professional.”

THE GROWING LURE OF COLLEGE LIFE

So, with the upgraded status of the higher education system at the end
of the century and with consumers’ growing need for a college degree
in order to get a good middle-class job, attending college became a
useful pursuit for middle-class youth. At the same time, it also became
a pleasurable pursuit. Recall the desperate straits facing the American
college in 1880, when the ratio of colleges to population was at its
historic peak. The number of institutions per million population rose
from 5.2 in 1850 to 16.1 in 1880 and then declined to 9.8 in 1920.% So
many sellers, so few buyers. Under these circumstances, a college’s
survival depended on its ability to draw more students in an extraor-
dinarily competitive market. As we have seen, they helped make their
product more consumer friendly by abandoning course requirements
and shifting the curriculum toward more practical skills and knowl-
edge. At the same time, they also sought to make college life more
atlractive—or, it is probably more accurate to say, they responded to
student demands for these perks. The idea was that attending college
would not only be a way to get a good job, but it would also be an
enjoyable social experience—one that prospective students would ea-
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ticipate, enrolled students would revel in, and alumni woul.d‘
7y aI;)l Eond,ly for years afterward. By the end of the century, this
. er‘ ealized; college had become a destination. |
B bt cer e to e’ther suddenly on American college campuses in
thga};ittjvi)mdecacgies of the nineteenth century was the full array of
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Athletic contests became major news on sports pages and they helpeq
burnish the populist image of an institution that could otherwise have
easily been seen as archly elitist. Partly because of this newly accessible
component of college life and partly because college was now becom-
ing a central part of the middle-class American experience, college life

started to become the subject of magazine articles and the setting for

popular novels. For college administrators, this change was a bonanza
of positive public relations. They now found themselves running an
institution that had both academic credibility and popular appeal,
that was able to offer students a way both to get a good job and have a
good time. The scrappy but disreputable higher education system of
the nineteenth century had now emerged as a popular and prestigious
institution deeply integrated into middle-class American life.

Employers Come to Value the College Graduate

We can understand why middle-class students were now choosing to

attend college in large numbers, since doing so was both economically
useful and socially enjoyable. But that doesn’t explain why employers
were now willing to hire them. For most of the nineteenth century,
employers had in fact disdained college men, arguing that the college
experience disqualified them for hard work. Andrew
one of the leading critics: “In my own experience [ can
known few young men intended for business who were not injured
by a collegiate education. Had they gone into active work during the
years spent at college they would have been better educated men in
every true sense of that term. The fire and energy have been stamped
out of them, and how to so manage as to live a life of idleness and not
a life of usefulness, has become the chief question with them” How-
ever, by the early twentieth century,
leaders had become major supporters

hiring college graduates in manageme

Carnegie was
say that T have

Carnegie and other corporate
of colleges and came to prefer
nt positions. What happened?

As David Brown has explained, toward the end of the century these
leaders came to realize that the college man could be the answer to

a major organizational problem that they had to confront.” This was
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provided future managers with the skills and loyalty they would need
on the job.” He sees three skills in particular that students acquired
at college and that were and are salient to management work. One is
autonomous productivity. Students were given broad assignments to
complete and then allowed a lot of space and time to work things out
on their own, seeking help as needed but not receiving close supervi-
sion. Just like bureaucratic work. Another is hierarchical proficiency.
Students needed to learn how to function in the complex and often
opaque structure of the university. This was and is a system with mul-
tiple hierarchies—freshman to senior; assistant to full professor; fac-
ulty, chair, dean, provost, president—where the organizational chart
is not much help in figuring out how to get things done and where
you need to learn how to read the structure correctly and approach
the right person. It’s also a place where students develop their own
roles, moving through a student hierarchy to positions like team cap-
tain, head cheer leader, fraternity president, and club organizer. A
bureaucracy has many of the same elements, which employees need
to negotiate effectively. A third skill is institutional loyalty. One of the
things that the new university was good at was socializing students
to identify with the institution and the team and the fraternity. These
graduates have worn the colors, supported the team, and donated to
the endowment—exactly the kind of team players needed on the job.

John Thelin notes that “a popular banner found in student dormitory
rooms in the 1890s proclaimed, ‘Don’t Let Your Studies Interfere with
Your Education!”? The point, of course, is that the student culture
in the period was in opposition to academic learning, which it cer-
tainly was. A mound of evidence attests to the student desire to do the
minimum required to pass classes without unduly intruding on the
quality of social life. But it may be that we should take the banner’s
admonition seriously. Maybe it was indeed the student-run extracur-
riculum at the early twentieth-century university that provided the
core knowledge and skill that students would need in their future roles
as corporate employees.

The larger story is that the American system of higher education
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