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How has egalitarianism weakened education in our time?

Firstly, there is the problem of sheer numbers to be educated. This
expansion has occurred largely in the state universities, the largest of
which now contain over forty per cent of all students in college. Public
institutions of higher education were virtually non-existant until the
Civil War.- But as a result of this escalating size:

a) college presidents have ceased to be intellectual Teaders and have
become, instead, administrators, fund raisers, labor negotiators
and politicians. When is the last time you heard the president of
a large university give a major address on the purposes of education?

b} we are seeing the creation of muiti-campus universities which increasingly
seek common standards throughout the system. This eliminates diversity
of missions, sets minimal ceneern standards, and nomogenizes the product.
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c) state systems are bureaucratized and the real command ends up in an
administrative bureau at the State Capitol where the politicians
increasingly Took upon it as another state agency that should be
subject to legisiative direction. It then becomes politically
expendient to respond to voting constityents by providing equal treat-
ment and even equal results in the education system.

Alexander Astin, UCLA, in a highly provocative article on the "Failure
of Educational Policy" in the United States, in the September issue of
Change magazine, is highly critical of the impact of size in educational
imstitutions. '

Secondly, higher education has dncreasingly become a social instrument to
accomplish social objectives springing out of equality precepts. Laudable
ipublic policy seeks to root out sexism, .racism, and unequal opportunity for
the ‘handicapped; but in seo doing it begins to challenge traditional univer-
sty autenomy by opening university files, interfering with the selection
of students and faculty, and Todging final decisions on student termination
tn the hands of administrative tribunals and the courts. Educators are
Tosing control .of their institution to the State acting in the name of
society. ‘As Detocqueville said: "Americans seem to love equality more
‘than freedom."

Thirdly, :the preoccupation with equality has resulted in a growing break-
down -of ‘traditional .quality.control in education as we seek to draw more
and ‘more people into our educational systems. Experience credits; TV credits;
:off-campus and self-study coursework; "no grade" courses, an elective
ccurrigutum; and many other gidjits designed to draw people .into education
:under «conditions -where monitqring for equality is difficult or impossible
‘must -reduce -traditional .performance standards. This is particularly true
‘when -we -cease making distinction:between the quality and educational relevance
‘of the wariegated credits and degrees. One degree becomes as intellectually
respectable as anather. The ultimate innovation will ,be a Ph.D. awarded
wwithout -attending college!

Forthly, -egalitarianism has, reduced much of higher education to a non-
“intellectual process by substituting job skills for humanistic ones thus



undermining the historic purpose of education. While a case can be made
for undergraduate and high school vocational training, it can also be
maintained that job training can be done by business corporations, the
military service and graduate schools without some of the trade-offs that
such job training implies in the formal educational institutions.

Finally, despite all the explanations, some of them labored, for the
fall-off in SAT scores and for the weak reading, writing, and math skills
of entering college freshmen, one suspects that the real cause is teacher
despair at providing a sound intellectual diet for mass consumption. I
have no doubt that solid and disciplined intellectual habituation is no
Tonger prevalent on American campuses as it was a century ago.

What do we do about it? While there are a number of concrete steps that
can be taken to preserve excellence amidst a growing egalitarianism, one
that seems most obvious is to preserve diversity in higher education.
This diversity between public and private and within the pubTic and private
systems will provide different levels of academic challenge and a variety
of emphases that will best meet the needs of a variegated student body
possessing different appetites for learning and different capacities to learn.
This diversity has been an important bulwark for a free and pluralistic
society. There are many reasons for maintaining it. One of the most
important is to preserve some semblance of intellectual and cultural excellence
amidst growing pressures for equality.



