
1 

Comments on Robert Scott’s Essay: The 
Modern American University*

Darryl G Greer 
The State of American Higher Education 

Rothermere  American Institute 
University of Oxford, October 23, 2015 

I am honored to be with you, and bring warm greetings from Stockton University President, Harvey 
Kesselman, and Provost/Executive Vice President, Susan Davenport, as well as William J. Hughes Center 
for Public Policy colleagues. 
American higher educaƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ�͞ŐŽůĚĞŶ�ĂŐĞ͟�ŚĂƐ�ŶŽƚ�ƉĂƐƐĞĚ͘�tĞ�ĂƌĞ�ƌĞƐŝůŝĞŶƚ͕�ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ͕�ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ͕�
growing and maturing. We are in a time of transition, seeking to redefine the means by which we fulfill 
the higher purposes that we serve for individual prosperity and the common good. 
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As Bob indicates, the big questions of who goes to which college, where; who pays and how; and for 
what outcomes has come full circle. For example, American higher education is buffeted by: 

 The paradox of high demand, yet low public policy priority; steady public sector disinvestment
leading to students paying the biggest share of educational cost in many states;

 Sorting out the dilemma of the perception of high value on one hand (80-90 percent of
graduates think that the value of the degree is worth the cost), yet deep concern and anger
over rising cost and personal debt.

 The myth that the selectivity and reputation of some elite institutions is a proxy for quality and
value added.

 Investment in unproven consumer- oriented, market approaches to college access and
outcomes assessment, such as ŶĞǁ�͞ƌĞƉŽƌƚ�ĐĂƌĚ͟ schemes, including those pushed by the
White House and others, based on questionable use of post- graduation earnings data as a
measure of college value.

In a nutshell, most analysts agree that the financial model (driven by high public subsidy) that has 
sustained higher education for the past 50 years is broken, and needs reform.  A significant transition 
since the Reagan presidential years, ĞǆĂĐĞƌďĂƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŐůŽďĂů�ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ�ŵĂůĂŝƐĞ�ŝƐ�Ă�͞ƉĂǇ�ĂƐ�ǇŽƵ�
ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ͕͟�ŵŽĚĞů͕�ǁŚŝĐŚ�shifts the equation of a ĐŽůůĞŐĞ͛Ɛ�ǀĂůƵĞ�ƚŽ�ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ��ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ƉƵďŝĐ�ŐŽŽĚ, 
thereby opposing  the idea of income redistribution through general taxation to help pay for college. 
This has led to colleges taking up more of the slack to serve access and affordability equity goals by 
redistributing student revenue (tuition), as Bob points out, and in some ways distorting the purpose of a 
common, shared baccalaureate experience. This approach leads instead to a focus on college as an 
entitlement to benefit those who pay the most, directly. It leads, too, to distortion of public subsidy and 
private benefit, as demonstrated by growing dissatisfaction with the performance of for- profit colleges, 
which are principally financed by public student financial aid funds- a huge public subsidy justified in the 
name of individual student choice. 

In an era of dynamic change, highlighted by a rapidly changing student body, a search for new business 
models for financing college, and challenges of integrating new technology and competing with new 
providers, perhaps the greatest challenge facing us is redefining the fundamental purpose of a college 
education. Survey research makes clear that from the viewpoint of students and employers, the most 
important outcome of college is gaining the skills and abilities to get a good job and career, in order to 
prosper economically. Students and families understand and desire the intrinsic value of learning. But 
the economic benefit is the trump hand. 

Some of the objectives needed to ƌĞůŝĞǀĞ��Žď͛Ɛ�ƐĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�͞ĂŶŐƵŝƐŚ͟�ĂŶĚ�ƚŽ�ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ�ŚŝƐ�ŐŽĂůƐ�ŽĨ�
͞ĂĚŵŝƌĂƚŝŽŶ͟�ĂŶĚ�͞ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ͟�of a bright future for American higher education include: 

 Adopt new academic and financial models to sustain the core educational enterprise, and to
increase degree productivity.

 Reform federal, state and campus student financial aid policy to help keep college affordable.

 Create more explicit accountability measures that fit new expectations about the purposes of
college.

 Reform governance models at the state and campus levels to promote accountability and public
trust.

To accomplish these broad objectives some of the specific steps required include: 

 Work with schools to build and measure expected academic outcomes and workplace skills
needed to succeed in college and beyond;
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 Credit awarded for prior learning as a percentage of total credits earned required for
graduation.

�Žď͛Ɛ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ͕�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�and insight bring us back to the future and the promise of American higher 
education achieving the lofty goals of equality of opportunity that benefits individuals and society. In a 
global society, we have much to learn from others as we develop. 

I think ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ǁŚĂƚ��Žď�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĞŶŐĂŐĞ�ĞĂŐĞƌůǇ�ŝŶ�͞ĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞ�ƌŝƐŬ�ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͘͟��/Ŷ�ƚŚĞ�
ĨŝŶĂů�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ�ŝƚ͛Ɛ�Ăůů�ĂďŽƵƚ�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ�ƉƵďůŝĐ�ƚƌƵƐƚ͘  Educators, who have the privilege to 
ŐƵŝĚĞ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ͛Ɛ�ĐŽůůĞŐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚŝĞƐ͕�ĂůƐŽ͕�ŚĂǀĞ�ƚhe responsibility, in partnership with many 
others, to lead the conversation, in service of the public good. 

Bob has done and continues to do his share. 

Darryl G. Greer, PhD 
Senior Fellow, Higher Education Strategic Information and Governance 
William J. Hughes Center for Public Policy 
Stockton University 

* Based on an invited address by Robert A. Scott, President Emeritus Adelphi University, at the
Rothermere American Institute, 
University of Oxford, October 23, 2015. 


