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david van zandt:  we are here to discuss higher education.  
It is clearly a timely issue. I think the stakes are high not only for univer-

sities themselves, but also for our society and our economy. I think the 

Occupy Wall Street movement, which we have had both here in New 

York and also across the country, is simply a part of the entire issue that 

we are facing. 

Personally, I view the Occupy Wall Street movement, particularly 

among the younger generation, as a cris de corps against what I think 

many of them perceive, I believe rightly, as diminished expectations 

for their careers, for their job possibilities. And that is compounded, of 

course, by higher education’s soaring costs, which is saddling many of 

them with a crushing burden of debt. 

There are important questions here, such as whether and how 

higher education will survive; whether it is going to remain accessible 

to today’s and tomorrow’s citizens. And I think cost is only one of the 

issues. 
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Some of the other issues include: Is a liberal arts education 

dying off ? We certainly have a labor market that favors technical 

backgrounds. There has been an enormous increase in the number of 

students enrolled in higher education in the United States, but along 

with that has gone some fairly poor completion and graduation rates. 

Finally, there is international competition as other countries’ higher 

education systems develop, sometimes modeling on what we do here 

in the United States and sometimes taking a different path. 

There are certainly more questions: What is the privileged place 

of Western universities? Are they the only ones that are going to be 

generating knowledge? What is the role of higher education in develop-

ing informed citizens for democracy? A number of the founders of the 

New School did it in part because they believed in the role of higher 

education in developing democratic citizens.

Many of our universities are undertaking efforts abroad, and we 

need to ask about benefits and challenges as some of these institutions 

expand, particularly when they go into nonliberal, nondemocratic 

countries. We can see American higher education often as an arm of 

international development efforts, and we often view it as a chance to 

strengthen democratic ideals. But can we do that? Can we really export 

liberal democratic ideals? 

How might expansion abroad change the US model itself and impact 

its quality? I mentioned before that one question, of course, is the liberal 

arts tradition. Will that emerge in these global contexts even at the same 

time it appears to be under threat here in the United States? Finally, and I 

think this is true all over the world, what is the demand, and the effects of 

increasing demands, for accountability and measurable outcomes? 

I would like to start by asking each of our participants: Do they 

see an end to the rise in the cost of higher education and what’s going 

to happen? 

robert zimmer: Let me begin with a general comment that is relevant 

to many questions about higher education, including those that you 

raise. The higher education system in the United States is extremely 
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nonhomogeneous. There are major differences among research univer-

sities, liberal arts colleges, and two-year institutions, and between 

public and private colleges and universities. The way issues are 

reflected through examining any one such type of institution and the 

way changes in the world affect each one of these actually can vary a 

great deal. So when we talk about higher education, we are actually 

talking about a number of different systems, each creating different 

issues, each responding differently, and each being affected differently 

by changes in the ambient environment.

In turning now to the issue of cost and its companion issue of 

access, we see a dramatic example of these differences. To my mind, 

the largest question here is fundamentally about public institutions. 

A number of leading private institutions, whether research universi-

ties like the University of Chicago or liberal arts colleges, have what 

I believe is a remarkable policy of need-blind admissions and then 

meeting full need for all domestic college students. As a direct result of 

this policy, as costs goes up, they are borne by those who can afford to 

pay them. This is a fundamental commitment by these institutions to 

ensuring access independent of ability to pay. When you look at these 

institutions, almost every one of them has been driving down student 

debt expectations over the last 20 years. So I believe that for this sector 

of the higher education system, there is actually quite a good story to 

tell in regard to costs and access.

The bigger stress, of course, comes in public institutions. The 

colleges and universities that I described, while very important institu-

tions, are educating a nontrivial number—but not a huge percentage—

of the students in this country. When you examine public institutions, 

which educate a much larger percentage of our nation’s students, we 

confront the fundamental question of how much is the US public will-

ing to support higher education as a public good? The public university 

systems have had an enormous impact on our nation. The large state 

land-grant institutions in the Midwest and the University of California 

are examples of extraordinary systems that have had a huge impact 

on individuals and society. They were crucial in helping, for instance, 
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immigrant populations and enabling them to enter the economic 

mainstream of this country. Yet the nature of state support, and state 

support ultimately means public support, for these institutions is going 

down considerably. Those costs are being transferred to individual 

students and driving up debt at a very significant rate. So this is indeed 

a fundamental issue, and it’s a societal issue.

matthew goldstein: I would like to just pick up on some of these 

points. In 2008 and again in 2010 I asked a number of the leading presi-

dents and chancellors of the top state universities to come to New York 

to discuss the future of public higher education in the United States. 

The common view both in 2008 and 2010 was that there has been a 

constant regression of support away from public universities by state 

and local government. The data is irrefutable. Since then financial 

issues in many states have exacerbated the situation. At the same time, 

the world is going to be unforgiving of people who do not acquire the 

kinds of skills needed to compete in a global economy. I view this as 

a true national security problem for the United States—not that our 

borders are going to be pierced by enemy combatants, but that our 

competitiveness is going to be seriously compromised unless we are 

able to find a new way of embracing public higher education. 

When you think that the vast majority of students who study at 

a college or university in the United States today are at public univer-

sities, that graduation rates continue to soften, that students have to 

drop out in part because the obligation to fund the university is being 

transferred from state and local government to students, then it’s 

clear that this is a very serious shift that is happening and one that 

we have to address. I don’t have the answer. We came up with a very 

different funding model in 2004 that has incrementally helped the City 

University of New York (CUNY) to become stabilized, in part because we 

emulated some of the practices of the great public universities, includ-

ing developing new funding streams to replace lost funding from state 

and local government. But it is not enough. I think that if we want to 

continue to be competitive, if we want to be able to produce gradu-
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ates who leave universities highly skilled and able to compete in a very, 

very difficult environment, then we need a public policy debate in the 

United States to see if we can turn this funding model around.

david van zandt: You’ve heard a little bit about the source of funds 

to support our education, but the other side of the equation is the cost 

of higher education. Do you see a ceiling to this or is there going to be a 

time when that is going to moderate? The Higher Education Index has 

been going up much faster than the Consumer Price Index.

jamshed bharucha: Yes, I believe strongly that the cost trajectory 

is unsustainable. I think that universities are getting too expensive 

too quickly. I just don’t see how that can be sustained, except perhaps 

by a few of the wealthiest private institutions. Even then, I’m not so 

sure. Clearly they would have more time to be able to deal with some 

of the challenges, but they constitute a very small number of colleges 

and universities in this country. As you come down to the less wealthy 

institutions, even many of the highly selective institutions that are less 

wealthy, I just don’t see the cost trajectory being sustained. I would say 

there are two issues that are really two sides of this coin. One is the 

question of access to those who can least afford it or those who have 

the least access because of circumstances of their birth and the kinds of 

schools that they may not have been able to go to. The second is really 

where the solutions are going to lie, and that is, broadly, innovation. I 

will talk a bit about each one.

Access is as serious a problem today as it has been in this country 

since World War II. While many barriers have been lowered that might 

have existed in this country in previous times (for example, religious and 

racial barriers, although they still exist to some extent), the socioeconomic 

barriers are probably more pronounced today than anytime I can recall, 

not just in my lifetime but in my knowledge of American higher educa-

tion since World War II. As the socioeconomic distribution in this country 

becomes more skewed on the right side of the distribution (in the sense 

that the rich become richer), the median household income, in inflation-
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adjusted terms, has not increased in the last 20 years. This becomes the 

most serious issue. The sticker price at many private institutions is roughly 

equal to the median household income in this country, and that is shock-

ing. We are at a pivotal point. To imagine the sticker price actually exceed-

ing the median household income is difficult to contemplate. As I have 

thought about this, having worked with at least three institutions in lead-

ership positions, I believe that the model has to change.

That’s where innovation comes in. I don’t just mean technical 

innovation, although I include that as well. I am talking about institu-

tions having to become more entrepreneurial in a broad sense, including 

social entrepreneurship, finding new ways to galvanize the skills and the 

talents of the students, the faculty, the alumni, and the broader commu-

nity. Here in New York City, for example, I would love to find better ways 

to galvanize and leverage all of the talent of the city to the benefit of our 

students in ways that go beyond the traditional ways of grading, curricu-

lum, and so on. In the area of innovation I’ll mention four quick points.

Infrastructure. The fixed costs associated with infrastructure are 

huge and difficult to disengage from. Traditional brick and mortar 

infrastructure simply cannot continue to expand at the rate at which it 

has in the past.

Curriculum. The curriculum in all fields has to be looked at from 

scratch. Do we really need to be sticking with existing, rigid curricula? 

Might there be opportunities to better leverage the strengths, talents 

and opportunities in a city like New York?

Pedagogy. Universities and colleges are the engines of innovation 

intellectually but are reluctant to innovate pedagogically.

Organization. The way we organize our institutions administra-

tively and academically needs to be looked at. And we do need to slow 

the growth across the board to make sure that our education remains 

accessible to everyone.

david van zandt: Thank you. That actually leads right into my next 

question. When we talk about innovation, I think a big issue is the cost 

of the delivery system—how we teach and how we deliver education. 
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There are many for-profit institutions out there that, for better or for 

worse, because of the profit motive, have figured out how to do these 

things more cheaply. There are certainly issues with the for-profits, but 

do you see big changes coming in the ways that we actually do teach 

and deliver education?

neil grabois: I do, but I would like to put our conversation in a little 

bit of perspective in that higher education has been around for about 

1,000 years. It is one of the few institutions that has, in fact, demon-

strated the kind of strength that we are concerned about today. There 

have been changes, but they have been very slow, especially in how we 

teach. We are now worrying about the relationship between face-to-

face education and education that may be more blended using technol-

ogy. We are learning a lot about cognitive structures and how they are 

affected by learning. We are seeing, for example, new ways of teaching 

occurring at all levels of education. 

The university is likely to be among the slowest to change. The 

conservatism of faculties is profound, and historically, at least in the 

United States, education—its delivery and its subject matter—has 

often been driven by students and not by faculties. Faculties tend to 

preserve the style and understanding of teaching from their own teach-

ers. We are now being faced with students who are looking at the world 

in rather different ways, sometimes ways that certainly make me feel 

uncomfortable. I’m not prepared to look at 14 images at one time while 

hearing four different kinds of music playing and reading a book at the 

same time. Presumably, some of those things aren’t making any sense. 

And whether or not this is a change in the kind of memes that affect 

the way we look at the world, I don’t know. But my guess is as we look 

at the incredible increases in the costs of education at all levels, but 

certainly at higher education, we have brought it on ourselves. 

We have brought it on in the sense that we have changed the way 

colleges and universities are seen: as a society we have shifted from 

the notion of higher education as a social good to higher education 

as a private good. We are, more and more, educating for jobs, which 
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presumably we will have an opportunity to talk about later, rather 

than a means to live a good life. In addition, higher education tends to 

spend every penny of income. Consequently, there is an incentive to 

increase the price faster, much faster than the Consumer Price Index. 

Yes, there is Higher Education Price Index in recognition of the fact 

that the economics of higher education is different, and that it has 

increased much more than the CPI. But recently, the Higher Education 

Price Index has slowed down in comparison with the CPI.

Now, in terms of what is likely to happen, I worry that the distri-

bution of wealth in institutions is going to dehomogenize the way 

education is provided—that the wealthiest institutions will continue to 

be able to provide primarily face-to-face education and that society as a 

whole will not be in a position to fund face-to-face education across the 

board. State universities are increasingly called “state-assisted institu-

tions,” and some have as little as 8 percent of their budget covered by 

the state.

Another issue has to do with the price of higher education, which 

I would maintain should be even higher. This may seem a perverse idea, 

but the announced price is merely the maximum tuition. For most 

institutions the actual cost of educating a student is significantly higher 

than the tuition price. The usual model of an effective economic unit is 

that price minus cost should be relatively large, or at least positive. In 

higher education it is almost always negative. For those who can afford 

it, price should at least equal cost, thereby enabling institutions to offer 

more financial aid. But for many the actual tuition paid is far less than 

the announced price; many students receive financial aid.

I paid very little for my education but it seemed like a great deal 

55 years ago, when tuition and cost were closely related. Fortunately, 

many—but not enough—people pay less than the price. They are 

supported by the state, they are supported by endowments. There are, 

however, many people who can afford to pay the full cost of education 

and are not obliged to do so because full tuition is less than full cost. 

Setting aside price and cost for the moment to examine what we 

deliver: the range of pedagogical approaches will grow, we’ll have a 
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narrowing of subjects taught, we will have a reduction in the purity 

of disciplines. These changes will conspire to support a variety of 

learning styles and enable people with different learning styles to, 

in fact, succeed, with the aid of technology. We are just beginning to 

discover ways of using technology effectively, but we have a lot more 

to do. Artificial intelligence will be buried in the ways students engage 

lectures, which may be delivered in new ways. We are, I think, at a point 

of transition where the ways in which faculty teach will become far 

more diverse. The high cost of education will require that we become 

more imaginative about the shaping of education.

robert zimmer: There are many issues raised here, so let me just 

pick up one of them, namely, creating nonhomogenous environments. 

I think we already have a nonhomogeneous environment and I actu-

ally think nonhomogeneity is good. Not every student wants the same 

thing; not every student needs the same thing. The type of education 

one institution gives may not be the right one for every student. In fact, 

when you look at traditional strengths of the higher education system 

in this country, one of these strengths has been that there are many 

potentially different avenues for students to follow or explore. I’m not 

so worried about things being nonhomogenous and people experi-

menting and evolving—some doing more and some doing less, and one 

learning from the other, and so on. Not only does this not worry me 

but I believe it is a positive thing in the extent to which stress creates 

experimentation. 

I do think the fundamental issue goes back to access in this diverse 

system. There are various parts of this system that will be more experi-

mental—some institutions will be more experimental than others. 

While there may be a built-in conservatism in pedagogy, it is not uniform 

or rigid. Many faculty love exploring new approaches. The level will vary 

from institution to institution, which itself is not problematic. I think the 

main question is how we are going to be structured as a society so that 

students have access into the various pieces of an evolving and some-

what messy system. Messy is fine and it can be healthy. But students need 
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to have access into this structure in a way that is affordable for them, and 

that is, as I said before, a fundamental societal issue.

matthew goldstein: Let me pick up on the notion of nonhomogene-

ity and offer a totally different take on it. It’s a real problem in public 

universities, including the City University of New York. It is what I refer 

to as “a tale of two tails.” What we are finding at CUNY is that we are 

getting many more high-achieving students who are ready for the most 

rigorous and challenging kind of curricula our faculty are capable of 

delivering. At the same time we are getting more students who are 

woefully unprepared to address the challenges of higher education. 

So it is a bimodal kind of distribution that is very expensive and very 

stressful for a university to adequately address. You want to take care 

of the students who need the assistance that they didn’t get before they 

came to the university, and you also want to address the students who 

are ready to do very advanced work. 

I would like to explore one other area quickly—one that the other 

panelists may not be as involved in as I am—which is that as a result 

of the tale of two tails, university faculty and administrators must start 

getting involved in K–12 education. Most professors, other than those 

in teacher education programs, don’t really think about K–12 educa-

tion. They expect the students who arrive at their doors to be ready to 

do college-level work. That is not happening. 

What is happening in New York, and throughout the United 

States, is that more and more students are graduating from high school 

but they are not college ready. Higher education must start paying 

attention to what happens in K–12 education; if we don’t, it will be 

tremendously challenging to support the needs of these students, and 

our cost structure is not devised in such a way to deal with high vari-

ance and nonhomogeneity. This needs to be addressed.

david van zandt: One of the effects of what you are saying shows up 

in another question that I want to ask, and that I think is an issue for 

all higher education: graduation rates and retention rates. The number 
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of people who complete a four-year degree in six years is 60 percent, I 

think, across the country, and I may be too generous about that. Is that 

a feature of the K–12 system and what we get? I’m sure it is something 

that we are doing as well. Does anybody have a view on that? 

robert zimmer: I may not be the right person to talk about low gradu-

ation rates because our graduation rates are very high. But I would like 

to pick up on this point about K–12 education, because I think it is 

impossible to think about the higher education system in the United 

States without situating it inside the education system as a whole. 

The higher education institutions do not exist in total isolation. Our 

students come with a background and we are in fact just one part of their 

education. So, looking at our position as divorced from and totally sepa-

rate from K–12 education is, I think, a mistake. And I agree with Matt that 

the issues around K–12 education are extraordinarily important, and it is 

one of these problems where figuring out exactly how universities best 

participate in them is not entirely simple. The University of Chicago has 

taken an extremely activist role here with our Urban Education Institute. 

We are running four charter schools on the south side of Chicago and 

using this experience to understand issues concerning urban school 

education more generally. All students in these schools are admitted by 

lottery. This began as an experiment for us. It has been a successful experi-

ment and one of the ways that we have attempted to begin to engage this 

fundamental problem. But our approach, and understanding how we can 

contribute to the issue of birth–12 education, comes from the particular 

position of the University of Chicago: what we are particularly able to 

do, the nature of the relationships we have, our rich partnership with 

the Chicago public school system and the mayor’s office, and our particu-

lar geographic location. But figuring out the right way for universities in 

general to engage this problem is more complex. Again, going back to the 

messy diversity argument, the nature of this engagement doesn’t have to 

be the same for every institution. But I completely agree with Matt that 

recognizing that we are part of a larger system and figuring out how to 

engage it are important issues for all of us.
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neil grabois: If I might add one point about the responsibility of 

universities: generally speaking, universities are educating the next 

generation of teachers. And that is a responsibility that, while accepted, 

was viewed to some extent as a cash cow. It wasn’t terribly expensive 

to educate those students and I fear that we didn’t give the same kind 

of attention to the education of the next generation of teachers that 

we might have done. And that clearly had an impact on the teaching 

force. We’ve made life very difficult for teachers. The likelihood of a 

teacher who enters the profession leaving five years later is very high. 

We have heaped on teachers increasing responsibilities that are almost 

impossible for them to meet, and at the same time we have said that 

the teaching in America is terrible, which makes it an uncomfortable 

profession to enter. If this society is going to enhance K–12, it is going 

to have to do it through teachers, and since we already spend an enor-

mous amount in this country on K–12, it is not so much a matter of 

more money. The money is badly distributed, but the total amount of 

money is adequate. We have to understand how children learn, we have 

to be able to respond to their individual needs, which means we have to 

have a more effective teaching force, which means we have to be able 

to attract talented people into teaching, and we are not doing that. 

david van zandt: There is a lot of concern about what we are teach-

ing in higher education. That is, there seems to be a race in many 

places toward highly professional education. On the other hand, there 

was a recent book, Academically Adrift, which at least on one measure 

suggested that whether it is a business administration course or some-

thing more technical, it didn’t do as well in terms of, say, preparing 

students for critical thinking as a liberal arts education. How do you 

feel about that? Which way should we be going with that given the 

needs of the economy and society?

jamshed bharucha: I think particularly at a time of economic stress 

there will be a great temptation to abandon the liberal arts and try to 

become more vocational. The liberal arts—a broad-based education 
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that challenges you to think critically and creatively and to ask difficult 

questions—is perhaps more necessary at a time of economic strife than 

at any other time. That is because the creativity and originality fostered 

by such an education—at least at the undergraduate level; you always 

have the chance to specialize later—always has been the strength of 

the United States. Having grown up in a country where the education is 

very specialized early on, I can say that you do lose this broader context, 

which as you get older starts to manifest itself in increasingly powerful 

ways. 

Creativity is essentially connecting diverse dots that other 

people have never connected before. If the dots you are learning 

about are all within a silo, most of those dots have been connected. 

In the last several decades the truly new and original ideas that have 

changed our thinking, that have established new industries, have 

come from connecting a dot here with a dot there. That comes from 

a diversification of experience. This is a uniquely American thing. I 

hope that we stick to our guns here and remember that it is creativity, 

originality, critical thinking in the broadest sense, learning how to 

learn, adopting a lifetime habit of learning, that is going to carry us 

through in the end. 

I also think that our modes of teaching are in many respects obso-

lete, and that we really do need to innovate. 

The dirty little secret about learning is that we forget. I say this 

with my cognitive psychology hat on. Students enroll in a course and 

we teach them stuff. At the end we stamp a grade, which they carry 

with them forever, as if all of this knowledge were now in their brains 

and accessible to them forever. But in fact, while the learning curve 

shows learning increasing over time in the form of a decelerating 

function, the forgetting curve drops precipitously as soon as learning 

stops. It is extremely dramatic. I conducted an informal experiment at 

alumni reunions when I was teaching at Dartmouth. I taught there long 

enough that I could actually get to see students at 10-year reunions. 

I remember a student at his tenth reunion, a very smart student. He 

came up to me and said, “Hey there professor, remember me? I took 
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your course on memory.” I did remember him. He had gotten As in 

college and had later become successful on Wall Street. “So what do you 

remember?” I asked. This extremely bright person became incoherent 

and said, “Well, you know, like stuff. Stuff about memory.” 

I can tell you as a cognitive and brain scientist that the way we 

teach is suboptimal in terms of how our brains learn. We need more 

active forms of learning, we need more contextualized forms of learn-

ing, and we need to make sure that the precious time in a classroom, 

whether it is a seminar room or a class this size, is used in a much more 

dynamic way than has historically been done.

david van zandt: Is there an issue that we haven’t discussed that any 

of you would like to raise?

robert zimer: I would like to comment again very briefly on this ques-

tion about liberal arts, particularly given the nature of the University 

of Chicago and its particular representation of and belief in the liberal 

arts environment. 

I recently gave the annual address at the College Board, where 

I basically spent 45 minutes discussing this question. I want to pick 

up one word that was just used and that is the word “context.” The 

model around education and employment, the idea that training for 

employment and work means you are going to learn a lot about some-

thing specific, and that is what is going to prepare you for work, is, to 

my mind, not correct. In whatever you are going to be doing it will be 

necessary to start understanding context and how your specialization 

fits into a larger context. What that in turn means is that you need to 

be able to look at things from somebody else’s perspective. There are 

whole sets of habits of mind or cognitive skills that need to be devel-

oped in order for even specialized knowledge to be effectively applied 

over time, and a great deal of that has to do with context. 

I am not going to reprise my whole speech here but I did want to 

say that I do think the arguments about the liberal arts as being enrich-

ing for you as an individual are important, the arguments for them 
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around creating democracy and participatory citizenship are impor-

tant, but the assumption that it is somehow antithetical or not contrib-

uting to people’s capacity for work I think is totally off base. I think 

liberal arts done right, and this is an important caveat, is an extremely 

powerful preparation for work. But I refer you to my speech, which is 

on the College Board website.

david van zandt: Neil, I was going to ask you to comment on this in part 

because I want to play the cynic. If I’m a young applicant whose parents, 

particularly in this economy, are concerned—and I hear both of you talk-

ing this way—about the liberal arts, it almost has an otherworldly feel. 

That is what you are used to, that’s what you like, that’s what you do now 

in teaching, but why should I buy into that when I need a job?

neil grabois: First, it seems to me, and I think the data are clear, that 

most Americans will have as many as six different jobs over the course 

of their lives. I would suspect that every one of us at this table and every-

body out in the audience has done many different things, earned a living 

in many different ways. What is going to prepare us to do that? It seems 

to me two things: one is the capacity to continue to educate oneself over a 

lifetime and the other is the opportunity to get started. Those two pieces 

have to be considered together. The liberal arts will have more profound 

effect on a lifetime of learning and work, but beyond work, study of the 

liberal arts has a profound effect on one’s values. 

I am reminded of a CEO who had a liberal arts education and who 

came to talk to a group of students about the importance of the liberal 

arts. Someone asked, “Who does the hiring in your company?” And 

he said, “Human resources does the hiring.” “And who do they hire?” 

“Well, they hire accountants, and they hire specialists in fields needed 

by the company.” So we have a disconnect between what you need to 

get that first job and what you will need to live a fulfilling life that may 

change focus over time. How do we find the right mixture between, say, 

finance and Plato? I don’t know, but I do think we cannot ignore the 

fact that our students will go on to get some kind of job, that it won’t be 



16    social research

the only job the ever hold, and the only way they will be able to func-

tion successfully in the society is to be able to master new techniques, 

new knowledge, and new ideas.

audience: As has been noted, we have just ended World War III, during 

which the armies of the well-to-do colonized and took the resources and 

wealth of the defeated middle and poorer classes. Why are we not call-

ing for a Marshall Plan to redistribute the wealth back to the defeated 

classes as we did after the last major conflict, World War II? I’m asking 

you as public intellectuals, as people who are running the universities, 

why are you not calling for this? Is it because the donors are that very 

class that has taken the wealth, or is it for some other reason?

jamshed bharucha: There needs to be a societal effort as strong as 

the Marshall Plan to invest in education, focused on those who have 

the least access, because it is difficult to gain access if you haven’t had 

the right kind of K–12 preparation. Looking at what is spent on wars 

and what is spent on a lot of other things, it seems to me—of course I 

am biased as an educator—that if we put those kinds of resources into 

education, we would not even need to have this discussion. We would 

enable all students, and even adults later in life, who wish to further 

their learning to do so.

david van zandt: My guess is that you would probably get the same 

answer across the board. 

audience: I would like you to talk a little bit about the expansion in 

the number of administrators involved at colleges and also the expan-

sion of the compensation of the administrative/executive classes that 

has been in the news quite a bit.

matthew goldstein: Let me explain the CUNY experience. Since 2002, 

over the last nine years or so, the City University has done what I think is 

without precedent at any other place in the United States—we have added 
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over 1,700 full-time faculty. This has been the largest area of investment 

at the university, other than the construction of some very expensive  

facilities. This investment in faculty is something that we are deeply proud 

of, and we’re going to continue to do it in the years ahead. The growth of 

our full-time faculty has outpaced the growth of administrators. 

With respect to health care, which we recognize is a concern, all 

of our full-time faculty have health care, and we will certainly never 

do anything to undermine that. We do have a subset of adjuncts—

about 1,800 out of the maybe 11,000 adjuncts that we have at the City 

University—who were in jeopardy of losing their health care because 

the fund that administers those costs was nearly bankrupt. It needed 

some very aggressive intervention, so I made it very clear that this 

would be one of our highest priorities in our budget request. I made 

that pledge, and I am pretty confident that we will be able to deliver 

on it. 

audience: I am actually going to go in a little different direction. You 

folks represent half a dozen or a dozen universities you’ve worked at, 

and you know many other university leaders. My question is, how are 

you going to change the way your organizations operate? You have a 

very static, very staid organizational structure. What does it take to be a 

president of a university? Not just being a good administrator, although 

many of you may be and I don’t mean to suggest that you’re not. So you 

want to innovate on information technology, but how much do you pay 

for top IT talent to come in and innovate versus what you pay a faculty 

member who just knows a very narrow discipline and may be very 

good? People don’t have to show up to a lecture to be educated. The 

stage could be broadcast on YouTube, and you could do other things 

to innovate. I haven’t really heard that, and I am sure there is a lot of 

it going on, and that is the future of higher education, so if you could 

share with us some of the things that are happening or that are not 

happening or are preventing that to happen, I think that would speak 

to the topic of tonight’s talk.
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jamshed bharucha: I did say in my remarks earlier that I think we 

need innovation of all kinds, including organizational innovation and 

administrative innovation. The administrative structures that were in 

place 20, 30, 40 years ago may not necessarily be the most appropriate. 

It is possible that one could have lighter administrative structures today. 

In the end, the purpose of structure and administration is to serve the 

mission of the institution, which is to advance education, knowledge, 

public service, and the kinds of things colleges and universities should 

be focused on. There are many aspects of the academy in which practices 

and policies have, to some extent, lost sight of the fact that the reason we 

are here is for the learning experience of the student, the expansion of 

knowledge, making the world a better place. I firmly believe that every 

decision we make has to be focused on those things. There are a growing 

number of faculty members eager to innovate, eager to cross traditional 

disciplinary boundaries, eager to look at new ways of teaching and work-

ing with students. Those who are motivated to do so can be engaged, and 

I think it will be a growing critical mass as we go forward.

neil grabois: If I may add to that: at times of stasis, when the economy 

is chugging along and we are not in a war or other dislocations, insti-

tutions don’t change much or find new ways of looking at the world. 

But at times of dramatic change in the economy or in our sense of self-

confidence, new ways of seeing the world are imposed on us. At one 

time everybody studied Latin and Greek and nobody studied French 

or German. We were pushed by students to change. Now financial 

concerns oblige us to consider our pedagogical approaches. Once again 

students are pushing us to make changes that are more in keeping with 

their learning styles, and because we have responded there are new 

tools to exploit. We are at a cusp right now when pedagogical explora-

tion, for example, will be more rewarded: we are prepared to take risks 

and to muster the political will to change, perhaps dramatically.

robert zimmer: Can I just add one thing to this, which is in a rather 

different direction, because the question of tenure was raised? Again, 
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I think there are a wide variety of institutions, and each has to figure 

that out for itself. But one of the crucial reasons for tenure in the first 

place was not so much as an employment issue, but around the ques-

tion of protecting academic freedom, which is the capacity of faculty to 

teach from a perspective that they want to teach and not have political 

pressure brought to bear on them. To my mind one should never lose 

sight of the importance of this. One can argue whether tenure is neces-

sary to create an environment for that. But I would say that the tenure 

structure has been one vehicle that has been effective in doing this. It 

is a very, very easy thing to take for granted the fact that someone can 

walk in and talk about their field from whatever position they want to, 

whatever perspectives they may have, and yet the person down the hall 

is going to do it in a totally different way, and that’s all fine and that’s 

all good. This is not the standard way that the world operates outside 

universities, and many universities have striven over an extended 

period to preserve this feature. Jonathan Cole, who is here tonight, the 

former provost at Columbia, held a very interesting conference about 

this a couple of years ago. It is a topic that many of us are concerned 

about and focused on. And I would just say that before one gets too 

excited about anything regarding universities, we need to remember 

that free and open discourse and the structures that have supported it 

are absolutely essential and should not be toyed with too quickly.

audience: I am a graduate of Cooper Union. I’ve taught at Parsons, the 

New School, and City College, and was a department head at another 

institution. All of those were radical institutions when they were 

formed. I hear the call for innovation and I wonder, how are you going 

to do it? At one moment there was a crisis, there were new institu-

tions. Now we have credentialing, we have much more of a professional 

emphasis on education, so some of those models won’t be so easy to 

implement. How far are you willing to go? If it is just tweaking, it is not 

going to get us where we want to go.

david van zandt: I have to deal with that every day because we are 
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called “The New School,” but I think your point is well taken.

jamshed bharucha: You have put your finger on the key challenge. 

I wish I had easy answers. That is where the most dramatic kinds of 

innovation are needed. The world is changing so fast, the economy is in 

turmoil, and we have to find ways to get America working and to stay 

competitive. We need to innovate quickly and the institutional forces 

are very, very many, as you suggest. How do we bring these inertial 

forces up to speed? I have lots of ideas but I think that would take a 

while. I do think that is the key issue for colleges and universities, the 

most difficult challenge: how do we change as fast as we need to change 

in order to meet the demands of a population, but also an increasingly 

diverse population that we need to serve in new kinds of ways?

audience: Just one example. Your most radical. 

jamshed bharucha: I do think that more vibrant multidisciplinary 

projects for students and for faculty would go a long way. Our curricula 

tend to be structured within departments and within schools. A lot of 

people talk about multidisciplinarity, but it is actually difficult to get 

it to work. Getting students from different disciplines to work collab-

oratively on projects has actual outcomes on things that you make. 

At Cooper Union, we’re talking about an engineer, an artist, an archi-

tect. Why shouldn’t they work together and actually make something? 

Actually doing something together is the kind of thing that will get 

people out of their silos.

matthew goldstein: I think that is going to be one of the major 

challenges that we face in higher education. Some of the most inter-

esting and compelling questions find themselves on the boundaries of 

disciplines, and higher education must determine the degree to which 

we can pierce the silos that have grown in American universities and 

create new disciplines as a result of merging ideas and theory and prac-

tice among existing disciplines.
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audience: My question is the online for-profit institutions of higher 

education, putting aside the controversy that they have garnered. They 

have been able to expand access and delivery of education at a fraction 

of the cost of the brick-and-mortar schools. Do any of your schools, espe-

cially CUNY, have any plans to build or add an online degree program 

that can hammer down the price and serve nontraditional students?

matthew goldstein: I think technology is a theme that is going to 

course through our planning over the next several years at all of our 

institutions. The City University of New York in particular has a big 

stake not only in online education, which is expanding tremendously, 

but in innovative pedagogy that utilizes new knowledge being created 

by neuroscientists and computer scientists. So the answer is yes, and it 

is going to be explosive in the next few years, I think at all of our insti-

tutions.

david van zandt: But is it more likely to happen at for-profits versus 

not-for-profits? I think that was part of your question.

matthew goldstein: Well, if you look at the for-profits’ balance 

sheets, and I’ve seen some of them, their profitability is based on cost 

structures that do not invest heavily in people. They have very few full-

time faculty. Faculty are mainly adjunct. They do an awful lot of techno-

logical innovation, which has a big up-front cost but can be amortized 

over time, and this ultimately ensures their profitability. It is a cost 

structure that all universities can have if they make those changes.

audience: You brought up a good question about how higher educa-

tion universities should start looking at K–12 and what is going on 

there. So CUNY, as it started, was supposed to serve the community, 

but at the same time in New York we have hundreds of failing public 

schools and they are typically in low-income and minority neighbor-

hoods where kids have historically had low SAT scores and high school 

dropout rates and GED diplomas. So isn’t raising tuition, closing open 
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admission, and doing away with direct admission contradictory to 

the mission of CUNY? And there is clear favoritism of certain CUNY 

campuses such as Hunter, Baruch, and Brooklyn College. How is CUNY 

going to help the social good of New York City as a whole? I guess that’s 

my question.

matthew goldstein: You’ve touched on so many areas. Let me talk 

about K–12. We now run several high schools at CUNY, so we are inti-

mately involved in public education. We also have partnerships with 

hundreds of New York City public high schools. So we are invested 

in K–12 preparation in ways that I think no other university is—but 

still not as much as we should be. Unless the K–12 system in New York 

enables students to be ready for college-level work when they come to 

Medgar Evers College or Queens College or any of the 24 campuses that 

make up the City University of New York, it is going to be impossible 

for us to do what we’re capable of doing. That is why so many of our 

resources are devoted to working with the Department of Education to 

help maximize opportunities for students to succeed.

neil grabois: It seems to me that as a system, to the extent that 

American higher education is a system, it should enable students to 

fulfill their potential, to take advantage of their skills and interests. But 

graduates also have to earn a living, and colleges have an obligation to 

help them succeed, each in their own way. That is a difficult balancing 

act, and the more expensive an education is, the more pressure to favor 

preparation for the first job.


