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This book, as well as the survey on which it is based, was first proposed by 
Professor Stanley Rothman in the fall of 1998. As the director for the Center 
for Social and Political Change at Smith College, Rothman teamed with Sey-
mour Martin Lipset of George Mason University, Everett Ladd of the Univer-
sity of Connecticut, and Neil Nevitte of the University of Toronto to conduct 
a study of higher education in the United States and Canada.

The North American Academic Study Survey (NAASS) was conducted by 
The Angus Reid Group in 1999 and included surveys of professors, administra-
tors, and students. In part, the study was a follow-up to Ladd and Lipset’s earlier 
work in The Divided Academy and Rothman’s earlier work in American Elites. 
Rothman, Lipset, and Nevitte published some findings from the survey in 2002 
and 2003 with articles in The Public Interest, the International Journal of Public 
Opinion Research, and Academic Questions. These articles explored the impact 
of racial diversity on college and university campuses. Following the deaths of 
Ladd and Lipset, Rothman invited his former coauthor, S. Robert Lichter, 
president of the Center for Media and Public Affairs, to join the research project. 
Together, Rothman, Lichter, and Nevitte published an article in The Forum in 
2005 that investigated the relationship between political views and professional 
advancement among college faculty. Rothman and Lichter continued this line of 
research with a book chapter in The Politically Correct University: Problems, 
Scopes, and Reforms (Maranto, Redding, and Hess 2009).

While Rothman was successful in publishing some significant findings 
from the survey, the deaths of Ladd and Lipset, along with Rothman’s own 
illness, delayed further work on the project. Both Nevitte and Lichter, while 
instrumental in the earlier articles, were constrained by long-standing profes-
sional responsibilities that prevented them from devoting the time required to 
complete the project. As such, important findings from the NAASS remained 
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unpublished. Renewed efforts to write a book based on the NAASS findings 
began in earnest in November 2007 when, at an American Enterprise Institute 
research conference, Professor Robert Maranto introduced Stanley Rothman 
and Robert Lichter to April Kelly-Woessner and Matthew Woessner. Like 
Rothman and Lichter, the Woessners had been charged with writing a chapter 
for Maranto’s edited volume, The Politically Correct University. Noting their 
prior work on politics in academia, Stanley Rothman invited the Woessners 
to join the project. By January 2008, the newly constituted research team of 
Rothman, Kelly-Woessner, and Woessner began work on a comprehensive 
examination of the NAASS data set.

In light of Professor Rothman’s illness, the team agreed that the Woessners 
would take the lead in continuing the analysis of the NAASS survey data, 
based largely on the manuscript proposal first drawn up by the original re-
search team of Rothman, Lipset, Ladd, and Nevitte. Matthew Woessner took 
the primary responsibility for organizing, analyzing, and presenting the study’s 
findings. April Kelly-Woessner, charged with the integration of theory and 
literature, wrote the majority of the book’s preliminary drafts. On completion 
of each draft chapter, Stanley Rothman offered detailed input on both the style 
and the substance of the manuscript, giving considerable attention to making 
the book both technically precise and accessible to a nonacademic audience.

Undoubtedly, a book that examines public opinion on American college 
campuses will, first and foremost, interest academics. An analysis of the 
competing views of professors, students, and administrators will understand-
ably appeal to a unique class of Americans whose professional lives are tied 
to university politics. Nevertheless, throughout the book, the authors took 
great care to avoid a highly technical presentation of the findings, showing 
most of the results with straightforward figures and tables. On a few occa-
sions, where the discussion required the introduction of more sophisticated 
statistical modeling, the research team made every effort to explain the mean-
ing of the results clearly and unobtrusively. The more complicated statistical 
models are included in the appendices for those readers who wish to delve 
further into the analysis. Consequently, while the results of this study may be 
of interest primarily to academics, the findings are designed to reach a 
broader audience. The topics we address in the book (educational policy, 
academic power, politics, diversity, academic freedom, and so on) have great 
societal consequence. Some of our findings challenge conventional wisdom 
and long-standing norms in higher education. We have no doubt that some of 
our conclusions will be controversial. Yet it is the authors’ hope that this re-
search will help to facilitate thoughtful discussion on a range of controversies 
facing higher education in the twenty-first century.
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The American system of higher education is still widely regarded as the best 
educational system in the world. Americans place a great deal of confidence 
in their colleges and universities, viewing them as the path to success and 
prosperity. Foreign students flock to American colleges and universities to 
earn both undergraduate and advanced degrees. Overall, colleges and univer-
sities have seen increased enrollments, albeit with significant changes in the 
demographics and skill levels of incoming students. In many ways, higher 
education is in a period of growth. Yet recent news coverage reveals some 
deep underlying anxieties about the future of American higher education. 
Students and their parents express considerable concern about the rising cost 
of higher education, a concern that is echoed by elected officials. College 
professors express concern about the changing nature of their work, the de-
cline of the tenure system, the increasing reliance on adjunct professors, the 
lack of student preparedness, and the declining status of the faculty. Admin-
istrators lament cuts in public funding, pressures from accreditation agencies, 
increased government interference, and the ineffectiveness of shared gover-
nance. Underlying many of these concerns is the question of what higher 
education actually produces. A growing assessment movement requires col-
leges and universities to demonstrate that students actually accomplish clear 
learning objectives in the course of four years. Students expect even more, 
holding colleges and universities responsible for their ability—or inabili-
ty—to find desirable employment opportunities.

While these anxieties appear to have little effect on overall enrollment rates 
or the general belief that college education is worthwhile, there appears to be 
a clear recognition from all quarters that change is on the horizon. We argue 
throughout the book that there are competing demands on higher education 
and incompatible visions of the university and its core mission. Hence, calls 
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for education reform are bound to meet resistance from one sector or another, 
as academics, students, and the public disagree about the purpose of higher 
education, the problems facing the university, and the direction and scope of 
institutional reform. As a result, attempts to prescribe a course of treatment 
from outside the academy will continue to be met with suspicion, distrust, and 
resistance. This is already evident, as the higher-education community has 
launched a vigorous defense of its practices in light of both the Spellings 
Commission report and court challenges to college admissions practices. 
While this may suggest that the academic community is simply at odds with 
the demands of the public, we also find that academics themselves are divided 
on many of the issues facing the academy. In this sense, external pressures 
and demands for accountability serve to reveal and exacerbate these internal 
tensions, as calls for change force constituencies to grapple with incompatible 
goals and visions.

Previous Studies of the Academy

Although the higher-education community is facing some new challenges, 
this is not the first time that it has been forced to respond to external eco-
nomic, social, and political pressures. Recognizing the complex relationship 
between academia and the outside world, three generations of scholars have 
sought to understand how American higher education influences and is, in 
turn, influenced by society at large.

Although the sociological examinations of higher education stretch as 
far back as the early twentieth century (Ladd and Lipset 1975, 17), the 
most ambitious systematic studies of academia were rooted in the social 
and political unrest of the McCarthy era. In the years following World War 
II, the public was relatively unconcerned with either the threat of commu-
nism or the erosion of American civil liberties (Stouffer 1992, 59). At the 
same time, however, some members of the academic elite were concerned 
with the possible erosion of civil liberties, not just in academia but in so-
ciety at large. Investigations into professors’ political loyalties, especially 
at the nation’s elite institutions, had a measurable effect on the campus 
climate. Prominent academics argued that high-profile investigations into 
the political loyalties of university professors undermined the foundation 
of American higher education. Robert M. Hutchins, former president and 
chancellor of the University of Chicago, wrote extensively on the topic. 
Hutchins argued that government interference with higher education com-
promised the underlying purpose of the university as a center for indepen-
dent thought and criticism (Hutchins 1951). In his role as president of the 
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Fund for the Republic, Hutchins commissioned Paul Lazarsfeld to conduct 
the first major, systematic study of professors’ values, political beliefs, and 
behaviors, with the goal of investigating the impact of the McCarthy era 
on academic culture.

In 1958, Paul Lazarsfeld and coauthor Wagner Thielens Jr. published their 
findings in The Academic Mind. Based on their surveys of over 2,400 social 
scientists, the researchers made some important discoveries about academic 
culture in the decade following World War II. While the authors demonstrate 
that the experiences and values of academics varied considerably in the post-
war years, they also found that a significant portion of academics expressed 
some apprehension that their political opinions would have consequences for 
their academic careers. More than a third of professors expressed some fear 
that students would take what they said out of context or misquote them in a 
way that would raise questions about their political views. Yet the authors 
discovered that, for most professors, this apprehension did not prevent them 
from taking strong political positions. In fact, apprehensive professors were 
more likely to protest against administrative censorship of student activities. 
While most professors did not report substantial changes in their professional 
activities, Lazarsfeld and Thielens found that a sizable minority of professors 
did alter their behavior. For example, some professors reported that they 
avoided discussion of controversial topics in the classroom, while others ad-
mitted to slanting the material in a way as to make it less offensive to conser-
vative students.

Although professors reported some apprehension about expressing their 
viewpoints to their students, it is clear from Lazarsfeld and Thielens’s re-
search that the general concern was not rooted in sensitivity to students’ be-
liefs. Rather, professors were concerned that students would misrepresent 
their views in a manner that would expose them to public scrutiny and hostile 
forces from outside the university. In fact, professors routinely drew a distinc-
tion between the environment of the university, which allowed them to ex-
press controversial political ideas, and the hostile political environment out-
side the university. Thus, the apparent contradiction between professors’ 
apprehension and their continued activism could be attributed to “a separation 
between the attitudes and behavior appropriate to the campus and those befit-
ting the larger community” (Lazarsfeld and Thielens 1958, 99).

This is not to say that the university environment was free of political pres-
sure. Lazarsfeld and Thielens note that many professors faced competing 
pressures. Fearing a backlash from their colleagues on the one hand and the 
administration on the other, many professors would often avoid contentious 
faculty meetings by claiming that they were “called away from campus on 
unavoidable business” (Lazarsfeld and Thielens 1958, 104). Nevertheless, 



professors were more willing to take political positions if those positions re-
mained within the protective confines of the university.

Three decades after The Academic Mind, in response to the campus pro-
tests and upheaval of the Vietnam war years, Everett Carll Ladd Jr. and Sey-
mour Martin Lipset published another comprehensive study of academic 
politics, based on a large-scale survey conducted by the Carnegie Commis-
sion on Higher Education. However, the political pressures on higher educa-
tion during this time assumed a different form. Ladd and Lipset explained in 
The Divided Academy (1975),

The contemporary context obviously differs in many ways from that which 
prompted The Academic Mind. In the McCarthy era, for one thing, internal divi-
sions in the social sciences were not prominent as they now are. It was much 
more simply a case of hostile intrusions from without. The one parallel between 
the McCarthy and the Vietnam years . . . is the presence in both periods of deep 
tensions and conflicts in the polity which necessarily made both eras particularly 
stressful for the political sciences. (102)

Ladd and Lipset’s analysis demonstrates that the campus protests and student 
activism of the late 1960s created division and tension between various groups 
on campus. Yet the politicization of the university in this period did not merely 
split the faculty along predictable ideological lines. Rather, the professoriate was 
deeply divided on the issue of student activism per se. A fair number of liberal 
Democrats formed alliances with conservatives in order to defend the university 
from the disruption of campus protests and the threat of student power move-
ments that potentially undermined the authority of the faculty. In fact, even the 
majority of left-leaning faculty agreed with the position that campus disruptions 
were a threat to academic freedom and that students who disrupted the function-
ing of the college should be expelled (Ladd and Lipset 1975).

Similarly, the issue of affirmative action created strange alliances among 
faculty members. While some liberal Democrats favored affirmative action 
policies for the purpose of advancing racial equality, others saw preferential 
hiring for women and minorities as an attack on meritocracy. As a result, the 
highest-achieving liberal academics were more likely to split with their ideo-
logical brethren on issues of preferential hiring and admissions policies be-
cause of their commitment to “the competitive emphasis on originality and 
creativity” (Ladd and Lipset 1975, 305). This commitment to meritocracy and 
competitive rewards among the more elite faculty also translated into lower 
levels of support for faculty unionization among this group, which otherwise 
tended to be quite liberal on social issues.

The divisions among faculty in the Vietnam era raised questions and pro-
voked debate about the general purpose of the university. In this way, politi-
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cal pressures from within the university had similar effects as the external 
pressures of the McCarthy era. Our analysis in the chapters to follow exam-
ines these themes in the post–Cold War era. We argue that new external pres-
sures have come to bear on the university, once again raising questions about 
the mission of higher education. While familiar political divisions continue to 
be a source of tension between the academy and the public, modern pressures 
go well beyond the social and political culture wars. New debates about 
higher education have taken on a more practical bent, focusing on issues of 
cost, accessibility, and accountability. Yet these practical considerations have 
important theoretical implications and, again, force the academy to consider 
and explain its central mission and priorities.

Yet the university’s internal constituents often hold contrary views on 
these modern debates. Our analysis of these divisions expands on previous 
studies by extending the scope of the research. In addition to examining divi-
sions within the faculty, we also consider the perspectives of students and 
administrators, both of whom play an important role in defining the mission 
of the university. Arguably, the role of administrators and students has grown 
since earlier studies of the academy, at least in particular areas.

For example, in the period since Ladd and Lipset penned The Divided 
Academy, universities have seen a steady growth in administrative offices and 
costs (Leslie and Rhoades 1995). Some of this growth represents an extension 
of the role of the administration in shaping students’ college experiences. 
Administrative offices are now involved in a number of activities designed to 
produce various student outcomes, many of which have a political bent. For 
example, most colleges have an administrative office designed to foster an 
appreciation for diversity. Other administrative offices aim to advance global 
awareness, sustainability, citizenship, or a commitment to social justice. 
Some long-standing administrative offices have redefined their functions to 
include activities designed to foster students’ social and moral development. 
In fact, many of the campus programs that have been criticized for politiciz-
ing the campus in recent years have been run by administrative offices rather 
than the faculty.

One of the more controversial of these programs was initiated at the Uni-
versity of Delaware, whose residence life program required students to un-
dergo various forms of diversity training (Kissel 2008a). After widespread 
public attention and an inquiry by the Foundation for Individual Rights in 
Education (FIRE), the university suspended the program (Hoover 2007). 
Whatever one’s perspective on the value of the program, it is clear that resi-
dence life officials at the University of Delaware saw their role as an educa-
tional one. According to the revised 2008–2009 plan, “The Residence Life 
program encourages students to become engaged and active citizens on cam-



pus by understanding how their thoughts, values, beliefs, and actions affect 
the people with whom they live and by recognizing their citizenship respon-
sibilities” (as quoted in Kissel 2008b). The proposal included a number of 
learning goals, including recognition of how history, background, and culture 
affect one’s perspectives. In this respect, the University of Delaware is not 
alone. Residence life officers and other campus administrators now com-
monly tread into educational territory in defining their missions. For this 
reason, any analysis on perspectives within the academy, as they relate to 
student learning and the educational mission of the university, would be in-
complete without some consideration of the campus administrators who 
oversee the large web of institutional offices and programs.

Likewise, it is important to recognize how students’ roles in the university 
have changed over the past several decades. Even since the Ladd and Lipset 
study, student organizations have grown in power and influence, participating 
both directly and indirectly in important university decisions. Students’ ac-
cess to university decision makers has grown, in many instances, with student 
representatives often serving on university committees. Additionally, some 
institutions, such as Ohio public universities (e.g., Ohio State,1 Miami Uni-
versity of Ohio, and Bowling Green University), now seat gubernatorially 
appointed student members on the board of trustees. Even at institutions that 
have not recognized a formal role for students in the governance process, 
students’ influence over instruction and faculty practices has grown as a re-
sult of the rise in student evaluations of teaching. Student course evaluations 
have become an important part of the promotion and tenure process, provid-
ing some of the most tangible and heavily weighted evidence of a professor’s 
skills as an instructor.

Students frequently place their own demands on the university. In his over-
view of the history of American higher education, John Thelin (2004) argues 
that student movements of the 1960s promoted a culture of student activism 
that extends to the current era. Whereas the activities of the late 1960s and 
early 1970s included student walkouts and protests over political issues like 
the war in Vietnam, contemporary student demonstrations often focus on more 
immediate and tangible concerns, such as better living conditions, enhanced 
student services, and, in the case of graduate students, better compensation for 
their service to the university. Even academic freedom itself has become a 
focus of student attention as some conservative student organizations petition 
their institutions to adopt an “Academic Bill of Rights” aimed at protecting 
students from political coercion by members of the faculty. While the Aca-
demic Bill of Rights has an obvious appeal to students, many faculty look on 
such proposals with great suspicion, believing that it places potentially prob-
lematic limitations on their freedom to run their classrooms as they see fit. The 
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fact that many campuses give serious consideration to demands that poten-
tially benefit students at the cost of faculty discretion provides additional evi-
dence for the growing influence of the student body in campus affairs.

Perhaps more important, tough competition for student tuition dollars 
means that universities respond to student demands simply by appealing to 
their basic desires. Most obviously, universities offer better dormitories, din-
ing halls, sports facilities, and extracurricular programs to attract students. 
Student demands have also had some impact on curricular decisions, with 
many colleges responding to demands for online courses and other cost-saving 
measures. Taken together, this growing emphasis on student input makes their 
views on higher education all the more relevant to university governance.

In short, we argue that divisions within the university are important and 
that shifts in power within the university require that we consider how pro-
fessors, students, and administrators interact with one another to shape in-
stitutional culture. These interactions are shaped by the values, perspec-
tives, and assumptions that each group brings to the dialogue. While there 
are many areas of agreement among these constituencies, they often hold 
opposing views that result in competing demands on the university. This 
disagreement may, in fact, be useful for higher education. A variety of per-
spectives on social and political issues, for example, is essential to the 
university’s mission of promoting dialogue and the search for truth. How-
ever, at times, the various groups within the university appear to be talking 
past one another. With different priorities and expectations of the univer-
sity, students, professors, and administrators may not be able to find com-
mon ground or even agree on what is worthy of debate. External pressures 
on the university have also changed considerably since earlier inquiries into 
the politics of academics. Ideological gaps between the public and the acad-
emy remain, yet charges against the academy have changed considerably. 
While leftist members of the faculty found themselves under assault from 
both external critics and their own administrations during the height of the 
McCarthy investigations, liberal academics appear to be relatively safe on 
the contemporary campus. In fact, even the most controversial of left-wing 
academics have enjoyed some protection under the umbrella of academic 
freedom. Ward Churchill, the University of Colorado professor who re-
ferred to the victims of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks as “little 
Eichmanns,” enjoyed support from colleagues, the American Civil Liberties 
Union, and the American Association of University Professors. While he 
was eventually dismissed from his position, the university did not cite his 
remarks as cause for his dismissal. Rather, administrators argued that seri-
ous allegations of research misconduct were sufficient to justify his re-
moval. Of course, Churchill’s supporters will charge that his dismissal was 



encouraged by conservative talk show hosts and television news shows. 
Indeed, the controversial statements made by Professor Churchill and other 
fringe academics incited renewed interest in the politics of professors, with 
specific attention to those who espoused antiwar views. David Horowitz’s 
(2007a) book, The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in 
America, may be seen by many liberal academics—and especially by those 
unfortunate souls who grace its pages—as an echo of McCarthyism. In fact, 
prompted by Horowitz’s charges, some state legislatures did sponsor inves-
tigations into the politics of university campuses, though they were careful 
to explain that they were not investigating individual people but rather uni-
versity policies.

Despite the title of Horowitz’s book, recent investigations into the politics 
of the academy are not prompted by concern that leftist professors are under-
mining our national security, at least for the most part. Rather, the more com-
mon accusations are that liberal professors are indoctrinating students and 
discriminating against conservatives in the academy. We explore these charges 
in some detail throughout the book, looking at the political values of profes-
sors, students, and administrators as well as their experiences within the uni-
versity. We also contrast political perspectives within the academy with those 
of the general public, as measured by a number of public opinion polls.

Yet external political pressures in the modern era are not based solely on 
the ideological differences between elected officials and university employ-
ees. Rather, public policymakers and a number of advocacy groups have 
taken aim at issues of accountability, accessibility, and affordability. Public 
confidence in higher education has also declined in recent years. Colleges and 
universities are under considerable pressure from accreditation agencies and 
other external reviewers to define what it is they do and demonstrate that they 
are doing it both competently and efficiently. As a result, contemporary stud-
ies of conflict within the university must move beyond ideological division 
among the faculty and issues related to academic freedom. Political pressures 
on the university now force those within the academy to explain and justify 
distributions of power, use of resources, educational initiatives, and admis-
sions policies. On these issues, there is also considerable disagreement within 
the academy. This makes it difficult for the higher-education community to 
provide a unified vision of its purpose. The academy’s inability to articulate 
a coherent message leads to some public confusion about the nature of uni-
versity education. We demonstrate that on some of these issues, differences 
in perspective also make productive dialogue difficult within the university. 
Some understanding of these differences, however, may allow students, pro-
fessors, and administrators to seek some common ground and address one 
another’s concerns in a more productive manner. At the very least, an under-
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standing of the different values and expectations of those within the academy 
may provide some insight into the obstacles to reform.

The North American Academic Survey Study

The data used for the original analysis in this book is derived from the 1999 
North American Academic Survey Study (NAASS), which was designed by 
Stanley Rothman, Everett Carl Ladd, and Seymour Martin Lipset. The inter-
views were conducted by telephone between March 4, 1999, and May 3, 
1999, by The Angus Reid Group (now Ipsos-Reid). Although this study 
originally included a sample of academics from both the United States and 
Canada, our analysis focuses solely on the American sample, which includes 
faculty, administrators, and students at 140 universities and colleges. Institu-
tions were chosen using a random sampling procedure. Respondents from 
each university were randomly selected from lists of each population pro-
vided by the institution and were sampled in proportion to the size of the in-
stitution. All full-time faculty members who were teaching at the time were 
included in the sampling procedure, as well as both full-time and part-time 
undergraduate students, as long as they were pursuing a degree and taking at 
least two courses at the time of the survey. Administrators chosen for the 
survey included college presidents, provosts, academic vice presidents, senior 
academic officers, and a variety of academic deans. The response rates varied 
slightly for each group of respondents, with 53 percent of students, 72 percent 
of faculty, and 70 percent of administrators completing the survey. The re-
sulting sample is comprised of 1,607 students, 1,645 faculty, and 807 admin-
istrators, although sample sizes are smaller in some specific analyses because 
of question nonresponse.2

Some of our specific analyses examine differences between types of insti-
tutions. For this purpose, we stratify these institutions by type according to 
their Carnegie classifications in 2000. Community colleges and two-year 
technical schools were not included in the survey. Our results must be inter-
preted accordingly. We aim to capture opinions and dynamics in four-year 
colleges and universities, with the appreciation for the fact that values and 
perspectives are likely to be different at the institutions excluded from this 
analysis. Even within this selective sample of institutions, we acknowledge 
that there is a good deal of variance. Some may question whether one can 
speak of a universal mission of higher education. Yet, despite differences in 
size, location, religious affiliation, and public or private status, we argue that 
the institutions involved in our analysis articulate many of the same basic 
objectives for their students. This is evidenced by the fact that a large and 



diverse number of institutions, ranging from the largest public universities to 
the smallest private colleges, are voluntarily members of the American As-
sociation of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U). In fact, almost all the insti-
tutions in our sample are members of the AAC&U. Thus, the AAC&U, along 
with other higher-education associations and accreditation agencies, helps to 
articulate a collective vision for higher education.

The timing of the NAASS presents both some benefits and some chal-
lenges to the study of the contemporary American university. Taking place 
just before the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, the survey provides 
a snapshot of values and opinions before America’s involvement in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq would exacerbate tensions between conservative organi-
zations and the predominantly left-leaning academics. Consequently, the 
views of faculty, students, and administrators were codified before the on-
slaught of conservative criticism placed much of the academy in a defensive 
posture. Seen in a positive light, the pre–September 11 survey provides a 
glimpse behind the academic veil in a typical moment of relatively low so-
cial tension. In a more negative light, the timing of the survey does not 
provide researchers with an opportunity to examine the views of the acade-
my’s principle constituencies in a time of national crisis. In any case, given 
the dramatic swings of political fortune that have occurred since 2001, it is 
unclear whether a survey conducted just after September 11 would have 
been better at capturing the typical views of faculty, students, and adminis-
trators on issues of importance.

The most important challenges in interpreting the results of the NAASS 
center not on its timing relative to September 11 but rather on the delay in 
publication of the results. The unfortunate delay, prompted in large measure 
by the deaths of two members of the original researcher team (Seymour Lipset 
and Everett Ladd), means that some findings may not precisely reflect the cur-
rent state of opinion among faculty, students, and administrators. In an effort 
to offset the uncertainties created by the passage of time, we draw on a number 
of other surveys to demonstrate that, although the American university may 
have changed somewhat since the time of the NAASS survey, the basic opin-
ions and divisions within the university have remained fairly stable since the 
survey was completed. The results, while imperfect, closely approximate the 
views of faculty, students, and administrators in the present. Nevertheless, 
there have been changes in higher education in recent years, yet we believe 
that the analysis contained in the following chapters reveals long-term divi-
sions within the academy that are applicable in the decade following the 
original survey. With that said, we are sensitive to the fact that opinions on 
some issues have shifted. On these more time-sensitive questions, we make a 
greater effort to present the NAASS findings alongside more recent studies. 
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This is especially important in the chapter on campus diversity, in which we 
discuss research findings from other scholars at considerable length. Addition-
ally, although opinions may change over time, the forces that bear on these 
opinions have similar effects across each of the groups in our analysis, such 
that divisions and differences between groups would remain fairly stable. We 
support this assertion with data from recent surveys in higher education that 
reveal similar trends. Yet we cannot rely completely on these newer studies for 
our analysis, as they do not offer comparisons between students, administra-
tors, and professors on many of these important issues.

Throughout our analysis, we consider how opinions within the academy 
differ from those of the general public. Since the NAASS survey does not 
include subjects outside of higher education, we also present findings from a 
number of reputable public opinion surveys in order to assess public senti-
ment. As a result, these measures sometimes differ in question wording and 
response options, resulting in minor differences in frequencies of response. 
We are careful to discuss these issues, when they arise, and are cautious about 
the interpretation of relatively minor differences.

Layout of the Book

We begin our analysis in chapter 2 by examining various perspectives on the 
role and mission of the university. We also demonstrate that there is consider-
able disagreement within the university on the major problems facing higher 
education and on the performance of our colleges and universities. Here, we 
first reveal a finding that echoes throughout the book: administrators are far 
more positive about higher education than either professors or students. This 
positive perspective means that administrators may be unresponsive to the 
concerns of other groups. Where administrators do express concerns about 
the future of higher education, these concerns differ in meaningful ways from 
those expressed by students and professors. In short, we conclude that stu-
dents, professors, and administrators identify different sets of problems, pre-
senting challenges for shared governance and for educational reform.

In chapter 3, we explore perceptions of power and control within the uni-
versity. The vast majority of colleges and universities operate under a system 
of “shared governance,” with authority divided between the faculty and the 
administration. Our analysis reveals that faculty and administrators differ in 
perceptions of their own influence. We also find that students desire greater 
input, favoring more direct control over their graduation requirements. Again, 
these differences present challenges that, while not insurmountable, must be 
identified in order for educational reform to be successful.



In chapter 4, we delve more deeply into campus politics, exploring general 
partisan affiliations as well as specific issue positions on a range of issues. 
We demonstrate that there is some disagreement on issues within the univer-
sity, as well as between the university and the public. We also find evidence 
that professors are further to the political left than their partisan identifica-
tions would suggest. The political orientations of college professors and ad-
ministrators place them at odds with both their students and the general 
public on a number of issues. This disconnect has potential consequences for 
higher education and may contribute to the declining public trust in colleges 
and universities. Additionally, these political values have direct implications 
for campus governance, admissions policies, hiring procedures, and other 
institutional decisions. The political values of academics are especially im-
portant in that they affect perceptions of the university’s mission. However, 
our analysis also reveals that academics’ politics are more complicated than 
commonly portrayed, with a notable difference of position between social 
and economic issues.

In chapter 5, we explore these divisions as they relate specifically to the 
issue of campus diversity. Our analysis of campus diversity relies on our own 
findings from the NAASS survey, yet we supplement this research with a 
number of more recent studies in an effort to present the reader with a broad 
overview of the issue. We explore the campus climate for underrepresented 
groups and attitudes toward diversity. Again, we find important differences 
in opinion and priorities. While academics express general support for the 
concept of diversity, many are unwilling to sacrifice meritocracy in order to 
achieve it. Students are far less supportive of affirmative action policies and 
other diversity measures, which violate their sense of fairness. These differ-
ences present challenges for higher education, as most campus initiatives to 
increase diversity rely on methods that challenge established norms of meri-
tocracy. We also consider the evidence for the effect of diversity on students’ 
educational experience. Despite the common perception that diversity en-
hances students’ experiences, we find no evidence that students’ self-reported 
satisfaction with their college experience is enhanced by the diversity of the 
campus.

In chapter 6, we examine perceptions of academic freedom on campus and 
people’s willingness to discuss viewpoints with others. While the university 
is heralded as a forum for debate, inquiry, and new ideas, we find some evi-
dence that people self-censor their viewpoints if they believe they represent a 
minority on campus. Somewhat surprisingly, our evidence reveals that stu-
dents feel relatively unconstrained in expression of their viewpoints, despite 
the fact that professors and administrators may hold political views that differ 
from their own. Professors report that they are more likely to self-censor if 
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they believe that they are in the political minority. Surprisingly, administra-
tors are most likely to avoid expressing their views out of concern for faculty 
reactions. However, this self-censorship appears to be unrelated to political 
orientation and is rooted in general disagreement with the faculty. Addition-
ally, self-censoring on the part of administrators does not appear to diminish 
administrators’ perception of their own influence. Rather, administrators may 
simply exclude faculty from discussions and decision making in order to 
avoid conflict.

The concluding chapter reflects on the consequences of our findings for 
educational reform. We consider the implications of our findings for campus 
debates on assessment, accessibility, and other contemporary issues. We ar-
gue that contradictory opinions and values within the academy come into 
conflict as the academy attempts to grapple with these new challenges and 
demands. Students, professors, and administrators differ in their concerns and 
priorities. At times, the goals and values of these groups are contradictory, 
making it difficult for institutions of higher education to address problems 
and adapt to new realities. On some issues, students, professors, and admin-
istrators articulate a shared vision of the university, grounded in a broad, 
general education. Yet the public’s expectations of higher education are more 
vocational in nature, forcing academics to justify and defend the value of a 
traditional liberal education. The assessment movement is, in many ways, 
such an attempt to justify the value of higher education. Yet it remains to be 
seen whether this value can be defined and measured in terms that are accept-
able to both the academy and the public it serves.

Much like The Academic Mind and The Divided Academy, our book offers 
a portrait of the American university in a moment of transition. Yet, unlike 
prior studies, the NAASS data set gives us the opportunity to explore some 
of the heretofore little-known differences between the university’s primary 
constituencies. While faculty play an important role in shaping the objectives 
and direction of academia, our multidimensional survey provides important 
indications that, on issues like curriculum, affirmative action, and institu-
tional reform, campus constituencies tend to see the world quite differently. 
Particularly in light of growing student and administrative influence, one 
must take into account all these views in order to understand the dynamics of 
the contemporary university and its response to external pressures.
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Chapter Two

Visions of the University

As we begin our analysis of conflict and consensus within the American uni-
versity, one of the most fundamental questions is whether the various groups 
charged with running the academy can actually agree on the basic goals of 
higher education. Disagreement and debate among intellectuals is, for the 
most part, useful. Ideally, the process of challenging and defending ideas 
contributes to our understanding of a problem and drives the search for objec-
tive truth. In this way, disagreement is essential to education insofar as educa-
tion seeks to advance knowledge rather than merely transfer it from one 
generation to the next. However, there are a limited number of circumstances 
in which disagreement within the academy can undermine educational objec-
tives. College professors, administrators, and students all share some respon-
sibility for the governance of the university. If these internal constituencies 
cannot agree on the most fundamental goals of higher education, decision 
making will be mired by gridlock and inaction.

Any discussion on the purpose of higher education has the potential to 
degenerate into whatever clichés and buzzwords are currently fashionable in 
academic circles. In their book on the American college presidency, Cohen 
and March (1986) identify ambiguity of purpose as one of the greatest chal-
lenges facing a senior administrator, yet they rightly question whether this 
ambiguity can be resolved or even discussed in a meaningful way:

Almost any educated person can deliver a lecture entitled “The Goals of the 
University.” Almost no one will listen voluntarily. For the most part, such lec-
tures and their companion essays are well-intentioned exercises in social rheto-
ric, with little operational content. Efforts to generate normative statements of 
the goals of a university tend to produce goals that are either meaningless or 
dubious. (195)



With Cohen and March’s warning in mind and cognizant of the fact that 
people may also not willingly read a book chapter titled “The Goals of the 
University,” we attempt to avoid hollow pronouncements about what higher 
education is or ought to be. Instead, we set our goals on a more modest but 
attainable target. Using a variety of sources, we demonstrate that there is wide 
support among administrators, professors, and students for the basic idea of 
“liberal education.” However, we also demonstrate that there are significant 
differences of opinion about both the quality of education students receive 
and the major problems facing higher education. We argue that, in these ar-
eas, differences in perspective make cooperative efforts and dialogue diffi-
cult. While disagreement is often useful, it is most productive when people 
debate alternative solutions to a mutually recognized problem. When actors 
fail to agree about the presence or nature of a problem, it is difficult to have 
a meaningful exchange of ideas about solutions.

Goals of Education

Americans place a great deal of importance on higher education. Surveys of 
the American public demonstrate that the large majority of Americans agree 
that high school graduates should go to college and that doing so provides 
them with better job prospects (Immerwahr 1998). Not only do Americans 
believe that college is important for career success, but the majority of 
Americans regard higher education as a fundamental right that should be 
made available and affordable to all those who qualify (Immerwahr and 
Johnson 2007). As higher education becomes both more prized and more 
expensive, policymakers demand greater accountability. As a result, leaders 
in higher education spend a good deal of time explaining what it is the uni-
versity strives to achieve and why it costs so much to achieve it. Some crit-
ics argue that our traditional system of educating students is both costly and 
ineffective. In an editorial in the Wall Street Journal, Charles Murray ar-
gues that a bachelor of arts degree is overvalued and that college degrees 
should be replaced by professional certification exams for specific profes-
sions, much like those currently required for certified public accountants 
(Murray 2008). Needless to say, his critique was not widely embraced by 
those in the academy.

Recently, the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
launched the Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) campaign to 
renew America’s commitment to liberal education, defined as a broad, gen-
eral education in science, culture, and society, as opposed to vocational train-
ing for a specific occupation.1 While the AAC&U correctly asserts that this 
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is not necessarily an either/or proposition, there is considerable debate about 
the appropriate balance between these two options. It is not a new debate. In 
fact, Richard Hofstadter wrote throughout the 1950s and 1960s about the 
democratization of American higher education and the resulting vocational 
nature of the college curriculum. Hofstadter argued that the American zeal for 
egalitarianism resulted in a rejection of classical learning, scholarly expertise, 
and anything related to class privilege. Instead, Americans favor a more prac-
tical education for the masses that is directly applicable to specific vocations 
(Hofstadter 1962; Hofstadter and Hardy 1952; see also Brown 2006, espe-
cially chapter 4).

Expanding enrollments and changing demographics prompt questions 
about the role of America’s colleges and universities in preparing the work-
force for a knowledge-based economy. In addition, other changes to the ex-
ternal sociopolitical environment may force a reexamination of postsecond-
ary education. Since the 1980s, changes in U.S. education policy have placed 
increased focus on accountability in higher education (McClellan 2009). The 
resulting assessment movement has forced most colleges and universities to 
reconsider or at least defend their educational missions. Critics of the assess-
ment movement argue that the broad intellectual gains often attributed to a 
liberal education are difficult to measure. For example, there is no universally 
accepted measure of students’ growth in critical thinking and analytical skills. 
Since it is easier to measure students’ factual knowledge and technical exper-
tise, these critics charge that the assessment movement encourages colleges 
and universities to focus on developing narrow skills and areas of knowledge 
rather than broad intellectual growth (Jaschik 2005).

Using the NAASS data, we examine support for several basic goals of uni-
versity education among students, professors, and administrators (see table 
2.1). When asked to choose between two competing visions of higher educa-

Table 2.1.  There Are at Least Two Visions about What the Role of Universities Should Be 
These Days. Which of These Two Broad Visions Comes Closest to Your Own?

Faculty Student Administration

To encourage exploration of new ideas 70% 72% 67%
To respond to the changing needs of the 
economy

13% 22% 14%

Both/neither/depends 16% 6% 19%
Don’t know 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 1,645 1,607 807



tion, the vast majority of professors and administrators report that the primary 
role of the university is to encourage new ideas, as opposed to responding to 
the needs of the economy. Students, who are often accused of being overly 
career driven, also support the notion that the university exists to encourage 
new ideas. As we would expect, professors and students in professional studies 
programs are more likely than their social science and humanities counterparts 
to support the notion that higher education should respond to the needs of the 
economy. However, even among the professional studies, this viewpoint is 
expressed by a small number of respondents (see table 2.2).

We also find differences in faculty members’ responses based on their 
political affiliation. Republican professors are three times as likely as Demo-
crats to state that the university should respond to changes in the economy. 
Several researchers have demonstrated that political ideology is more than a 
measure of policy preferences. Rather, it reflects some underlying differences 
in disposition. For example, in previous work, researchers find that Republi-
cans and Democrats cite different priorities in life, with Democrats being 

Table 2.2.  There Are at Least Two Visions about What the Role of Universities Should Be 
These Days. Which of These Two Broad Visions Comes Closest to Your Own?

Professional Social Science Humanities Science Total

Faculty
To encourage exploration 
of new ideas

62% 79% 76% 68% 72%

To respond to the 
changing needs of the 
economy

19% 7% 7% 14% 12%

Both/neither/depends 18% 14% 17% 17% 16%
Don’t know 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 464 539 275 275 1,553

Students
To encourage exploration 
of new ideas

68% 78% 74% 71% 72%

To respond to the 
changing needs of the 
economy

28% 17% 19% 21% 22%

Both/neither/depends 5% 6% 6% 8% 6%
Don’t know 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 632 472 141 299 1,609
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more likely to express a desire to create original works (Woessner and Kelly-
Woessner 2009b). Similarly, Carney et al. (2008) find that political ideology 
correlates with personality traits such that “liberals are more open-minded, 
creative, curious, and novelty seeking, whereas conservatives are more or-
derly, conventional, and better organized.” While using different measures, 
the results of the NAASS are consistent with the claim that Democrats are 
more interested in novelty and new ideas. However, it is still important to 
note that the majority of professors in both parties support the notion that 
colleges exist to explore new ideas (see table 2.3).

In a related survey question, professors and administrators who partici-
pated in the NAASS were asked to assign a score to a number of objectives, 
rating them on a seven-point scale from “not important at all” to “essential.” 
On each of the four objectives, we find little difference between professors 
and administrators. For example, 50 percent of professors and 54 percent of 
administrators rate the goal of providing a broad, general education as “es-
sential” to the mission of the university (see table 2.4). Among those who did 
not rate the goal as “essential,” most still believe that it is very important, 

Table 2.3.  There Are at Least Two Visions about the Role of Universities. Which of These 
Two Broad Visions Comes Closest to Your Own?

Faculty Response Democrat Independent Republican Total

To encourage exploration of new ideas 74% 69% 54% 70%
To respond to the changing needs of the 
economy

10% 13% 30% 13%

Both/neither/depends 16% 18% 16% 16%
Don’t know 0% 0% 1% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 822 548 179 1,549

Table 2.4.  Faculty/Administrators Who Rate the Following Goals as “Essential”

Educational Goal Faculty Administrators

Provide a broad, general education 50% 54%
Prepare students for employment after 
graduation 

19% 21%

Learn about the classic works of Western 
civilization

15% 13%

Learn about the importance of non-
Western cultures

18% 18%

n ≈ 1,645 808



assigning it a score of 6 on the seven-point scale. This support for a “broad, 
general education” may be interpreted as shared support for the goals of lib-
eral education. While this measure may not capture all of the goals of liberal 
education, it is consistent with the AAC&U position that liberal education 
“provides students with broad knowledge of the wider world (e.g. science, 
culture, and society)” and “usually includes a general education curriculum 
that provides broad learning in multiple disciplines and ways of knowing.”2

Both professors and administrators assign a much lower level of impor-
tance to preparing students for employment. It is important to note that this 
question does not ask respondents to prioritize between career preparation 
and general education. Respondents are able to conclude that both are es-
sential to the mission of the university. However, only 19 percent of profes-
sors and 21 percent of administrators believe that preparing students for 
employment is “essential.” Most of them do think that this goal is somewhat 
important, with over 75 percent of faculty and 84 percent of administrators 
rating this goal at a 5 or better on a seven-point scale. Still, this goal pales in 
comparison to providing the broad general knowledge associated with a 
liberal education. According to the NAASS, this pattern holds across all in-
stitution types in the sample, as defined by the 2000 Carnegie classifications. 
While professors and administrators at baccalaureate colleges are most 
likely to rate general education as essential, we see only small differences 
between them and their colleagues at master’s universities and doctorate-
granting institutions (see table 2.5).

In contrast, students are much more likely to identify career goals as their 
reason for attending college. While students are not asked the same question 
given to professors and administrators, the NAASS does ask them to provide 
their reasons for going to the university. Approximately half the student re-
spondents make some mention of career prospects as their first reason. How-
ever, this is not to say that students are opposed to a broad, general education. 
Rather, they may echo the public’s view that a college education, in general, 
is required for a successful career.

Table 2.5.  Faculty Who Rate the Following Goals as “Essential”

Educational Goal Baccalaureate Master’s Doctoral

Provide a broad, general education 57% 52% 48%
Prepare students for employment after graduation 21% 26% 17%
Learn about the classic works of Western civilization 14% 13% 17%
Learn about the importance of non-Western cultures 18% 17% 18%

n ≈ 98 512 854
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While professors and administrators agree on the importance of a broad 
education and show less concern for students’ employment potential, it is im-
portant to ask whether this places them in opposition with the general public. 
According to one national survey, 58 percent of the American public believes 
that students should seek general skills that they can apply to multiple careers, 
while 41 percent believe that students should pursue a major that provides 
them with skills for a specific career (Immerwahr and Johnson 2007).

While it may initially appear that the public is in support of the broad, 
liberal education articulated by leaders in higher education, it is important to 
note that the public’s focus is on broad skills rather than broad knowledge. In 
an earlier study, conducted around the time of the NAASS survey, Immer-
wahr and Foleno (2000) argue that there is some common ground between the 
public and higher education leaders in terms of the skills that both believe are 
necessary for success. However, the public is less likely to view a traditional 
liberal arts curriculum as the mechanism by which to achieve these skills. The 
authors explain,

For supporters of the liberal arts curricula, the findings present good and bad 
news. Of the items on the list of expectations, the public places the least impor-
tance on “exposure to great writers and thinkers in subjects like literature and 
history.” The value of the “great books”—or the humanities field itself—seems 
to be relegated to a lower level of interest. On the other hand, the public empha-
sizes skills also valued by advocates of the liberal arts, such as analytical think-
ing and top-notch writing and speaking skills. (12)

We conclude that professors, students, and administrators share a basic 
commitment to the idea that colleges and universities should provide students 
with a broad set of skills that may apply to a range of careers and that the 
majority of Americans support this goal. However, the end goal for students 
and for the public appears to be on improving people’s potential for employ-
ment, something that professors and administrators are less likely to see as an 
essential function of the university. These differences in end goals present a 
challenge in that they demand quite different measures of institutional success. 
As the assessment movement gains steam, some institutions will undoubtedly 
measure success in terms of employment, which may undermine those pro-
grams and courses that do not speak as directly toward this goal. At the very 
least, institutions that desire to maintain a traditional liberal arts curriculum 
may need to better justify their approach and explain how a knowledge of his-
tory and literature translates into critical thinking and analytical skills.

It is important to note that support for the idea of liberal education may be 
significantly weaker at those institutions of higher education not included in 
our sample. Community colleges and vocational schools tailor programs 



more specifically to particular careers. We would expect, therefore, to find 
that professors, administrators, and students who choose these institutions are 
less supportive of liberal education.

Additionally, there is some evidence that faculty opinions on educational 
goals have changed somewhat. For example, surveys conducted by the 
Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) show a general increase in fac-
ulty commitment to preparing students for employment after graduation since 
the time the NAASS was completed.3 However, this does not mean that fac-
ulty members are less committed to the goals of liberal education. In fact, 
HERI surveys also reveal that professors are increasingly committed to the 
goal of instilling a “basic appreciation of the liberal arts” (DeAngelo et al. 
2009). Despite these changes, we believe that the observed differences be-
tween groups still persist, and there is some recent evidence to support this 
assumption. For example, one recent study finds a significant difference be-
tween faculty and students at one institution in the importance members of 
each group attach to career preparation (Myers 2008).

Encouraging Cultural  
Understanding and Minority Perspectives

While we may find general agreement among professors and administrators 
on the principle of a broad, general education, this does not necessarily mean 
that campus constituencies agree on the essential components of a general 
education. In fact, there is considerable debate about appropriate course re-
quirements in a common curriculum. In The Closing of the American Mind, 
Allan Bloom (1987) argued that America’s colleges and universities have 
stopped asking the important philosophical questions about life and that, in 
an effort to impose moral and cultural relativism, they fail to teach the clas-
sics of Western civilization. More recently, the National Association of 
Scholars, the American Council of Trustees and Alumni (ACTA), and other 
organizations devoted to educational reform have furthered Bloom’s argu-
ment that colleges and universities are neglecting to teach students about their 
own cultural heritage. According to a report by the ACTA, America’s college 
graduates lack a basic understanding of their national history, a reflection of 
the fact that colleges no longer require students to take history courses:

Instead of broad courses on the full sweep of American history, many universi-
ties require courses with a narrow focus on racism and inequality. At the Uni-
versity of Michigan, for example, students are required to fulfill a “Race & 
Ethnicity Requirement” from a list of approved courses that cover “issues relat-
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ing to race & ethnicity, racial and ethnic intolerance, and inequality.” Welles-
ley’s “Multicultural Requirement” requires one unit of coursework that focuses 
on “African, Asian, Caribbean, Latin American, Native American, or Pacific 
Island peoples, cultures or societies; and/or a minority American culture, such 
as those defined by race, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or physical dis-
ability; and/or the processes of racism, social or ethnic discrimination, or cross-
cultural interaction.” Again, qualifying courses need not be grounded in history 
and can, in fact, be offered by a range of academic departments and programs. 
And while some view gains in knowledge of these topics as an essential com-
ponent of undergraduate education, others contend that this is a poor substitute 
for an understanding of American history, which most students fail to gain in the 
pre-college years. (Neal and Martin 2002, 3)

The ACTA further identifies several areas of the curriculum as threats to 
the classic study of Western civilization and American history. First, the au-
thors argue that colleges are increasingly requiring students to complete 
courses in non-Western cultures. According to the AAC&U, these multicul-
tural courses are actually a positive development in the college curriculum 
and are encouraged as part of the AAC&U’s “Shared Futures” program:

Shared Futures is a multi-project, national initiative of The Association of 
American Colleges and Universities. It is based upon the assumption that we 
live in an interdependent but unequal world and that higher education can help 
prepare students not only to thrive in such a world, but to remedy its inequities. 
AAC&U seeks to support the academy in its vital role of expanding knowledge 
about the world’s peoples and problems and developing individuals who will 
advance equity and justice both at home and abroad.

As Neal and Martin (2002) explain, the ACTA is not opposed to the ad-
vancement of knowledge in these areas. Rather, critics of the new curriculum 
appear to be concerned that these courses have replaced traditional courses on 
the history and philosophy of Western culture. Perhaps more important, op-
ponents of the multicultural movement express concern that these special-
ized, global courses embrace the sort of absolute relativism that Bloom so 
vehemently opposed.

Groups on both sides of this debate use the term “liberal education” to 
define their educational objectives, defining a broad background accord-
ing to their own perspective on what sort of knowledge will best prepare 
students for life after college. Thus, our earlier finding that college pro-
fessors and administrators agree on the goal of providing a general educa-
tion does little to explain what that education should entail. Using the 
NAASS survey, we examine opinions on required course content more 
closely (see table 2.6).



Professors, students, and administrators are all highly supportive of the 
idea of a core curriculum, with required courses in literature, the humanities, 
social sciences, and natural sciences. Students are the least supportive of a 
core curriculum, with 23 percent opposing common, required courses 
(compared to 15 percent of administrators and 12 percent of professors). This 
again supports the conclusion that, within the academy, there is a general ac-
ceptance of broad educational goals and required exposure to different aca-
demic disciplines.

Professors and administrators also responded to a number of questions 
about the importance of specific educational goals, such as learning about the 
classic works of Western civilization and learning about non-Western cultures. 
Both questions were measured on a seven-point scale, ranging from “not im-
portant at all” to “essential.” We find that professors and administrators pro-
vide nearly identical responses to these questions. A minority of members in 
both groups report that these are essential objectives. With that said, respon-
dents assign slightly greater importance to learning about non-Western civili-
zation than they do to learning about non-Western cultures. The difference is 
greatest among administrators, with a five-percentage-point gap between the 
two measures. We have reason to believe that these findings are relevant to-
day, at least in part, with little change in importance assigned to the classic 
works of Western civilization.4 Although it is possible that support for non-
Western education has increased, it appears that, if this is the case, the change 
has little negative effect on support for Western cultural education.

In fact, although support for multicultural education is often cited as a 
contributing factor in the decline of the Western classics, we find that re-
sponses to these two questions are strongly correlated in a positive direction.5 
That is, those who believe that learning about non-Western civilization is 
important are also likely to support learning about Western classics (see ta-
ble 2.7). This is an important finding, as it demonstrates that the two objec-

Table 2.6.  Overall, Does Respondent Think That All Undergraduates Should Be Required 
to Take a “Common Core” of Courses in Literature, Humanities, Social Sciences, and 
Natural Sciences?

Faculty Administrators Students

Yes, should require “common courses” 87% 84% 77%
No, should not require “common courses” 12% 15% 23%
Don’t know 1% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 1,645 806 1,608
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tives are not mutually exclusive or incompatible, at least from the perspective 
of professors and administrators.

Although students, professors, and administrators are all highly sup-
portive of requiring core courses in science, literature, the humanities, 
and social sciences, we see little broad support for the type of race and 
ethnicity requirement that Neal and Martin (2002) identify at some insti-
tutions. Approximately 17 percent of respondents in each group state that 
courses on the experiences of racial minorities should be required (see 
table 2.8). It is important to note, however, that although respondents 
may not support required courses focused specifically on racial under-
standing, a large percentage of faculty now rate the goal of “enhancing 
students’ knowledge of and appreciation for other racial/ethnic groups” 
as an important goal for undergraduate education. In fact, support for this 
goal appears to be on the rise and the majority of faculty now agree that 
“racial and ethnic diversity should be more strongly reflected in the cur-
riculum” (DeAngelo et al. 2009, 35).

All three groups of respondents are even less supportive of requiring 
courses on the experiences of women or gays/lesbians. Although they do 
not believe that such courses should be required, a fair number of profes-
sors, students, and administrators believe that students should be encour-
aged to take these courses. However, all three groups are considerably less 
supportive of courses that address the experiences of gays and lesbians. In 
fact, 12 percent of students believe that these courses should not be offered 
at all. This difference is a reflection of the nature of the questions. Few in-
dividuals would question equal rights for women or racial minorities. How-
ever, the issue of gay rights is a much more controversial issue, as we will 
demonstrate in chapter 4.

Table 2.7.  Comparison of Importance Placed on Western Classics and Non-Western 
Cultures by Faculty

The Importance of Learning about Non-Western Cultures
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5 21% 52% 27% 21% 33%
6 12% 18% 39% 21% 22%

7 (essential) 6% 7% 14% 44% 15%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 442 539 372 289 1,642



In general, higher educations’ internal constituents appear to be in general 
agreement about the types of experiences students should have in college. 
With a few exceptions, these groups each support the ideal of liberal educa-
tion and believe that college students should take a set of core courses in the 
humanities, social sciences, literature, and natural sciences. However, they 
also do not think that teaching Western classics is essential, nor do they be-
lieve that understanding of non-Western cultures is an essential goal of a 
college education. Likewise, students, professors, and administrators believe 
that courses should be offered on the experiences of racial minorities, women, 
and gays/lesbians but do not believe that these courses should be a part of the 
required curriculum.

Table 2.8.  For Undergraduates, Should These Be Required Courses?

Faculty Students Administrators

Experiences of Racial Minorities
Required 17% 16% 17%
Encouraged 42% 38% 46%
Made available 39% 45% 35%
Not offered at all 1% 1% 1%
Don’t know 0% 0% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 1,646 1,608 807 

Experiences of Women
Required 12% 9% 11%
Encouraged 42% 37% 42%
Made available 43% 53% 46%
Not offered at all 2% 1% 1%
Don’t know 1% 0% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 1,645 1,607 807 

Experiences of Gays and Lesbians
Required 4% 4% 3%
Encouraged 29% 19% 23%
Made available 57% 65% 66%
Not offered at all 9% 12% 7%
Don’t know 0% 0% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 1,644 1,607 807 
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Perceptions of Educational Quality

The American system of higher education operates in a complex international 
marketplace. Colleges and universities from around the globe compete to at-
tract the best and brightest students, both from within their own borders and 
from the growing pool of international students. College graduates also face 
the challenges of globalization as they encounter increased competition for 
jobs, both domestically and abroad. While the American system of higher 
education has been heralded as the best in the world, politicians, educators, 
and students express understandable concern about our relative position in the 
growing international marketplace. There is some debate about whether U.S. 
institutions continue to set the bar for educational quality. In fact, assessments 
of America’s relative standing in the world depend a great deal on the mea-
sures used to judge greatness.

In reputation rankings of individual universities, select American institu-
tions rank well among a large poll of international competitors. According to 
the Academic Ranking of World Universities, which ranks institutions ac-
cording to research productivity and article citations, Harvard, Stanford, and 
the University of California, Berkley, top the list of the world’s premiere 
universities (Institute of Higher Education 2007). According to the QS World 
University Rankings (2009), which are based largely on peer evaluation and 
reputation, Harvard and Yale rank best, followed by Cambridge and Oxford. 
While America’s best universities may continue to hold the most prestigious 
reputations and produce the most cited scholarship, a small portion of college 
graduates matriculate from these highly prized institutions. As such, it is 
problematic to base an assessment of American higher education on the repu-
tation of Harvard or the publications of a few distinguished scholars.

When measures are employed to assess our colleges and universities more 
broadly, there is some question about America’s position of leadership. 
Again, rankings vary a great deal depending on the measures used to judge 
international standing. For example, if higher education is evaluated in terms 
of accessibility and affordability, the American system may fall behind some 
international competitors. According to a report from the National Center for 
Public Policy and Higher Education (Wagner 2006), a number of other na-
tions have gained on or surpassed the United States in measures of degree 
completion. The report also finds that on specific assessment tests, America’s 
college graduates rank below those of Sweden, Norway, Belgium, and the 
Czech Republic. The author concludes that the leadership position of the 
United States has eroded.

Despite some reports about America’s educational decline, it has not yet 
been determined whether concerns about educational quality actually perme-



ate academic culture. Critics of higher education frequently charge that those 
within the ivory tower are oblivious to criticism and unwilling to implement 
the types of reforms that would keep American institutions competitive. As 
such, we might expect college professors and administrators to be confident 
in the education they provide. Using the NAASS, we examine respondents’ 
assessments of both their own institutions and the American system as a 
whole. The survey demonstrates that there are significant differences of opin-
ion within the university.

When asked to evaluate American higher education, college administrators 
are overwhelmingly positive. The majority of college administrators, 58 per-
cent, report that we have “one of the very best” systems in the world (see 
table 2.9). Administrators are significantly more positive about the state of 
American higher education than either professors or students. Among college 
professors, 38 percent rank the American higher-education system as one of 
the very best. Students are even less convinced of America’s educational 
superiority, with only 20 percent of respondents characterizing the United 
States in such positive terms.

Divisions within the academy are not confined to occupational roles. As we 
demonstrated in the last chapter, differences in opinion are often rooted in 
core philosophical beliefs. As such, we also consider whether perceptions of 
American colleges and universities vary according to political orientation. 
We have some theoretical reason to believe this would be the case. As a gen-
eral rule, Republicans tend to be less critical of U.S. institutions than Demo-
crats. In fact, one of the explanations for the disproportionate number of liber-
als in academia is that liberals are prone to challenge existing orthodoxies. In 
theory, this questioning leads to original scholarship and the creation of new 
knowledge (see Ladd and Lipset 1975). A number of empirical studies pro-

Table 2.9.  Compared to Other Industrialized Democracies, Would You Say the American 
Higher-Education System Is . . .

Administrators Faculty Students

One of the very best 58% 38% 20%
Better than most 35% 42% 50%
More or less average 5% 14% 25%
Worse than most 0% 1% 2%
One of the very worst 0% 0% 0%
Don’t know 2% 4% 2%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 808 1,645 1,606

28	 Chapter 2



	 Visions of the University	 29

vide further evidence for this relationship between political orientation and 
criticism of the United States. For example, Schatz, Staub, and Lavine (1999) 
argue that Republicans are more likely to adopt an uncritical, pro-America 
perspective. Other researchers have argued that American conservatives are 
increasingly critical of European culture, suggesting that they would rank 
Europe’s universities less favorably (Chamoral 2006). Surprisingly, we find 
that when the institution in question is higher education, those on the political 
left are not more critical of our national performance. In fact, based on the 
responses to the NAASS, there is no difference between Democrats and Re-
publicans in their evaluation of America’s colleges and universities (see fig-
ure 2.1). This is true for administrators, professors, and students. If liberal 
social criticism leads to positive social change in other areas, this force for 
change appears to be lacking in higher education. This also raises some ques-
tions as to whether liberals are, by nature, actually more questioning than 
their conservative counterparts or whether their critical nature is limited to 
specific social institutions and policies.

We find that most of our survey respondents are fairly positive about 
American higher education, reporting that it ranks above average compared 
to that of other nations. However, educational quality undoubtedly varies 
among the nation’s colleges and universities, with some providing better edu-
cational experiences than others. It is possible that assessments of the nation’s 
education system are based on the reputations of the top universities. Indeed, 
Harvard and Yale consistently rank at the top of international rankings, no 
matter which measures of excellence are employed. Objectively speaking, 
one could argue that these institutions are among the very best in the world. 
However, the vast majority of college professors, administrators, and students 

Figure 2.1.  Respondents Who Feel American Universities Are “One of the Very Best”



have no personal experience with these elite institutions. As such, perceptions 
of one’s own college or university may prove more useful in understanding 
the overall state of the nation’s educational system.

When examining people’s perceptions of their own institutions, the 
NAASS reveals what we find to be a familiar trend. Administrators are far 
more positive in their assessment of their own institutions than are professors 
and students. In fact, administrators are twice as likely as faculty to report that 
their institution does an “excellent” job of educating students. While the ma-
jority of both groups report that their college or university does either an ex-
cellent or a good job, a nontrivial number of professors, 16 percent, report 
otherwise, ranking their institution as merely fair or poor. Only 3 percent of 
college administrators report such a negative view of their own university. 
Compared to administrators and professors, students’ assessments of their 
institutions lie somewhere in between but are more similar to the faculty than 
to the administration.

There are several possible explanations for these differences in assessment. 
First, faculty members and students have direct firsthand knowledge of the 
educational program and can more easily evaluate student learning than can 
campus administrators. Second, what information administrators do have 
about the educational program is likely to be relayed to them from faculty 
members. Since instructors are dependent on administrators for various re-
sources and recognition, they have a real incentive to highlight the strengths 
and accomplishments of their educational programs. Third, members of the 
faculty tend to be more deeply affiliated with their professional associations 
and academic disciplines than with their places of employment. Ehrenberg 
(2000) describes academics as campers who set up tent at an institution but 
easily relocate if the weather or environment is not to their liking. This lack 
of institutional loyalty may permit or encourage a more critical evaluation of 

Table 2.10.  Overall, How Do Respondents Rate Their Institution’s Job of Educating 
Students?

Administrators Students Faculty

Excellent 52% 34% 26%
Good 45% 54% 58%
Fair 3% 11% 15%
Poor 0% 1% 1%
Don’t know 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 807 1,606 1,645
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the institution. Finally, professors and administrators are driven by different 
motivations and goals because of the positions they occupy. Faculty members 
identify as members of an individual department or school within a univer-
sity. Since they are in competition with other departments for students and 
resources, they have some incentive to be critical of other educational pro-
grams. This negative assessment of others may impact overall evaluation of 
the institution. Administrators, on the other hand, are increasingly involved in 
fund-raising efforts, alumni relations, community outreach, and accreditation. 
It is their responsibility to identify institutional strengths and convey these 
strengths to others. In short, administrators are institutional cheerleaders and 
are motivated to find evidence of quality, while professors are often moti-
vated to point to areas of institutional weakness. This is not to say that either 
group is insincere in their assessment of their institutions. There is consider-
able evidence from research in social psychology that motivations to reach 
particular conclusions have a powerful influence on how people evaluate the 
evidence before them (see, for example, Kunda 1990).

Whatever the cause of this disparity, these differences in assessment are 
likely to have consequences. While administrative optimism may be useful in 
some regards, the fact that so many administrators view their institutions as 
“excellent” presents a challenge, especially since members of the faculty 
perceive there to be far more room for improvement. This division in perspec-
tive has the potential to negatively impact relations between the groups. As 
faculty members voice concerns about current practices, administrators may 
appear to be unresponsive or even defensive. Administrators, who view the 
institution more positively, may deem critical faculty members to be dis-
gruntled, pessimistic, or disloyal. In the end, dialogue is frustrating for mem-
bers of both groups as they struggle to find common ground.

Even among the faculty, there is a good deal of variance in assessments of 
educational quality. For example, compared to faculty at master’s universities 
and doctorate-granting institutions, those at four-year baccalaureate colleges 
are more likely to report that their institution does an excellent job of educat-
ing students. As a general rule, the schools with more narrow educational 
objectives receive higher praise from faculty. Even among four-year colleges, 
we see differences in assessments based on the range of programs offered, 
with professors at traditional liberal arts colleges rating their educational suc-
cess better than their colleagues at institutions that combine the liberal arts 
with professional programs.6 Additionally, other institutional differences may 
contribute to the perception that educational quality is better at four-year 
undergraduate colleges. For example, baccalaureate colleges tend to have 
smaller class sizes and lower student-to-faculty ratios. These figures are often 
used by external ranking systems, such as U.S. News & World Report, as a 



measure of institutional quality. Additionally, there are financial differences 
between categories of colleges. At the time our survey was completed, the 
general expenditure for a baccalaureate college was $15,000 per student. 
However, per-student expenditures at “baccalaureate-liberal arts” colleges 
were nearly double those of schools defined as “baccalaureate-general,” 
which award fewer than half of their degrees in liberal arts fields.

Problems Facing Higher Education

The NAASS also shows that students, professors, and administrators disagree 
about the main problems facing higher education. When asked to identify the 
most pressing problems confronting American colleges and universities, stu-
dents rated the cost of tuition as their most common concern (see table 2.11). 
This is not a surprising discovery, especially given the rising cost of tuition 
and the expansion of enrollment to a broader sociodemographic constituency. 
In the year prior to the survey, college tuition had increased by 5.24 percent, 
while the national rate of inflation stood at 1.56 percent (Kantrowitz 2009). 
A wide range of surveys demonstrate that this concern about the rising cost 
of college tuition is widespread among the general public. According to a 
series of reports conducted for the National Center for Public Policy and 
Higher Education, the American public thinks that higher education costs are 

Table 2.11.  What Would You Describe as the Most Pressing Problem Confronting 
American Colleges and Universities?

Faculty Administrators Students
First 

Response
All 

Responses
First 

Response
All 

Responses
First  

Response
All 

Responses

Funding/need more 28% 44% 36% 62% 12% 15%
Quality—students’ 
skills

24% 38% 10% 16% 3% 4%

Tuition fees 4% 6% 8% 13% 17% 21%
Other 4% 7% 7% 12% 9% 12%
Courses/curriculum 5% 9% 6% 11% 7% 9%
Bureaucracy/
administration

6% 9% 4% 7% 3% 4%

Quality—teachers 3% 5% 3% 6% 7% 9%
Quality—general 
declining

5% 8% 5% 8% 2% 3%

Don’t know 3% 4% 3% 5% 6% 7%
Nothing 1% 2% 1% 1% 5% 6%
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rising quickly, that access to education is becoming more restricted, and that 
students have to borrow too much to pay for college (Immerwahr 2002, 2004; 
Immerwahr and Johnson 2007, 2009). Among parents of high school stu-
dents, the majority report that they are concerned about their ability to pay for 
their child’s college education. However, most of them believe that they will 
find a way to cover the costs. Perhaps most important, the public believes that 
higher-education costs can be better contained. The public is of the view that 
colleges can spend a lot less and still deliver high-quality education (Immer-
wahr and Johnson 2007).

Despite public sentiment, administrators and professors are considerably 
less concerned about the cost of college, at least compared to other issues. 
According to the NAASS, both groups believe that a shortage of funding or 
lack of financial resources is the most pressing problem facing higher educa-
tion. This is a clear disconnect from the public and the students. While the 
public believes that colleges can operate with less money, professors and 
administrators believe that their ability to deliver quality educational pro-
grams is directly related to financial resources. As one former administrator 
explains, the difference in perspective is due to the nature of higher education 
(Ehrenberg 2000). Success is not measured in terms of profits; rather, schools 
are evaluated on the basis of the quality of students they attract, the productiv-
ity and reputations of the faculty, and their place in reputational rankings. As 
such, college administrators have little incentive to cut costs and improve ef-
ficiency. Rather, they are engaged in an “arms race of spending” (266), trying 
to outpace the competition by offering smaller classes, better research facili-
ties, more student services, and higher faculty salaries:

As nonprofit organizations, their institutions show no profits on their accounting 
books. Rather, maximizing value to these administrators means making their 
institutions the very best that they can be in almost every area of their activities. 
These administrators are like cookie monsters searching for cookies. They seek 
out all the resources that they can get their hands on and devour them. (Ehren-
berg 2000, 11)

Other researchers have reported on this apparent disconnect between the 
public’s demand for affordable education and the higher-education commu-
nity’s demand for more resources. Like the general public, legislative bodies 
are demanding greater accountability and more cost-effectiveness from col-
leges and universities. Yet, according a recent survey of college and univer-
sity presidents, higher-education leaders believe that students continue to get 
good value for the money spent. Presidents express the view that efforts to 
control the cost of higher education will inevitably undermine quality or ac-
cess to students. They also contend that students and families will need to pay 



even more for education because of reductions in state funding (Immerwahr, 
Johnson, and Gasbarra 2008). College professors appear to agree on the value 
of higher education. According to the 1999 American Faculty Poll, nearly 60 
percent of college faculty believe that tuition and fees at their own institutions 
are appropriate. While approximately 24 percent believe that their college’s 
tuition is too high, another 16 percent report that tuition and fees are actually 
too low (Pena and Mitchell 2000).

Our own analysis of the NAASS data confirms that there is a relationship 
between a college’s expenditures per student and professors’ assessments of 
educational quality (see figure 2.2). This relationship holds even when we 
control for the Carnegie institution type. In other words, even among doctor-
ate-granting institutions, the more a school spends per student, the higher its 
internal constituents (students, faculty, and administrators) tend to rate the 
educational quality of the institution. While this finding might not be totally 
unexpected, it is somewhat surprising that, among all our available variables, 
per-student expenditures are the best predictor of perceived educational qual-
ity (see appendix 2).

It is important to recognize that this relationship does not necessarily mean 
that educational quality is directly dependent on financial resources. It is pos-
sible that the relationship is actually reversed in that the most prestigious insti-
tutions are simply in a better position to solicit funding and demand high tu-
itions. It is also important to recognize that perceptions of educational quality 
are just that and are not objective measures of what students actually learn.

Figure 2.2.  Relationship between Per-Student Expenditures and the Respondent’s Rat-
ing of His or Her Own School (2 = Fair, 3 = Good, 4 = Excellent)

34	 Chapter 2



	 Visions of the University	 35

While professors and administrators largely agree that more funding is 
needed to deliver quality experiences for students, they disagree on the extent 
to which other challenges impact their educational objectives. Professors 
commonly cite the lack of student preparedness as a major problem facing 
American colleges and universities. In fact, they cite this problem almost as 
often as they cite funding issues, with 24 percent of professors mentioning it 
as the most pressing problem and 38 percent mentioning it as one of the most 
important problems. By contrast, only 4 percent of students and 16 percent of 
administrators make any mention of student quality when asked to identify 
the challenges to higher education. On the one hand, this is not surprising 
given that faculty members are most directly affected by students’ level of 
preparation for college work. College professors spend a great deal of time 
with students and are most satisfied with their work when students are capa-
ble of meeting their expectations. A recent survey of faculty by the HERI 
demonstrates that the majority report some stress from working with under-
prepared students. Additionally, most professors believe that faculty mem-
bers are not rewarded for their efforts to help these students (Lindholm, 
Szelényi, Hurtado, and Korn 2005). Still, administrators should also have 
reason to be concerned if student quality declines, both because student qual-
ity factors into the reputational rating of the college and because the need to 
provide remedial education is often cited as a factor that contributes to rising 
tuition costs.

Although many professors cite lack of student preparation as a problem, it 
is unclear whether lack of preparation is widespread or whether it is the case 
that a handful of unprepared students constitute a threat to higher education. 
According to the NAASS, most professors have some experience with under-
prepared students. Only 27 percent of the professors in our sample report that 
“almost all” of their students are academically prepared to be in their classes. 
While the majority of professors, 72 percent, report that at least most of their 
students are prepared,7 this leaves more than a quarter who believe that most 
of their students are not prepared. These findings are consistent with more 
recent studies on the topic. For example, researchers at the HERI report that 
nearly a third of the professors in their survey believe that most of their stu-
dents lack the necessary preparation for college work (DeAngelo et al. 2009; 
Lindholm et al. 2005).8

Administrators are much less likely to cite student preparedness as a major 
problem for higher education. This lack of concern is due, at least in part, to 
their different assessment of their students’ skills. According to the NAASS, 
administrators are much more likely to believe that students at their institu-
tions are academically prepared for college-level work, with approximately 
half of administrators reporting that nearly all their students are prepared. 



Since administrators spend much less time in the classroom, if any time at all, 
it is possible that they are simply unable to assess students’ skills. Adminis-
trators may also believe that faculty expectations for students are too high and 
that students are prepared if courses are taught at a level appropriate for the 
student body. However, our finding that administrators are more positive 
about their students’ preparation is also consistent with our earlier observa-
tion that administrators are simply less critical of their institutions than are 
professors. In this case, students appear to agree more readily with campus 
administrators than with their professors. The majority of students in the 
NAASS sample report that they were academically prepared to enter college, 
with 36 percent reporting that they were “very prepared” and 41 percent re-
porting that they were “fairly prepared.” One can look at this in several ways, 
however, as “fairly prepared” may be an admission that one was not fully 
prepared (table 2.12). Additionally, 23 percent of students admit that they did 
not feel prepared to enter college. This is a fairly high number, especially 
considering that the figure does not include students at community colleges, 
where preparation tends to be the lowest.

Other problems mentioned by survey respondents include issues related to 
quality of courses or the curriculum, problems with the administration or in-
stitutional bureaucracy, or concerns about teacher quality. However, the 
number of faculty, administrators, and students citing these concerns pales in 
comparison to the three top issues. It is also important to note that some of 
the problems commonly associated with higher education were simply not 
mentioned by the survey respondents. For example, despite a great deal of 
public commentary on the issue of “grade inflation,” less than 1 percent of 

Table 2.12.  Assessments of Student Preparedness

What Proportion of the 
Students in Your Classes Is 
Academically Prepared to 
Be in Your Class? Faculty Administrators

How Well Were You 
[Student Respondent] 

Prepared? Students

Almost all students prepared 27% 49% Very well prepared 36%
Most students prepared 45% 41% Fairly prepared 41%
Only some prepared 26% 9% Not very 15%
Almost none students 
prepared

1% 0% Not well 8%

Don’t know 0% 1% Don’t know 0%
Total 100% 100% Total 100%

n 1,645 808 n 1,608
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our survey respondents cited grading issues as an area of major concern. 
Similarly, survey respondents did not express concern over racial discrimina-
tion or diversity issues, nor did they find a lack of student services or facilities 
to be a major problem. Yet campus efforts to improve in these areas are com-
monly cited as the impetus for hefty tuition increases. According to a recent 
study by the Delta Cost Project (2009), the amount of money spent on class-
room instruction has actually declined at most institutions, while spending on 
student services, administration, and facilities has increased.

We were also surprised to see that, despite concerns about college costs 
and lack of financial resources, few respondents identified a lack of accessi-
bility to higher education as a major problem. While accessibility is some-
times used as a measure of a nation’s progress (Usher and Cervenan 2005; 
Wagner 2006), we see little indication that it weighs heavily on the minds of 
those already at home within the academy. Other researchers have noted a 
similar trend among the public, with a disconnect between their concerns over 
costs and their views about accessibility. Although people express consider-
able concern about the rising price of college tuition, the vast majority believe 
that a student who really wants to go to college can do so if he or she is will-
ing to make sacrifices (Immerwahr and Johnson 2007).

Conclusion

The results of our analysis demonstrate that students, professors, and admin-
istrators are in general agreement about the broad goals of a university educa-
tion. We find widespread support for a general education, with required 
courses in literature, social science, humanities, and natural science. In this 
way, the universities’ internal constituents appear to be rather traditional. 
While they believe that more contemporary courses on the experiences of 
minorities should be offered and even encouraged, the large majority are not 
yet willing to require these courses of all students. This is not to say that these 
types of courses are not offered within the contexts of the traditional require-
ments, and more recent survey evidence indicates that professors believe that 
these perspectives should be further integrated into the curriculum. The 
American Association of Trustees and Alumni has criticized the current core 
curriculum at most colleges and universities for the range of nontraditional 
courses that are allowed to fulfill various requirements (Latzer 2004). While 
students may not be required to take courses on minority experiences, it is 
possible that such courses would be among the range of options available to 
students to meet curriculum requirements. Thus, while professors, students, 
and administrators may support the traditional requirements of a liberal arts 



education, the courses offered within such a curriculum have become the 
source of some controversy, with critics charging that the academy has ne-
glected to teach the great classics of Western civilization. There is some evi-
dence that this is the case. Only a small number of survey respondents believe 
that learning about these classics is an “essential” part of the university expe-
rience. However, they are only slightly more likely to believe that the study 
of non-Western cultures is a necessity. Most important, we find that profes-
sors and administrators do not see these two goals as contradictory, as some 
of the critics of multiculturalism have charged. For the most part, those who 
believe students should learn about non-Western cultures also believe that 
they should learn the Western classics.

While students, faculty, and administrators largely agree about the general 
goals of higher education, they have different perspectives on the strength of 
American higher education and on the ability of their own institutions to edu-
cate students. In these areas, we find what will become a common theme 
throughout the book. Administrators are far more positive in their assess-
ments of the university than professors and students. We attribute this differ-
ence to a number of factors but hypothesize that, in their role as institutional 
spokespeople, administrators are somewhat motivated to see and emphasize 
the positive. This certainly serves their institutions well in a number of ways. 
A positive administrator is more likely to secure funding, recruit faculty and 
students, and encourage others to serve the institution. However, these differ-
ences in assessment between administrators and professors have the potential 
to complicate the relationship between these two groups, which ultimately 
share responsibility for the governance of the university. Because administra-
tors are more positive, faculty may regard them us oblivious to the problems 
facing the institution. When faculty raise concerns or are critical of the insti-
tution, administrators may appear to be unresponsive or defensive. Addition-
ally, faculty members who are vocal about their concerns may compromise 
an administrator’s ability to present the institution in a positive light. In this 
way, the two groups are often working at cross-purposes and may find pro-
ductive dialogue to be difficult. For this reason, some administrators prefer to 
work with faculty through unofficial channels, bypassing faculty governance 
in exchange for ad hoc special committees comprised of agreeable appointees 
(Gumport 2001; Scott 1996). This has the potential to backfire, as committee 
actions may face opposition when they are brought before a more representa-
tive faculty forum.

Finally, we find that there are some important differences of opinion within 
the university about the most pressing problems for higher education. All 
three groups of survey respondents express some concern about finances, 
with notable differences. Students echo concerns expressed by those outside 
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the academy. Most notably, they are concerned about the rising price of tu-
ition. We find that professors and administrators show little concern about 
tuition costs. In fact, both groups appear to believe that students get good 
value for their money. Professors and administrators, however, believe that 
higher education is underfunded. Members of these groups appear to see 
money and quality as undeniably linked, a concept that is not shared by the 
majority of Americans, who believe that colleges can still cut excess costs 
without jeopardizing educational quality. This difference in opinion is likely 
to come to a head as states continue to reduce funding for higher education 
and college tuition continues to climb.

Among professors and administrators, few identify any problems within 
higher education itself. Rather, they tend to focus on the difficulties imposed 
on America’s colleges and universities by outside forces. They believe that 
state governments do not provide enough funding and that the lack of finan-
cial resources compromises educational objectives. Professors cite a lack of 
student preparation as a problem, pointing to the failings of the country’s 
primary education system. Yet external critics of higher education are quick 
to point to a variety of problems within the university system. Again, these 
differences in perspective make productive dialogue difficult. As Immerwahr 
et al. (2008) conclude, a lack of shared understanding between the different 
internal and external stakeholders means that cooperative efforts to improve 
higher education are unlikely.
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Chapter Three

Perceptions of Power and Control  
in the American University

In the previous chapter, we argue that professors, administrators, and students 
have different perceptions of the problems facing higher education. We also 
provide some evidence that members of these groups disagree about the qual-
ity of education that their own institutions provide to students. These differ-
ences in perception are important, as views on the current status of higher 
education will undoubtedly influence people’s willingness to consider major 
reforms. If professors, administrators, and students disagree about major is-
sues facing their institutions, it is worth asking how much of a voice each 
group has in institutional decision making. While we cannot directly measure 
influence on university policy, we can measure people’s perceptions of power 
and their willingness to engage in dialogue. Theoretically, power is shared 
within the institution, at least between the faculty and the administration. 
More than 90 percent of four-year colleges and universities have a faculty 
senate designed to participate in institutional decision making (Tierney and 
Minor 2003). However, the principle of shared governance may or may not 
translate into cooperative decision making.

For the past four decades, American colleges and universities have gener-
ally accepted the principles of shared university governance as articulated by 
the “Statement on Government of Colleges and Universities” of the American 
Association of University Professors (AAUP). The 1966 statement, which 
was developed in consultation with the American Council on Education 
(ACE) and the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and Colleges 
(ABG), calls for a joint effort between the faculty and the administration.1 
The faculty is given specific oversight of “such fundamental areas as curricu-
lum, subject matter and methods of instruction, research, faculty status, and 
those aspects of student life which relate to the educational process.” The 
statement also argues that, because of their academic expertise, faculty mem-



bers are most qualified to evaluate, hire, and promote their colleagues. In 
addition to these specific responsibilities, the AAUP outlines a broad role for 
the faculty in the governance of the institution, requiring faculty input on 
practically all matters related to the general purpose of the university. At the 
same time, the organization recognizes the role of the university president as 
the “chief planning officer” of the institution, with “ultimate managerial re-
sponsibility for a large area of nonacademic activities.”

The AAUP statement on shared governance was adopted near the end of 
what some historians have referred to as the “golden age” of American higher 
education, which occurred from the end of World War II through the 1960s. 
The postwar years were marked by a substantial increase in college admis-
sions, due in part to the success of the 1944 GI Bill. During this period, the 
proportion of young people attending college grew from 15 to 45 percent 
(Geiger 2005). The federal government expanded financial support for higher 
education, recognizing a need to sponsor research programs to help build the 
peacetime economy. Colleges and universities struggled to keep up with the 
growth by hiring new faculty and expanding program offerings. In the 1960s, 
newly minted PhDs found easy employment. Institutions competed for the 
best and brightest new scholars by offering reduced teaching loads, competi-
tive salaries, and other benefits, including influence in institutional planning 
(Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker, and Riley 1973; Honan and Teffera 2001):

At most colleges and universities, the biggest gains in income, power, prestige 
and protections between 1945 and 1970 were those accumulated by the faculty. 
The prospect of a shortage of qualified college teachers, combined with the 
deference to expertise in some fields, gave a generation of professors unprece-
dented opportunities. The robust academic marketplace also had some spin-off 
in that faculty were sometimes able to negotiate gains in shared governance with 
presidents and boards. (Thelin 2004, 310)

It is not surprising that the AAUP statement on shared governance was 
written during this time period. Yet the academic job market, which was 
largely responsible for the growth in faculty authority, has change remark-
ably since the 1960s. By the 1970s, the academic boom had come to an end, 
and newly minted PhDs experienced much harsher competition for jobs 
within the academy. According to Thelin, administrators began to enjoy a 
“buyer’s market.” The sharp competition for academic work allowed admin-
istrators to negotiate conditions of employment that would have been unac-
ceptable to the previous generation, leading to an increase in nontenured 
appointments and adjunct work. Even tenured faculty members suffered a 
loss in status, as reduced mobility left them with little leverage to negotiate 
salaries or other benefits.
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At the same time, public confidence in the nation’s academic institutions 
began to erode. The student protests of the 1960s had created a backlash 
against the academy, leading to greater governmental controls and reduced 
financing (Baldridge 1971). The academy faced further external pressure, 
as America moved from an industrial economy to a service and knowledge 
based economy. This redefined the role of higher education as a public util-
ity, rather than an autonomous, elite institution (Lyons and Lyons 1973). 
Expected to provide a public service and contribute to the new global 
economy, higher education fell under even greater scrutiny (Schuster and 
Finkelstein 2006).

Now, as colleges and universities adjust to these external demands for ac-
countability and cost cutting, the role of the faculty in institutional decision 
making continues to evolve. The political clout once held by the professoriate 
appears to be somewhat diminished, at least in the minds of the faculty. Ac-
cording to a 1997 survey, nearly three-quarters of American college professors 
believe that respect for the academic profession has declined. The same study 
demonstrates that faculty members’ perceptions of professorial authority have 
been declining since the 1960s, with less than 20 percent now reporting a high 
level of influence in campus affairs (Schuster and Finkelstein 2006).

A decline in faculty influence may be attributed to several factors beyond 
the tightening of the academic job market. Pressures to reduce costs have 
led to what Schuster and Finkelstein (2006) call a “silent faculty revolu-
tion.” The majority of college teachers hired in the past decade has filled 
part-time or non-tenure-track positions. The reliance on part-time, adjunct 
faculty strains campus governance systems, as fewer full-time professors 
are expected to carry the bulk of the committee assignments and other ser-
vice duties (DeNardis 2001; Honan and Teferra 2001; Kezar and Eckel 
2004). Faculty workloads have also shifted. Increased demands on teaching 
and research leave less time for institutional service, even among full-time 
faculty, who believe there are greater incentives and rewards for research 
than for service (Williams, Gore, Broches, and Lostoski 1987). The director 
of the Stanford Institute for Higher Education Research, Patricia Gumport 
(2001), suggests that new demands on academic administrators encourage 
them to bypass the traditional faculty governance system in favor of ad hoc 
committees filled with more agreeable, manageable appointees who can 
make timely decisions.

Concerned about the apparent decline in faculty governance, the AAUP 
issued another statement in 1994, reiterating the importance of shared gover-
nance by arguing that it is inextricably linked to academic freedom, a concept 
that is arguably held in high regard by the academic community. Yet while 
there appears to be a general consensus about the importance of the faculty’s 



governance role, campus administrators express concerns about the limita-
tions placed on their own offices (Bornstein 2003; Gumport 2001). As a 
former president of Harvard writes, “While leaders have considerable lever-
age and influence on their own, they are often reluctant to employ these assets 
for fear of arousing opposition from the faculty that could attract unfavorable 
publicity, worry potential donors, and even threaten their jobs” (Bok 2006). 
In 1996, the Association of Governing Boards of Colleges and Universities 
released a report (Renewing the Academic Presidency 1996) calling for ef-
forts to strengthen the academic presidency. The report portrays the office of 
the presidency as weak, ineffective, and unnecessarily confined by “excessive 
consultation, a burdensome requirement for consensus, and a fear of change” 
created by the system of shared governance. It would appear, at least based 
on anecdotal accounts, that faculty and administrators have very different as-
sessments of how power is and ought to be distributed within the system of 
“shared” governance. More important, there appears to be some disagreement 
about the usefulness of dialogue and discussion.

The Faculty–Administrative Divide

Analysis of the North American Academic Study (NAASS) survey data 
confirms the anecdotal evidence that professors have doubts about their own 
influence on university policy (table 3.1). When asked how much say profes-
sors have in how their institution is run, only 17 percent of the faculty be-
lieves that professors have a “great deal” of say, with an additional 46 per-
cent indicating that they have “some” say. Thus, while the majority of 
professors believe that they have some influence, more than a third believe 
that they have little or no voice. Our findings here are consistent with other 
large-scale surveys of college professors (Schuster and Finkelstein 2006), 
although it is important to note that this is a general measure of perception 
of influence. Professors clearly have more influence in some areas than oth-
ers. For example, according to one survey (Tierney and Minor 2003), the 
majority of faculty members do report having a great deal of influence on the 
undergraduate curriculum, tenure and promotion standards, and the evalua-
tion of both teaching and academic programs. At the same time, relatively 
few faculty report having substantial influence on strategic priorities, budget 
priorities, personnel policies, and evaluation or selection of senior adminis-
trators. In all areas, senior administrators maintain that professors have more 
influence than the faculty perceive themselves to have. According to the 
authors of the report, “There is a certain irony that senior academic admin-
istrators believe faculty have influence, and faculty think they do not. Such 
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perceptions carried to extremes are recipes for stalled decision-making” 
(Tierney and Minor 2003, 8).

While it may be the case that administrators perceive the faculty to have 
a fair amount of influence, this does not appear to take away from their per-
ceptions of their own influence. In fact, the NAASS findings reveal that 
administrators are overwhelmingly confident in their own ability to influ-
ence the direction of the institution. Nearly two-thirds of administrators be-
lieve that, compared to faculty, they have “a great deal” of say in how the 
institution is run. In fact, there is comparatively little variance among the 
administrators, with 94 percent stating that administrators have “some” or “a 
great deal” of influence.

Perhaps it is not shocking to discover that administrators are more confi-
dent in their own institutional influence than the faculty given that they are, 
in fact, charged with running the day-to-day operations of the university. 
However, given traditions of shared governance, the fact that so many pro-
fessors characterize the influence of the professoriate as weak may demon-
strate an institutional failure. Either members of the faculty are correct in 
asserting that they have relatively little influence in matters of governance, 
or, alternatively, professors are quite influential but operate under the mis-
taken assumption that, on important matters, their opinions are inconsequen-
tial. Whether or not these perceptions are accurate, they are likely to have 
some effect on faculty morale, institutional loyalty, and commitment to uni-
versity service and governance.

Table 3.1.  “In Your View, Compared to Administrators/Professors, How Much Say Do 
Professors/Administrators Have in How This Institution Is Run?” [Question 4.2]

Faculty: Professors’  
“Say” in This Institution

Administrators: Administrators’  
“Say” in This Institution

Assistant 
Professor

Associate 
Professor

Full 
Professor

Faculty 
Overall

Held 
Teaching or 

Research 
Position

Never Held 
Teaching or 

Research 
Position

Administrators 
Overall

A great deal 16% 16% 19% 17% 68% 54% 65%

Some 52% 46% 44% 46% 28% 34% 29%

A little 20% 26% 24% 23% 3% 9% 4%

Hardly any 11% 13% 14% 13% 1% 3% 1%

Don’t know 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 0% 0%

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 402 494 668 1,564 653 151 804



Varied Perceptions of Influence

In an attempt to account for the variance among professors in perception 
of faculty influence, we divided responses according to faculty rank. Pre-
vious research demonstrates that senior faculty report they have higher 
personal influence on both departmental and campus affairs than their 
junior colleagues (Schuster and Finkelstein 2006). Yet we find little dif-
ference between academic ranks in regard to perceptions of the faculty’s 
voice as a whole. This may suggest that professors are able to assess 
group influence independent of their own personal participation in the 
decision-making process.

We also examined differences between groups of administrators according 
to whether they had previously held a teaching or a research position. Admin-
istrators who once occupied academic positions may have very different 
perceptions, perhaps more realistic ones, of faculty influence. According to 
Blackburn and Lawrence’s (2002) study on faculty work, academics are so-
cialized into a set of norms and values about higher education during their 
experience in graduate school. Since administrators who once held teaching 
or research positions have been introduced to these values, we might expect 
them to have assessments of relative influence that are more similar to those 
of the faculty. Indeed, the NAASS reveals that administrators who once oc-
cupied a faculty position rate administrative influence higher than those who 
have not risen from faculty ranks. While the differences are not dramatic, 
they are statistically significant.

Faculty members also differ in the assessments of influence according to 
the type of institution at which they are employed (table 3.2). We classify 
institutions according to the 2000 Carnegie classifications and find that pro-
fessors at baccalaureate institutions perceive themselves to have more influ-
ence than those at master’s universities, while those at research/doctoral in-
stitutions perceive they have the least amount of influence. This is consistent 
with other research findings. Peterson and White (1992), for example, find 
that at liberal arts colleges, which are included in the Carnegie baccalaureate 
grouping, “there is strong agreement on the purpose, culture, and climate pat-
terns” (196) between members of the faculty and administrators, which allow 
them to adopt more collegial working relationships. Similarly, Chubb and 
Moe (1988) find that faculty at smaller, private schools report greater influ-
ence and better relationships with supervisors at the K–12 level. From the 
faculty perspective, organizational structures matter and have effects on the 
clarity of the institution’s mission. However, while it may be the case that 
more narrowly focused institutions offer a more collegial environment based 
on shared visions, this improvement does not carry over to administrators’ 
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views of their own influence. In fact, there is no evidence that administrators 
recognize any difference in the distribution of faculty/administrative power 
on the basis of their institution classification.

This discrepancy raises a difficult question. Are professors more astute in 
observing their relatively high influence at baccalaureate institutions, or are 
administrators correct in noting that the administration is very powerful re-
gardless of the college’s classification? There are several explanations for 
these apparent differences in perceptions, all of which have implications for 
academic governance. First, on the basis of the literature suggesting that fac-
ulty governance is more effective at liberal arts colleges, one might conclude 
that administrators fail to recognize their considerably stronger influence on 
governance at larger institutions. However, a careful reading of the question 
wording suggests that perceptions of both groups may be accurate. It may be 
the case that faculty have a stronger voice at baccalaureate institutions. At the 
same time, administrators at these institutions may still have a great deal of 
say in institutional policy. In fact, active faculty participation in governance 
does not require that administrators surrender their own influence. Rather, 

Table 3.2.  “How Much Say Do Professors/Administrators Have in How This Institution Is 
Run?” [Question 4.2]

Professors’ Perception: Professors’ “Say”

Baccalaureate Master’s Doctoral/Research Total

A great deal 39% 19% 13% 17%
Some 41% 46% 48% 47%
A little 14% 24% 24% 23%
Hardly any 5% 10% 15% 12%
Don’t know 1% 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 131 542 957 1,630

Administrators’ Perception: Administrators’ “Say”

Baccalaureate Master’s Doctoral/Research Total

A great deal 62% 66% 66% 65%
Some 35% 26% 30% 29%
A little 4% 4% 4% 4%
Hardly any 0% 3% 0% 1%
Don’t know 0% 1% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 112 212 477 801



faculty influence may never rise to such a level that it seriously impedes on 
the administration. At its best, cooperative decision making allows both par-
ties to perceive that they have a great deal of influence. When this ideal is not 
achieved, it would appear that the faculty is more likely to experience a loss 
of power, while the administration’s perspective remains unchanged. Finally, 
it is quite possible that real power between faculty and administrators does 
not vary by type of institution but rather that faculty perceptions of their own 
power vary because of differences in government structures. For example, at 
small, baccalaureate institutions, the faculty assembly is more likely to be 
comprised of all faculty members as opposed to a small body of elected rep-
resentatives. Direct participation may increase a professor’s estimate of fac-
ulty voice. In reality, representative government at larger institutions may be 
as effective in advancing faculty interests, yet the actions and successes of 
these bodies may go unnoticed by the average professor. Whatever the case, 
it appears that professors at baccalaureate colleges believe that they have 
more say in the governance of their institutions than do faculty at master’s or 
doctoral institutions.

Table 3.3 shows the major factors that contribute to a respondent’s percep-
tions of power, including demographic/ideological, institutional, and rank/
experiential factors. The most striking feature of these models is their inher-
ent unpredictability. Even when accounting for a dozen theoretically useful 
factors, the model only explains 5 percent of the variance in faculty percep-
tions of voice and 2 percent of the variance in administrators’ perceptions 
(see R2 provided in table 3.3). Institutional factors do play some role in shap-
ing faculty perceptions. Consistent with the results in table 3.2, we find that 
professors who work at baccalaureate institutions are significantly more 
likely than those at master’s institutions to perceive that faculty have a “say” 
in the institution. Those serving at research/doctoral universities tend to think 
the faculty is considerably weaker. Furthermore, an institution’s average ex-
penditure per student plays a relatively important part in shaping professors’ 
perceptions of power, with respondents from wealthier institutions indicating 
that their faculty is more influential than those from poorer schools. The stan-
dardized beta coefficients show that each of the statistically significant insti-
tutional predictors has roughly the same influence on perceptions of power. 
While we hypothesized that smaller schools lend themselves to greater fac-
ulty influence, the model illustrates that institutional size has no effect on 
perceptions of influence once institutional type is factored into the model. 
Thus, while faculty at baccalaureate colleges may, in fact, benefit from more 
direct participation in governance, compared to colleagues at master’s and 
doctoral institutions, differences in size between institutions of the same clas-
sification are not relevant.
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Table 3.3.  Regression Showing Perceptions of How Much “Say” Faculty/Administrators 
Have in Governance

Professors’ 
Perceptions: 

Professors’ “Say”  

Administrators’ 
Perceptions: 

Administrators’ “Say”
Independent Variables Beta Coefficients Beta Coefficients

Constant 3.029 *** 3.186 ***
(0.205) (0.220)

Demographics 
and Ideology

Sex −.067 −.141 **
(0.062) (0.052)

Age −.005 .010 *
(0.004) (0.004)

Party identification −.027 −.007
(0.040) (0.034)

Social Liberalism Index −.017 .040
(0.031) (0.029)

Religious attendance −.008 −.013
(0.016) (0.015)

Income .028 *** .009
  (0.007) (0.006)

Institutional 
Factors

Institution size .000 .000
(0.000) (0.000)

Expenditures per student 4.5E-06 *** −7.1E-07
−(1.3E-06) (0.000)

Doctoral institution −.249 *** .074
(0.070) (0.066)

Baccalaureate institution .382 *** .042
 (0.098) (0.077)

 Rank and 
Experience

Years in higher education .007 −.018
(0.024)

Is professor tenured? −.046 —
(0.075)

Professor’s rank −.042 —
 (0.049)

n 1,331 753

Adjusted R2 0.049 0.021

Note: Standard errors listed in parentheses are * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.



Again mirroring the results of table 3.2, administrators’ perceptions of 
power appear completely unrelated to any of the institutional factors listed in 
table 3.3. The general assertion that administrators have “a great deal” of say 
in institution affairs is roughly the same, notwithstanding their institution’s 
size, funding, or Carnegie classification.

One of the more interesting findings in table 3.3 is the statistically signifi-
cant variations in perceptions of power based on the demographic character-
istics of the individual respondent. Among professors, those with a higher 
income tend to perceive that the faculty is more influential than those with a 
lower income. This may be an accurate reflection of actual power since the 
most valued professors are likely to command the highest salaries, perhaps as 
the result of securing an endowed chair or other recognition. By contrast, 
administrators’ views of power are related to their age and sex. Older admin-
istrators tend to perceive the administration as being slightly more influential 
than younger administrators, while female administrators tend to see their 
administrations as less influential than male administrators.

While the relationships are interesting, we must be careful about proclaim-
ing the direction of causation. For example, perhaps male administrators do, 
in fact, command more authority, while female administrators are more likely 
to build institutional consensus. Thus, by engaging in more extensive consul-
tation with the professoriate, female administrators would be less apt to char-
acterize their own administrations as powerful relative to the faculty. It is also 
possible that women objectively yield the same authority as men but merely 
lack the confidence of their male counterparts. However, we are cautious 
about making definitive claims given that the models predict so little vari-
ance. Even among similar institutions, perceptions of power vary greatly, 
indicating that institutional culture and individual leadership styles are, in all 
likelihood, an important component of perceived influence.

Conflict as a Predictor of Influence

According to Bacharach and Lawler (1980), the presence of conflict contrib-
utes to people’s assessments of power (see also Bacharach and Lawler 1976). 
In the absence of conflict, it is difficult to evaluate the power of various 
groups since all parties can operate under the illusion that they have dictated 
the terms of agreement. However, when people or groups disagree about how 
resources should be distributed, the outcomes of the negotiations provide 
some evidence as to who controls those resources.

Based on our findings in the previous chapter, we hypothesize that profes-
sors and administrators differ in their goals and objectives often enough that 
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there is potential for conflict between the groups. An analysis of the NAASS 
supports this theory, with an important exception. There does appear to be 
some faculty disapproval of administrative action, although there is a good 
deal of variance among professors (see table 3.4). When asked if they support 
the views of the administration about the direction the institution is going, a 
minority of professors, 42 percent, reports that they “usually” or “always” 
agree. A plurality of professors, 46 percent, says that they “sometimes agree,” 
while only 11 percent “usually” or “always” disagree. As expected, faculty 
members at baccalaureate institutions report the most agreement with their 
administrations. Again, faculty attitudes appear to be relatively consistent 
over time. For example, according to the 2007–2008 Higher Education Re-
search Institute survey of college faculty, a minority of 19 percent report that 
“faculty are typically at odds with campus administration” (DeAngelo et al. 
2009). While this question varies somewhat from that used on the NAASS 
study, it demonstrates that few faculty members perceive the administration 
to be at war with faculty goals and objectives. However, the same survey also 

Table 3.4.  “When It Comes to the Direction Your Institution Is Going, Do You [Agree] 
with the Views of . . .” [Question 4.1]

Faculty, Do You [Agree] with the Views of Your Administration?

Baccalaureate Master’s Doctoral/Research Total

Always/usually agree 54% 44% 38% 42%
Sometimes agree 38% 43% 49% 46%
Usually disagree 8% 12% 12% 11%
Always disagree 0% 0% 1% 0%
Don’t know 1% 1% 0% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 132 542 957 1,631

Administrators, Do You [Agree] with the Views of Your Faculty?

Baccalaureate Master’s Doctoral/Research Total

Always/usually agree 69% 70% 71% 71%
Sometimes agree 31% 29% 27% 28%
Usually disagree 0% 0% 1% 1%
Always disagree 0% 0% 1% 1%
Don’t know 0% 0% 0% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 111 213 476 800



demonstrates that a small percentage of professors report that the administra-
tion is “open about its policies” (16.5 percent), and even fewer perceive that 
“administrators consider faculty concerns when making policy” (13 percent). 
Again, these are consistent with our findings from the NAASS survey (table 
3.2), which is slightly more positive on faculty influence.

The important exception to our observation about conflict is that, among 
administrators, there is a greater perception of administrative–faculty agree-
ment on the general direction of the university. The vast majority of admin-
istrators, 71 percent, report that they “always agree” or “usually agree” with 
their faculty. Only 2 percent of administrators state that they usually disagree 
with their faculty members. While there appears to be no difference among 
institution type, we find that those administrators who formerly held research 
or teaching positions report greater agreement with the faculty than other 
administrators. This is consistent with the theory that academics are social-
ized into academic norms and maintain these values as they move into other 
positions. The fact that other administrators report less agreement with fac-
ulty may be a concern for those committed to the concept of shared gover-
nance, given the current trend in higher education to employ administrators 
from outside the academy. According to a study by the ACE, 30 percent of 
college presidents in 2000 had never held a full-time faculty position 
(DeNardis 2001). Waugh (2003) warns that academic administrations are 
becoming increasingly professionalized and that the new academic presi-
dents, recruited from the private sector, do not have the same commitment to 
academic values and shared governance.

Clearly, both professors and administrators cannot be correct about the de-
gree to which they are in agreement about institutional agendas. The fact that 
perceptions of conflict are largely one sided raises some important questions 
about dialogue between professors and administrators. Either professors are 
not able to effectively communicate their dissent to administrators, or they are 
underestimating administrative support for their own positions. From the data 
in this chapter alone, it is difficult to determine the source of the miscommu-
nication. However, in chapter 6 we explore communication between groups in 
more detail and are able to offer some clues as to how members of both groups 
could have such different perceptions of the institutional climate.

Since conflict may help to reveal power differentials, we would expect 
those professors who frequently disagree with the administration to have dif-
ferent assessments of faculty influence than those who most often agree with 
the views of the administration. Those who have little conflict with the admin-
istration would have fewer opportunities to evaluate their relative influence 
since the outcome of successful influence tactics would be identical to the 
outcome of unsuccessful tactics in that both would favor the shared agenda. 
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These more agreeable individuals may perceive that they have a strong voice 
in university matters since they are likely to be appointed to advisory commit-
tees. Those individuals who disagree with the administration may be less 
likely to be appointed to committees. When they do express opinions, it is less 
likely that their positions would guide university policy. Theoretically, these 
individuals would perceive the influence of the faculty to be relatively low.

The data from the NAASS supports this theory. There is a strong, positive 
relationship between a faculty member’s agreement with the views of the 
administration and his or her perception of faculty influence. Those who usu-
ally or always agree with the administration have a strong sense of efficacy, 
with 83 percent of this group reporting that professors have “some” or “a 
great deal” of say in campus matters. Those who usually disagree with the 
administration tell a very different story, with nearly three-quarters reporting 
that the faculty has “a little” or “hardly any” influence (table 3.5). Many 
people will find these results discouraging. The fact that those with dissenting 
opinions believe they have little say in university matters may be a cause for 
concern. Even if these individuals’ assessments are inaccurate and they 
grossly underestimate the power of their dissenting voices, the mere percep-
tion of inefficacy is likely to impact faculty morale and reduce participation 
in campus dialogue (Blackburn and Lawrence 2002; Brogan 1969). This dis-
engagement is of some concern for institutional decision making since re-
search on the role of divergent viewpoints in group deliberations demon-
strates that disagreement improves decision outcomes (Schulz-Hardt, Frey, 
Lüthgens, and Moscovici 2000; Schulz-Hardt et al. 2006). More recent sur-
vey evidence provides additional cause for concern, as only 35 percent of 
faculty respondents report that the statement “There is respect for the expres-

Table 3.5. Faculty Agreement with the Administration versus “Say” in the Institution

Question 4.1 “When it comes to the direction your 
Institution is going, do you [agree] with the views of 

your administration?”

Always/
Usually Agree

Sometimes 
Agree

Usually/Always 
Disagree

Total

Question 4.2: “How 
much say do 
professors have in 
how this institution 
is run?”

A great deal 28% 11% 4% 17%
Some of the time 55% 46% 22% 47%
A little 14% 30% 32% 24%
Hardly any 3% 13% 42% 12%
Don’t know 0% 0% 1% 0%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 680 756 200 1,636



sion of diverse values and beliefs” is “very descriptive” of their institutions 
(DeAngelo et al. 2009).

Collective Bargaining

Faculty members who feel that they have little influence on campus policies 
may support actions designed to strengthen their position. Collective bar-
gaining is often used as a last resort once cooperation between professors 
and administrators is no longer thought possible and the faculty has grown 
tired of “administrative encroachments” (Burgan 2006). Faculty movement 
toward unionization faces heavy administrative resistance and may result in 
the further breakdown of collegial relationships. Research demonstrates that 
campuses with unionized faculty groups have more adversarial relationships 
between professors and administrators (Putten, McLendon, and Peterson 
1997). However, some could argue that the presence of a union is a reflec-
tion of poor faculty–administrative relationships rather than the underlying 
cause of conflict (table 3.6).

Overall, 62 percent of professors surveyed in the NAASS agree with the 
statement that “collective bargaining is important to protect the interests of 
the faculty.” Support for collective bargaining is significantly higher among 
junior faculty, with 73 percent of assistant professors agreeing with the state-
ment, compared to 52 percent of full professors (table 3.5). Support for col-
lective bargaining is also highest among faculty at master’s universities, 
with 72 percent of faculty offering support for collective bargaining, com-
pared to 66 percent support among faculty at baccalaureate colleges and 56 
percent among faculty at doctoral/research institutions. This may be due to 
the nature of the master’s institution. According to Peterson and White 
(1992), faculty and administrators at master’s universities disagree on ques-
tions of academic purpose more than their colleagues at baccalaureate col-
leges or doctoral/research universities. Perhaps most important, faculty em-
ployed at baccalaureate colleges are less likely to support collective 
bargaining, report the highest levels of faculty influence, and perceive that 
they have the most agreement with their administrations.

As one might expect, faculty members who disagree with the views of the 
administration are more likely to believe that collective bargaining is neces-
sary to protect the interests of the faculty (table 3.7). Similarly, those who 
believe that professors have a great deal of say in how the institution is run 
are less likely to support collective bargaining than faculty who believe they 
have little influence. This provides some support for the claim that unioniza-
tion is the result rather than the cause of adversarial faculty–administrative 
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relationships. Opinions on the usefulness of unionization are themselves di-
visive, with only one-quarter of the administrators in our study agreeing that 
collective bargaining is important to protect the interests of the faculty.

Student Demands and Influence

Thus far, our analysis of power and influence in the university has been limited 
to the relationship between the faculty and the administration. However, stu-
dents also place demands on the university. These demands have taken a variety 
of forms over the past several decades. The student protests of the 1960s moved 
beyond earlier calls for improved living conditions on campus and involved the 

Table 3.7.  Perceptions of Power and Importance of Collective Bargaining

Faculty Question: “In your view, compared to 
administrators, how much say do professors have in 

how this institution is run?” [4.2]

Faculty
A Great Deal Some A Little Hardly Any Total

Question 9.1b: 
“Collective 
bargaining is 
important to protect 
the interests of the 
faculty.”

Strongly agree 24% 25% 28% 37% 27%
Moderately agree 32% 34% 37% 33% 34%
Moderately 
disagree 

28% 27% 23% 18% 25%

Strongly disagree 15% 14% 12% 11% 13%

100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 274 744 383 195 1,599 

Administrative Question: “In your view, compared 
to professors, how much say do administrators have 

in how this institution is run?” [4.2]
Administrators

A Great Deal Some A Little Hardly Any Total

Question 9.1b: 
“Collective 
bargaining is 
important to protect 
the interests of the 
faculty.”

Strongly agree 6% 6% 9% 29% 6%
Moderately agree 19% 21% 16% 29% 20%
Moderately 
disagree 

32% 38% 31% 0% 33%

Strongly disagree 42% 36% 44% 43% 41%

100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 508 228 32 7 779 
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university in the larger sociopolitical debates of the era. Students demanded that 
university administrators adopt policies that reflected their views on civil rights, 
war, and the university’s relationship to the “military-industrial complex.” Per-
haps most important, the new student power movement demanded a formal 
voice for students in campus decision making (Lyons and Lyons 1973).

As the turbulence of the 1960s ended, students became less engaged in poli-
tics. However, the student power movement had a lasting effect on how stu-
dents would view their relationship with the university. According to Thelin 
(2004), the “enduring legacy of the organized student movement was recogni-
tion by students of their rights as consumers and as members of the campus 
community . . . they had not forgotten the 1960s’ lessons about the power of 
collective strength to influence the character of the campus” (327). Addition-
ally, the declining enrollments of the mid-1970s created a competition for stu-
dents and tuition dollars that forced administrators to increase campus services, 
improve dormitories, and provide a wide range of extracurricular activities.

As early as the 1970s, faculty bemoaned the new “consumerism” taking 
hold among students (Lyons and Lyons 1973). More recently, criticism has 
been focused on students’ demands as related to the curriculum and includes 
claims that the American college student is interested in grades and degrees 
rather than knowledge. Professors also express concern that students prefer 
easy courses to challenging courses and that they evaluate professors on the 
basis of their ability to entertain and their willingness to hand out high 
marks. Some members of the academy claim that the consumer culture tak-
ing over higher education is counterproductive to higher education’s goals 
of fostering inquiry and creating knowledge (Delucchi and Korgen 2002; 
Delucchi and Smith 1997).

Whatever power struggles exist between the faculty and the administration, 
there is some evidence that they are in agreement when it comes to limiting 
students’ influence on academic policy and course requirements. Ladd and 
Lipset (1975) found that, although faculty members were politically liberal in 
the 1970s, they were fairly conservative on matters of university policy. They 
elected to maintain the status quo and safeguarded faculty control of the cur-
riculum, admissions policies, and personnel decisions. Noel and Fontana 
(1974) reported similar results, finding that neither professors nor administra-
tors showed much support for a student role in proposing new courses or 
evaluating faculty. Since both of these studies were conducted more than 
three decades ago, we must ask whether the recent wave of student consumer-
ism reported by sociologists has had any effect on contemporary views of 
students’ rights and responsibilities.

Using the NAASS data, we compare responses of professors, administra-
tors, and students on two measures: students’ ability to choose their own 



courses and deference to faculty in determining the educational needs of stu-
dents. As expected, the overwhelming majority of professors believes that 
“faculty are the best judges of the educational needs of students” with 39 
percent of respondents strongly agreeing with the statement (table 3.8). The 
majority of administrators also believe that faculty best determine educational 
needs. However, it is worth noting that they feel less strongly about the issue, 
with only 29 percent of administrators strongly agreeing with the statement. 
Students are divided on the question. Almost half the students surveyed dis-
agree with the claim that faculty are best able to judge their educational 
needs. However, it is not clear from the question whether those students who 
disagree believe that they are better able to evaluate their own educational 
needs or whether they would grant this responsibility to some other authority, 
whether it be parents, administrators, or politicians.

The question on course selection more clearly demonstrates that students 
desire greater control over their own educational experience and that this desire 
places them at odds with the faculty and the administration (table 3.9). The 
majority of students, 59 percent, believe that “students should be able to choose 

Table 3.8.  “Faculty Are the Best Judges of the Educational Needs of Students” [Question 9.1ih]

Faculty Student Administrators

Strongly agree 39% 13% 27%
Moderately agree 47% 40% 53%
Moderately disagree 12% 32% 18%
Strongly disagree 1% 14% 2%
Don’t know 1% 0% 1%
Total 100% 100% 100%

n 1,644 1,607 807

Table 3.9.  “Students Should Be Free to Choose Whatever Courses They Want for Their 
Degree Programs” [Question 9.1i]

Faculty Student Administrators

Strongly agree 2% 27% 2%
Moderately agree 10% 32% 9%
Moderately disagree 33% 29% 29%
Strongly disagree 55% 11% 60%
Don’t know 1% 0% 0%

100% 100% 100%

n 1,646 1,607 807 
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whatever courses they want for their degree programs.” Faculty and administra-
tors overwhelmingly disagree with students but show remarkable agreement 
with one another. In fact, administrators are even slightly more opposed than 
faculty to granting students control over their own course selection. It appears 
that, at least in terms of academic course requirements, members of the faculty 
are opposed to giving into student consumer demands. More surprisingly, the 
administration does not appear to be torn between competing faculty and stu-
dent constituencies as one might expect. Rather, administrators are even less 
inclined to allow students to dictate the terms of their academic experience.

Although professors and administrators are not inclined to let students 
dictate their own graduation requirements, both groups do recognize that 
students have a significant voice in university matters, especially in the area 
of faculty tenure and promotion. The vast majority of professors, administra-
tors, and students agree that student evaluations of professors are important 
to faculty advancement (tables 3.10 and 3.11). Overall, administrators are 
most likely to rate student evaluations as “very important,” a finding that may 
be unsettling to professors who had hoped the buzz about student evaluations 
was exaggerated. Among professors, perceptions differ according to faculty 
rank. Junior professors view student evaluations as most important, with 41 
percent of assistant professors believing that they are “very important,” com-
pared to 36 percent of associate professors and 31 percent of full professors.

The biggest differences in perception of student evaluations occur some-
what predictably according to institutional classification. Professors, admin-
istrators, and students all consider student evaluations to be most important at 
baccalaureate institutions and least important at doctoral/research institutions. 
However, the difference in perception is most notable among the faculty. At 
doctoral/research institutions, only 29 percent of professors consider student 
evaluations to be “very important” for faculty advancement, compared to 58 
percent of professors at baccalaureate colleges. This gap in perception may 
reflect the realities of the tenure and promotion systems, which place greater 
emphasis on teaching and less emphasis on research at undergraduate col-
leges. However, if this were the case, one would expect to see similar differ-
ences between administrators at these types of institutions. While administra-
tors at doctoral/research universities do rate student evaluations as less 
important than their baccalaureate counterparts, the difference is not as sub-
stantial as that observed among the faculty. At research institutions, 37 per-
cent of administrators rate student evaluations as “very important,” compared 
to 49 percent of administrators at undergraduate institutions.

Although faculty, administrators, and students all agree that students do 
have a good deal of control over faculty careers, not all agree that this is ap-
propriate or useful. The perception that career achievement depends on stu-
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dent approval may make professors better educators if they perceive that 
students are objective, competent evaluators. However, if professors believe 
that students simply reward those who are less challenging, then they may 
simply adjust classroom demands accordingly. One survey of faculty found 
that 67 percent of professors agree that student evaluations promote lenient 
grading (Kolevzon 1981). Ryan, Anderson, and Birchler (1980) found that a 
third of professors admitted to lowering their own grading standards in order 
to improve evaluations.

Conclusion

Our analysis suggests that the university is a complex political environment 
with various internal constituencies competing for influence and power. 
Compared to professors and administrators, students are less confident in the 
faculty’s ability to determine their educational needs and believe that they 
should have greater control over their own educational experiences. Profes-
sors and administrators are overwhelmingly opposed to granting students the 
type of control they desire. Thus, we find little support for claims that faculty 
and administrators are sympathetic to the “student as consumer” mentality. 
With that said, all three constituencies agree that student evaluations of teach-
ing are important for faculty advancement, a realization that is likely to im-
pact faculty behavior, whether it be for the better or for the worse.

While faculty members and administrators may agree on limiting the 
power of students to determine their own academic requirements, they dis-
agree about the role that they themselves play in dictating the direction of the 
university. The vast majority of administrators believe that they have a sub-
stantial voice in institutional matters. Professors are less positive about their 
own influence, with a sizable number indicating that they have little or no 
influence. More important, faculty perception of influence appears to be re-
lated to agreement with the administration. Professors who disagree most 
with the direction of the administration rate faculty influence substantially 
lower than those who tend to agree with the administration. It is possible that 
these people do have less say in the institution, as administrators may be less 
likely to appoint them to advisory committees or other offices. It is also pos-
sible that these individuals merely perceive their influence to be lower than 
that of other members of the faculty since their policy preferences are imple-
mented less often. However, we argue that professors cannot assess their ca-
pacity for influence without some conflict since outcomes would not reveal 
the distribution of power. Accordingly, the dissenting voices among the fac-
ulty may have the most accurate perspective of the division of power. Even 



if this is not the case, the perception of influence is itself a concern since it is 
likely to influence people’s actions. Faculty who believe that their capacity to 
change university policy is low will be less likely to make demands or engage 
in campus dialogue. The fact that administrators report high levels of agree-
ment with their faculty can be an indication that there is little conflict with the 
faculty. However, the results might also indicate that dissenting voices are 
present but not being heard.

Our results suggest that the system of shared governance is not operating 
to the satisfaction of the faculty and that the situation is likely to get worse 
before it gets better. The majority of professors surveyed believe that collec-
tive bargaining is necessary to protect the interests of the faculty. Those who 
disagree with the administration most often and those who perceive faculty 
influence to be low are more likely to support collective action than their 
agreeable, efficacious peers. The fact that junior faculty members are more 
likely to favor collective bargaining than their senior colleagues is something 
of an ominous sign for administrators, who tend to oppose unionization ef-
forts. Unless this support for collective bargaining naturally fades as profes-
sors achieve greater professional success, one might expect a gradual increase 
in support for unions as this newer cohort of professors occupies an ever-
greater proportion of the faculty ranks. Our results suggest that challenges to 
shared governance are also likely to increase as more administrators are hired 
from outside the academy. We find that administrators with no prior teaching 
or research experience have less collegial relationships with the faculty; they 
report greater disagreement with their faculty and perceive the faculty to have 
less say in campus matters.

The results of this chapter suggest some challenges for institutional growth 
and reform. A significant number of professors perceive that they are in dis-
agreement with their administrations on the future and direction of their insti-
tutions. If this disagreement is real, professors and administrators may be 
working at cross-purposes. While faculty may perceive their influence to be 
low in some areas, they maintain considerable control over the curriculum and 
may fail to adopt curricular requirements that support the broader goals of the 
administration. Even if the disagreement is imagined, however, faculty who 
believe they are opposed to administrative objectives may adopt obstructionist 
positions. Perception of disagreement has consequences in and of itself.

It is also apparent that a sizable group of professors perceive themselves to 
have little voice in campus matters and that this is not an agreeable circum-
stance. In fact, those professors who rate the faculty as weak support mea-
sures to strengthen faculty influence, including collective bargaining agree-
ments. External reformers may find themselves in the midst of a turf war and 
mired in the gridlock of shared governance.
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Chapter Four

Politics and Culture Wars

Any analysis of conflict and values within higher education would be woe-
fully incomplete without some discussion of political and social values. 
While it is true that political values are the source of some conflict within the 
academy, the larger division appears to be between the academy and the pub-
lic. In times of political turmoil, these divisions in values and perspectives 
become more apparent, prompting the public and government officials to take 
notice of educational practices. Thus, during several periods in our nation’s 
history, the academy has had to defend not only its educational practices but 
also the political practices of those it employs.

In the years following World War II, Senator Joseph McCarthy and the House 
Un-American Activities Committee accused several prominent academics of 
working with the Communist Party, a charge that, in the most severe cases, led to 
the firing of tenured professors. As John Thelin (2004) explains in A History of 
American Higher Education, this was a trying time for the academy:

Although the highly publicized congressional hearings chaired by Senator Mc-
Carthy have received the most attention, these national episodes were only one 
part of the story of the postwar politics of higher education. The investigations 
conducted by state legislatures and campus administrations showed that local 
politics were especially important in shaping academic freedom . . . numerous 
state university presidents took the initiative to subject their faculties to loyalty 
oaths and codes of conduct exceeding anything that vigilant congressional or 
state officials might have required. Many campus presidents proved to be more 
interested in defusing external scrutiny than in defending their professors’ tradi-
tional rights of academic freedom. (277)

While the McCarthy era was marked by an external assault on higher edu-
cation, the Vietnam War presented another sort of challenge—an assault on 



the institution from within. Students organized campus demonstrations 
against U.S. involvement in the war and directly criticized universities for 
their support of the “military-industrial complex.” The campus unrest at-
tracted some media attention in the early years of the war. However, the vio-
lent confrontations between protesters and National Guard troops at Kent 
State University and Jackson State University “propelled the campus move-
ment into the mainstream of American news and life with a force that was 
wrenching and riveting” (Thelin 2004, 310). These events further radicalized 
the student antiwar movement. Demonstrations became more aggressive, 
often interrupting classes and interfering with the basic function of the uni-
versity. The inability or unwillingness of campus administrators to control the 
situation raised questions about the mission and integrity of higher education. 
Again, the academy faced intense scrutiny and was portrayed as a haven for 
radical leftism and anti-American sentiment.

While the academy routinely faces scrutiny, critics often claim that it is 
not responsive to external critiques. Because of a deep commitment to aca-
demic freedom and confidence in their own professional expertise, academ-
ics tend to resist government reforms and other intrusions into academic 
culture. Yet criticism of the academy often raises the very sort of questions 
that social scientists seek to answer. The McCarthy investigations raised 
questions about the values, politics, and loyalties of the professoriate. In 
response, sociologists Paul Lazarsfeld and Wagner Thielens (1958) pub-
lished The Academic Mind, which included the first in-depth study into the 
attitudes and values of academics. Nearly two decades later, in the midst of 
campus unrest surrounding the Vietnam War, Carl Ladd and Seymour Mar-
tin Lipset (1975) expanded this line of research with their own study of 
professorial politics, The Divided Academy.

Following the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Center and 
the Pentagon, institutions of higher education once again found themselves in 
the midst of the culture wars. The threat of terrorism and the impending war 
in Iraq revealed a chasm between academic discourse and public sentiment. 
At a time when the majority of Americans favored U.S. military action 
against Iraq, college professors across the country opposed military action 
and organized to rally support for their position.1 At the University of Penn-
sylvania, a group of faculty formed the “Penn Faculty & Staff Against War 
on Iraq,” which issued a public statement condemning the war and held a 
teach-in to “protest the impending war.”2 Across the nation, similar faculty 
groups emerged at Stanford, the University of Colorado, and the University 
of Minnesota, to name but a few. At the University of California, Los Ange-
les (UCLA), the Academic Faculty Senate overwhelmingly approved, by a 
vote of 180 to 7, a resolution condemning the war in Iraq. Similar resolutions 
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were passed by faculty governance organizations at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara (UCSB), and Oregon State University.3 At some colleges 
and universities, activity was less structured, but the vast majority of institu-
tions hosted some form of antiwar activity in the post-9/11 years, initiated by 
either faculty or students.

While much of the campus activity against the war went relatively unno-
ticed by those outside the academy, it was difficult for the public to ignore the 
controversy surrounding Ward Churchill, chair of the Department of Ethnic 
Studies at the University of Colorado. Churchill, who the university later 
charged with research misconduct and dismissed from his position, had writ-
ten an essay claiming that the victims who died in the World Trade towers 
helped to provoke the attacks:

They formed a technocratic corps at the very heart of America’s global finan-
cial empire—the “mighty engine of profit” to which the military dimension of 
U.S. policy has always been enslaved—and they did so both willingly and 
knowingly. Recourse to “ignorance”—a derivative, after all, of the word 
“ignore”—counts as less than an excuse among this relatively well-educated 
elite. To the extent that any of them were unaware of the costs and conse-
quences to others of what they were involved in—and in many cases excelling 
at—it was because of their absolute refusal to see. More likely, it was because 
they were too busy braying, incessantly and self-importantly, into their cell 
phones, arranging power lunches and stock transactions, each of which trans-
lated, conveniently out of sight, mind and smelling distance, into the starved 
and rotting flesh of infants. If there was a better, more effective, or in fact any 
other way of visiting some penalty befitting their participation upon the little 
Eichmanns inhabiting the sterile sanctuary of the twin towers, I’d really be 
interested in hearing about it.4

The conservative media discussed Churchill’s statement at great length, 
with particular attention from Fox News’s Bill O’Reilly, who expressed out-
rage and repeatedly called for Churchill’s dismissal. Faculty initiatives to 
defend Churchill, in the name of academic freedom, furthered the perception 
that academia was again the bastion of radical, anti-American thought.5

Even before Ward Churchill became the poster boy for academic radical-
ism, David Howoritz began to mount an aggressive inquiry into the politics 
of higher education. In 2003, he founded Students for Academic Freedom, a 
group dedicated to promoting intellectual diversity on campus and securing 
the adoption of an “Academic Bill of Rights” aimed at protecting students 
from political and religious discrimination. In their mission statement, the 
group specifically notes that one-sided teach-ins, such as the one held at the 
University of Pennsylvania following 9/11, are violations of students’ aca-



demic freedom rights. Prompted by the Academic Bill of Rights, several 
state legislatures held hearings on issues of academic freedom, faculty poli-
tics, and the politicization of the academy, with varying degrees of success. 
In response to these legislative inquiries, several state universities in Penn-
sylvania, Ohio, and elsewhere passed policies dictating the professional re-
sponsibility of professors to remain objective in the classroom and outlining 
grievance procedures for students who believe their professors have not 
acted accordingly.

According to Ladd and Lipset (1975), what made the Vietnam and McCarthy 
years especially problematic for academics is that these periods were marked 
by “deep tensions and conflicts in the polity.” This is especially troublesome 
for those who discuss sensitive social issues as a matter of their profession—
social scientists—and are hence vulnerable to criticism for the positions they 
take. The period following 9/11 is similar to these earlier eras in that political 
turmoil and disagreement served to reveal rather than to create a division be-
tween the intellectual elite and the mass public. The North American Academic 
Survey Study (NAASS), conducted two years before the 9/11 terrorist attacks, 
reveals that even in less tumultuous times, academics are consistently at odds 
with the rest of the nation on a wide range of policy issues.

Political Views of the Faculty

Surveys of academics reveal a long history of faculty support for left-wing 
political parties. After decades of studying the issue, Seymour Martin Lipset 
(1982) summarized the research findings as follows:

A number of surveys of American professorial opinion, taken since World War 
II, have shown that, as a group, academics are more likely than any other oc-
cupational group, including manual workers, to identify their views as left or 
liberal, to support a wide variety of egalitarian social and economic policies, and 
to back small leftist third parties and/or vote Democratic. (144)

While Lipset based his conclusions on faculty surveys from the 1950s 
through the early 1980s, the propensity for academics to affiliate with the 
political left appears to extend beyond this time frame. According to the 1999 
NAASS, the majority of faculty, 50 percent, report that they identify with the 
Democratic Party. A sizable group, 34 percent, identify as independents, 
while only 12 percent affiliate with the Republican Party. The University of 
Michigan’s National Election Study reveals that the nation’s politics are far 
more balanced, with 31 percent of the general public identifying with the 
Democratic Party and 29 percent identifying with the Republican Party.6
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The NAASS also reveals that faculty members tend to take liberal positions 
on a range of policy issues, especially when compared to the rest of the popu-
lation. This is true of all the social policy issues listed in table 4.1. For exam-
ple, on the issue of abortion, professors are remarkably united, with 84 percent 
of those surveyed reporting that it is a woman’s right to decide whether to have 
an abortion. According to the 2000 National Election Study, less than 40 per-
cent of the general public supports a women’s unconditional right to an abor-
tion. Similarly, a 1998 General Social Survey (GSS) poll demonstrates that the 
issue of homosexuality divides the nation, with 58 percent of respondents 
signifying that the practice is “always wrong” and just under 30 percent indi-
cating that it is “not wrong at all.” By contrast, college professors are far more 
supportive of homosexual rights, with 67 percent of those surveyed reporting 
that homosexuality is as acceptable a lifestyle as heterosexuality.7 Professors 
are also overwhelmingly supportive of cohabitation among unmarried couples, 
with 76 percent reporting that this is acceptable. Yet national survey results 
show that the rest of the population is less supportive of cohabitation, with 
only 44 percent of the public stating that it is alright for an unmarried couple 
to live together with no intention of marrying.8

Although attention to professorial politics tends to intensify during times 
of crisis, when the views of the academy most openly clash with public opin-
ion, the results of the NAASS reveal that professors hold liberal views on a 
wide range of issues. Since professors are not normally compelled to form a 
faculty group on behalf of cohabitation or government regulation of business, 
the public is less aware of these divisions.

The fact that college professors tend to hold liberal policy positions and 
favor the Democratic Party is only part of the story. College professors are 
also not typical members of their own party. Strikingly, the NAASS shows 
that a majority of Republican professors “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with 
the assertion that “it is a woman’s right to decide whether or not to have an 
abortion.” By contrast, according to the 2000 National Election Study, only 
26 percent of Republicans in the general population believe that “by law a 
woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal 
choice.” Among Republican college professors, 45 percent indicated that they 
“agree” or “strongly agree” that “it is alright for a couple to live together 
without intending to get married.” Among the general public, only 32 percent 
of Republicans “agree” or “strongly agree” with the same assertion.9 In terms 
of their acceptance of homosexuality, 25 percent of Republican professors 
agree that “homosexuality is as acceptable a lifestyle as heterosexuality,” 
while only 17 percent of Republican respondents in the general population 
believe that homosexuality is “not at all wrong.” The differences are not just 
confined to social politics. Among Republican faculty, 39 percent agree that 



Ta
bl

e 
4.

1.
 

Po
lit

ic
al

 V
ie

w
s 

of
 t

he
 F

ac
ul

ty

Pa
rt

y 
Id

en
tif

ic
at

io
n

D
em

oc
ra

t
In

de
pe

nd
en

t
R

ep
ub

lic
an

D
on

’t 
K

no
w

/O
th

er
To

ta
l

Pe
rc

en
t 

of
 f

ac
ul

ty
 w

ho
 “

st
ro

ng
ly

 a
gr

ee
” 

or
 “

so
m

ew
ha

t 
ag

re
e”

 w
it

h 
th

e 
fo

llo
w

in
g 

st
at

em
en

t
 

 
 

 

So
ci

al It 
is

 a
 w

om
an

’s 
rig

ht
 to

 d
ec

id
e 

w
he

th
er

 o
r 

no
t t

o 
ha

ve
 a

n 
ab

or
tio

n.
95

%
80

%
51

%
78

%
84

%
 *

**
It 

is
 a

lri
gh

t f
or

 a
 c

ou
pl

e 
to

 li
ve

 to
ge

th
er

 w
ith

ou
t i

nt
en

di
ng

 to
 g

et
 m

ar
rie

d.
85

%
72

%
45

%
77

%
76

%
 *

**
H

om
os

ex
ua

lit
y 

is
 a

s 
ac

ce
pt

ab
le

 a
 li

fe
st

yl
e 

as
 h

et
er

os
ex

ua
lit

y.
81

%
60

%
25

%
67

%
67

%
 *

**

Ec
on

om
ic

M
or

e 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

ta
l p

ro
te

ct
io

n 
is

 n
ee

de
d,

 e
ve

n 
if 

it 
ra

is
es

 p
ri

ce
s 

or
 

co
st

s 
jo

bs
.

96
%

87
%

63
%

82
%

89
%

 *
**

Th
e 

go
ve

rn
m

en
t s

ho
ul

d 
w

or
k 

to
 r

ed
uc

e 
th

e 
in

co
m

e 
ga

p 
be

tw
ee

n 
ri

ch
 a

nd
 p

oo
r.

83
%

66
%

39
%

72
%

72
%

 *
**

Th
e 

go
ve

rn
m

en
t s

ho
ul

d 
w

or
k 

to
 e

ns
ur

e 
th

at
 e

ve
ry

on
e 

ha
s 

a 
jo

b.
78

%
56

%
37

%
70

%
66

%
 *

**
Th

e 
le

ss
 g

ov
er

nm
en

t r
eg

ul
at

io
n 

of
 b

us
in

es
s 

th
e 

be
tte

r.
19

%
44

%
80

%
42

%
35

%
 *

**
C

om
pe

tit
io

n 
is

 h
ar

m
fu

l. 
It 

br
in

gs
 o

ut
 th

e 
w

or
st

 in
 p

eo
pl

e.
19

%
12

%
7%

26
%

16
%

 *
**

R
ac

e A
m

er
ic

a 
is

 a
 r

ac
is

t s
oc

ie
ty

.
73

%
58

%
37

%
70

%
63

%
 *

**
N

o 
on

e 
sh

ou
ld

 b
e 

gi
ve

n 
sp

ec
ia

l p
re

fe
re

nc
e 

in
 jo

bs
 o

r 
co

lle
ge

 
ad

m
is

si
on

s 
on

 th
e 

ba
si

s 
of

 th
ei

r 
ge

nd
er

 o
r 

ra
ce

.
43

%
64

%
86

%
61

%
56

%
 *

**



M
is

ce
lla

ne
ou

s
W

ith
 h

ar
d 

w
or

k 
an

d 
pe

rs
ev

er
an

ce
, a

ny
on

e 
ca

n 
su

cc
ee

d 
in

 th
is

 
co

un
tr

y.
58

%
74

%
91

%
51

%
67

%
 *

**

W
hi

ch
 d

o 
yo

u 
th

in
k 

is
 m

or
e 

im
po

rt
an

t: 
fr

ee
do

m
 o

r 
eq

ua
lit

y?
 

(e
qu

al
ity

 r
es

po
ns

es
)

44
%

24
%

12
%

38
%

33
%

 *
**

H
ow

 p
ro

ud
 a

re
 y

ou
 to

 b
e 

A
m

er
ic

an
? 

(p
ro

ud
 r

es
po

ns
es

)
84

%
88

%
94

%
55

%
85

%
 *

**

Pa
rt

y 
id

en
tif

ic
at

io
n

50
%

34
%

11
%

5%
10

0%
A

pp
ro

xi
m

at
e 

nu
m

be
r 

of
 r

es
po

nd
en

ts
 (n

)
82

2
54

8
17

9
79

1,
62

7

N
ot

e:
 S

ta
tis

tic
al

 s
ig

ni
fic

an
ce

 o
f a

 s
im

pl
e 

co
rr

el
at

io
n 

be
tw

ee
n 

th
e 

re
sp

on
de

nt
s’ 

vi
ew

s 
an

d 
th

ei
r 

pa
rt

y 
id

en
tif

ic
at

io
n 

ex
cl

ud
in

g 
“d

on
’t 

kn
ow

” 
an

d 
“o

th
er

” 
(*

 p
 <

 0
.0

5,
 *

* 
p 

<
 0

.0
1,

 *
**

 p
 

<
 0

.0
01

).



“the government should work to reduce the income gap between rich and 
poor.” According to the 1998 GSS, among the general population, only 20 
percent of Republicans “agree” or “strongly agree” that “it is the responsibil-
ity of the government to reduce the differences in income between people 
with high incomes and those with low incomes.”10

Like Republican professors, Democratic professors tend to hold far more 
liberal views than their counterparts outside of academia. Among self-identi-
fied Democrats in the professoriate, 95 percent “agree” or “strongly agree” 
that “it is a woman’s right to decide whether or not to have an abortion.” Ac-
cording to the 2000 National Election Study, only 48 percent of Democratic 
respondents believe that abortion should be made available without restric-
tions “as a matter of personal choice.” Among professors, 85 percent of 
Democratic professors believe that it is alright for couples to live together 
without intending to get married. According to the 1998 GSS, only 46 percent 
of Democrats outside of academia agree. On the question of homosexuality, 
81 percent of Democratic professors agree that “homosexuality is as accept-
able a lifestyle as heterosexuality.” According to the 1998 GSS, 34 percent of 
Democrats in the general population believe that homosexuality is “not at all 
wrong.” When asked about the government’s role in reducing the income 
gap, 83 percent of Democratic professors “agree” or “strongly agree” that the 
government should work to reduce the gap. Among Democratic respondents 
to the 1998 GSS, only 45 percent assign government this responsibility.

Researchers have noted that the political positions of elected officials are 
more extreme than those of the general public (Converse 1964; Jennings 
1992). However, in these instances, the distinction is created largely by the 
public’s failure to adhere to a strict ideological framework. In other words, 
the average person does not see a clear connection between issues like taxes, 
free trade, and same-sex marriage. They tend to hold a mix of policy positions 
that do not adhere to any clear ideological framework. As a consequence, 
Republican politicians tend to hold views that are consistently to the right of 
the average Republican, while Democratic politicians tend to hold views to 
the left of the average Democrat. In politics, elites simply hold extreme posi-
tions, compared to the party base. In academia, the ideological gap is unidi-
rectional, with both Democrats and Republicans holding views that place 
them to the left of the average member of their own party. In this sense, recent 
concerns about the political imbalance within the academy may be under-
stated. The small number of Republican faculty behave, on a number of is-
sues, much like the average Democrat, while faculty Democrats are posi-
tioned at the left end of their party.

Our findings about the relative ideology of college professors are consistent 
with other studies on the politics of the academy. For example, Rothman and 
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Lichter (2009) find that self-identified moderates in academia tend toward the 
left in terms of their policy positions. Klein and Stern (2009) similarly argue 
that self-identification is a problematic measure of ideology in academia since 
it tends to be a relative concept. As such, policy positions in academia may be 
far more telling than either self-identified ideology or political party affilia-
tion. While there is some evidence that professors are claiming more moderate 
political identifications in recent years (Gross and Simmons 2007), this ap-
pears to be a change in self-perception rather than a genuine change in political 
values. Even still, the evidence is that self-identified liberals continue to out-
number self-identified conservatives by a substantial margin.11

Politics of the Administration

College administrators are also academics, and we might expect their politi-
cal views to be identical to those of the faculty. However, while most college 
administrators are former professors, the trend appears to be toward hiring 
external administrators with managerial experience in the corporate sector. 
According to the American Council on Education’s report The American Col-
lege President, 30 percent of college presidents in 2000 had never held a 
full-time faculty position. We demonstrated in the previous chapter that these 
individuals have different values and relationships with faculty. Even among 
administrators who move up through the faculty ranks, we might expect to 
see some difference in opinion with the faculty as a result of their unique 
goals and experiences.

If there is an ideological divide between professors and administrators, it is 
unclear how much this would actually influence the campus environment. On 
the one hand, professors have a great deal of autonomy in their classrooms 
and maintain the academic freedom to research and write without outside 
interference. On the other hand, administrative offices have grown in size 
over the past several decades and are becoming more influential in shaping 
the campus climate. As we demonstrate in chapter 3, faculty perceptions are 
that the administration exercises significant control over university policy.

Based on the results of the NAASS, we find little evidence that administra-
tors serve to moderate the views of the faculty. In terms of party affiliation, 
our survey reveals no significant difference between faculty and administra-
tors, with 50 percent of the administrators reporting a Democratic Party af-
filiation and 12 percent reporting a Republican Party affiliation (see table 
4.2). On the social policy issues, administrators echo the views of the faculty, 
with similar majorities supporting homosexuality, cohabitation, and a wom-
an’s right to an abortion.
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On other issues, administrators show some modest differences from the 
faculty. Administrators are less supportive of government regulation of busi-
ness and are half as likely as faculty to agree that competition is harmful. 
Perhaps because of their own career success, administrators are more likely 
to believe that anyone can succeed through hard work and perseverance. They 
are also slightly less likely than faculty to agree that America is a racist soci-
ety, although the majority of them still believes this to be true. Yet, despite 
the fact that administrators perceive less racism and greater opportunity to 
succeed, they are also more likely than faculty to support preferential hiring 
and admissions policies for women and minorities.

Students’ Political Values

A review of professorial and administrative politics may lead some to con-
clude that there is little difference of opinion on a college campus. While 
faculty and administrators appear to be of the same voice and largely support 
the Democratic Party and liberal policy positions, the same is not true of the 
student population. Students’ party affiliations are far more in line with those 
of the general population, with 32 percent identifying with the Democrats and 
26 percent identifying with the Republicans. Perhaps not surprisingly, stu-
dents are far more likely to confess that they have no party preference or that 
they have a preference for a third party.

On social issues, students tend to be fairly liberal, perhaps in part because 
of their relative youth. The majority of students supports a woman’s right to 
an abortion and believes it is acceptable for an unmarried couple to live to-
gether. Students are more divided on the issue of homosexuality, with only a 
slight majority agreeing that it is an equally acceptable lifestyle. On all three 
issues, students demonstrate greater ideological diversity than their profes-
sors, with smaller numbers taking a liberal position.

On several other issues, students take a more liberal stance than professors 
and administrators. For example, students are more likely to believe that the 
government should work to ensure that everyone has a job. They are also 
more likely to believe that competition is harmful, although the overwhelm-
ing majority still disagrees with this statement.

Students show great concern for the environment, yet are not as likely as 
professors and administrators to risk job loss or higher prices in order to pro-
tect the environment. Students are also more likely than their educators to 
believe that less government regulation of business is better. The greatest gap 
in opinion between students and their educators is on the issue of preferential 
treatment of minorities. Despite the fact that students are equally as likely as 
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professors to say that America is a racist society, they are overwhelmingly 
opposed to affirmative action in jobs or college admissions; 85 percent of 
them agree that no one should receive preferential treatment because of race 
or gender. This resistance to preferential treatment may be due to their rela-
tive idealism, as they are overwhelmingly of the opinion that anyone can get 
ahead through hard work and perseverance. We explore these attitudes in 
more detail in chapter 5.

Some critics of the academy express concerns that students are being “in-
doctrinated” by liberal professors. In order for large numbers of students to be 
vulnerable to influence, they need to hold viewpoints that differ from their 
educators. On some issues, students tend to be fairly liberal themselves, which 
raises the question of whether professors’ liberalism can have any real impact 
other than to reinforce students’ prior beliefs. On some issues, such as the 
government’s responsibility for providing jobs or reducing income inequali-
ties, students are even more liberal than their professors, making it unlikely 
that college professors would have a great “liberalizing” effect in these areas. 
While it may be the case that a few conservative students are being pulled to 
the left on these issues, it would be more likely that a student would be pulled 
to the right. Yet on other policy issues, as well as on general political orienta-
tion, the average professor does appear to be well to the left of the average 
student. On the issue of homosexuality, for example, 45 percent of students 
believe it is not an acceptable lifestyle. These students find that the vast major-
ity of their professors hold views that are in conflict with their own.

While there is less difference between students and faculty on other issues, 
this may be even more problematic for students who find themselves to be in 
the minority. For example, one-quarter of all students not only find that their 
views on abortion are in conflict with the views of their professors and ad-
ministrators but also find that their beliefs place them at odds with two-thirds 
of their classmates. The same is true of the 20 percent of students who are 
skeptical of the need for more environmental protections. For these students, 
the college environment may appear to be stacked against them.

Given that students differ from faculty and administrators on a number of 
policy issues, one might ask whether college has a net effect on students’ 
politics over the course of four years. The NAASS allows us to compare first-
year college students to those who are further in their educational experience 
(see table 4.3). We observe some differences in attitudes between first-year 
students and those in their senior year. It is important to note that while some 
data sets allow researchers to observe changes in individual students at two 
distinct points in time (see Woessner and Kelly-Woessner 2009a, 2009b), the 
NAASS survey permits us to compare the views of first-year students only 
with their fourth-year counterparts. Accordingly, any observed differences 



Table 4.3.  Political Views of the Students by Year

Year in School 
First Second Third Fourth Total  

Party identification
Democrat 32% 29% 34% 31% 32%
Independent 35% 36% 33% 36% 35%
Republican 26% 26% 28% 26% 26%
Don’t know/other 7% 8% 5% 7% 7%

Percent of students who “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” with the following statement

Social
It is a woman’s right to decide whether  
or not to have an abortion.

74% 68% 78% 73% 73%

It is alright for a couple to live together 
without intending to get married. 

67% 70% 68% 68% 68%

Homosexuality is as acceptable  
a lifestyle as heterosexuality. 

50% 55% 56% 57%  55%*

Economic
More environmental protection is needed, 
even if it raises prices or costs jobs. 

80% 82% 76% 81% 80%

The government should work to reduce  
the income gap between rich and poor.

81% 78% 71% 72%  75%**

The government should work to ensure 
that everyone has a job.

79% 77% 73% 73%  75%**

The less government regulation  
of business the better. 

54% 52% 51% 54% 53%

Competition is harmful. It brings  
out the worst in people. 

22% 24% 20% 19% 21%

Race
America is a racist society. 62% 62% 67% 64% 64%
No one should be given special preference 
in jobs or college admissions on the basis 
of their gender or race 

87% 87% 84% 84% 85%

Miscellaneous
With hard work and perseverance,  
anyone can succeed in this country. 

86% 86% 83% 86% 85%

Which do you think is more important: 
freedom or equality? (equality responses)

38% 38% 31% 36% 36%

How proud are you to be American? 
(proud responses)

90% 89% 88% 90% 89%

Approximate number of respondents (n) 399 313 357 538 1,607  

Note: Statistical significance of a simple correlation between the respondents’ views and their year in school  
(* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001).
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are not necessarily the result of changes in opinion, as we cannot know for 
certain what the fourth-year respondents believe when they too were in their 
first year. Nonetheless, if concerns over the political indoctrination of under-
graduates are correct, we would expect to see some evidence of systematic 
shifts in students’ beliefs by cohort. When students from different cohorts 
hold roughly the same views, it is reasonable to infer that their beliefs are not 
meaningfully shaped by their institution.

On the issue of homosexuality, students appear to be more liberal in their 
senior year than in their first year, with a gain of seven percentage points in 
acceptance of homosexuality.12 In this case, students appear to be moving 
toward their professors and administrators. It seems less likely that this 
change would be due to peer influence since peers are divided on the issue 
and could exert influence in either direction. While it is possible that the 
mere exposure students have to different groups of people makes them more 
accepting of others, it is worth noting that administrators and faculty play a 
role in forming a campus culture that fosters acceptance of alternative life-
styles. Most colleges and universities have an “Office of Diversity” or simi-
larly named entity whose primary function is to promote diversity and ac-
ceptance of people of a different race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. 
Compared to these issues, the other policy issues on our survey have little 
institutionalized support. With perhaps a rare exception, there is not a large, 
campuswide coordination of efforts to promote abortion rights, environmen-
tal protection, or cohabitation.13

On several issues, college seniors are slightly to the right of their first-
year counterparts. College seniors are more conservative on issues dealing 
with redistribution of wealth, with a nine-percentage-point difference be-
tween first-year students and fourth-year students. College seniors are also 
less likely to believe that the government should work to ensure that every-
one has a job. It is interesting to note that, on these issues, professors are 
more conservative than students. In other words, if students’ views are be-
coming more conservative, they are, nonetheless, moving in the direction of 
the faculty.14 However, it is unclear whether this is due to faculty influence 
or, rather, to educational gains in the area of economics. In one study of 
college students, Whaples (1995) found that students were more likely to 
believe that the free market is “fair” after taking a general economics course 
and that this change occurred in courses taught by both liberal and conser-
vative professors.

Students’ partisan loyalties are consistent across the cohorts. Since party 
affiliation often involves deep loyalties that are passed down from parents or 
acquired through other forms of socialization, we would not expect to see 
dramatic changes in these attachments over the course of a four-year period. 



However, people’s policy positions are more malleable, and it is reasonable 
to expect some attitudinal change on these issues as young people examine 
and refine their values. However, even in most of the policy areas, students’ 
aggregate attitudes do not appear to vary much between their first and final 
years. This raises some question about charges that campuses politically in-
doctrinate students. However, as Sidanius, Levin, van Laar, and Sears (2008) 
note, the steadfastness of college students’ attitudes over four years’ time also 
raises serious questions about the effectiveness of campus programs aimed at 
changing racial attitudes, an issue we address in chapter 5.

Divisions within the Professoriate

Thus far in this chapter, we have treated the faculty as one general body. 
However, it is important to recognize that there are notable differences among 
professors based on discipline, sex, and other characteristics. These divisions 
within the professoriate are important, as students may be exposed to more or 
less diversity of opinion depending on their area of study and/or the profes-
sors with whom they have contact.

Disciplinary Differences

There is some debate about whether there are enough conservative Republi-
cans in higher education to provide students with the variety of viewpoints 
required in a “free marketplace of ideas.” While it may be possible for 11 
percent of the faculty to adequately challenge the general consensus, not all 
professors are equally skilled, equipped, or willing to discuss the contentious 
issues of the day. In some disciplines, there may be relatively little discussion 
of political events. Thus, the distribution of political views within areas of 
study is an important component of the campus culture.

In the fields where political, social, and moral issues are most likely to be 
discussed, the social sciences and the humanities, faculty are the most politi-
cally imbalanced. In the humanities, 61 percent of faculty members identify 
with the Democratic Party compared to 5 percent with the Republican Party 
(see table 4.4). The social sciences exhibit a similar tilt, with 59 percent 
Democrats and 9 percent Republicans. The most political diversity occurs 
among faculty in fields we have marked as “other,” which are composed 
largely of agriculture and physical education. The sciences and professional 
studies lie somewhere in between. It is important to note, however, that al-
though the social sciences and humanities faculty have the distinction of be-
ing the most Democratic and the most liberal on policy issues, faculty in the 
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professional studies and natural sciences are also slanted heavily toward the 
Democratic Party. Likewise, the majority of the faculty in the physical sci-
ences and professional studies hold liberal views on abortion, homosexuality, 
cohabitation, and a number of economic issues. Even among the professional 
studies faculty, the majority agree that the government should work to reduce 
income inequality and provide employment.

It appears that, although certain disciplines are more liberal than others, the 
underrepresentation of Republicans is generally a widespread phenomenon. 
More important, the fact that Republicans are more concentrated in the fields 
that are least likely to be engaged in political discussions may have the effect 
of exaggerating the political imbalance in campus discourse. This may also 
contribute to the appearance that the campus is even more politically homo-
geneous than the facts indicate.

Sex and Politics

As one might expect, there are notable differences between men and women 
in the professoriate, with women holding policy positions and party loyalties 
to the left of their male colleagues. The sex-based differences in academia are 
especially interesting since they occur among individuals of similar educa-
tional obtainment, economic level, and employment status (see table 4.5). 
Despite these similarities, women identify with the Democrats by a margin of 
fourteen percentage points over men, exceeding the gender gap of nine per-
centage points found in the population at large.15

On specific policy issues, we see further evidence of division between the 
sexes. Women are more liberal than men on all the social issues. For example, 
women are more accepting of homosexuality by fifteen percentage points. 
Women are more supportive of a woman’s right to an abortion and are more 
likely to support cohabitation. Women are also slightly more likely to call for 
increases in environmental protection. On issues regarding the role of govern-
ment in economic affairs, which include regulating business, providing jobs, 
and reducing income inequalities, there is relatively little difference between 
men and women. As a whole, women appear to be more concerned with is-
sues of equality, with 42 percent of women rating equality as more important 
than freedom, compared to 30 percent of men. Women are much more likely 
to agree that competition is harmful, although the overwhelming majority 
does not believe this to be true.

The most notable difference between men and women is on the issue of 
racism in America. Female members of the faculty are far more likely than 
men, with a gap of twenty percentage points, to agree that America is a rac-
ist society. Perhaps as a result, women are less likely than men to believe 



Table 4.5.  Political Views of the Faculty by Sex

Sex    

Male Female Total

Party identification
Democrat 47% 61% 50%
Independent 36% 27% 34%
Republican 12% 7% 11%
Don’t know/other 5% 5% 5%

Percent of faculty who “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” with the following statement 
Social

It is a woman’s right to decide whether or not to have 
an abortion. 

82% 90% 84%***

It is alright for a couple to live together without 
intending to get married. 

74% 81% 76%**

Homosexuality is as acceptable a lifestyle as 
heterosexuality.

63% 78% 67%***

Economic
More environmental protection is needed, even if it 
raises prices or costs jobs.

87% 93% 89%**

The government should work to reduce the income 
gap between rich and poor. 

72% 71% 72%

The government should work to ensure that everyone 
has a job.

64% 70% 66%*

The less government regulation of business the better. 36% 36% 36%
Competition is harmful. It brings out the worst in 
people. 

13% 23% 16%***

Race
America is a racist society. 58% 78% 63%***
No one should be given special preference in jobs or 
college admissions on the basis of their gender or 
race.

58% 49% 55%**

Miscellaneous
With hard work and perseverance, anyone can 
succeed in this country.

69% 59% 67%***

Which do you think is more important: freedom or 
equality? (equality responses)

30% 42% 33%***

How proud are you to be American? (proud responses) 86% 81% 85%**

Approximate number of respondents (n) 1,224 421 1,645  

Note: Statistical significance of a simple correlation between the respondents’ views and their sex (* p < 0.05, ** p 
< 0.01, *** p < 0.001).
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that anyone can succeed through hard work and perseverance and are more 
likely to favor preferential admissions and employment policies for women 
and minorities.

These differences are important given the demographic changes that have 
occurred in the professoriate. When Ladd and Lipset’s faculty survey was 
distributed in 1969, women occupied one position in six. At the time the 
NAASS was conducted, the ratio of women to men had grown to one in three 
(Schuster and Finkelstein 2006). This would suggest that, as women continue 
to join the academic ranks and advance into senior positions, the campus may 
become even more dominated by the political left.

Generational Differences among Faculty

The July 3, 2008, edition of the New York Times featured a front-page article 
titled “The ’60s Begin to Fade as Liberal Professors Retire.” The author, 
Patricia Cohen, reported that younger professors are more ideologically mod-
erate than their baby-boomer counterparts. She concludes that the university 
will undergo significant change as the radical baby boomers begin to retire. 
The article relied heavily on data from sociologists Neil Gross and Solon 
Simmons (2007), who surveyed over 1,400 faculty members and asked them 
to self-rate their political ideology. The researchers concluded in their report, 
The Social and Political Views of American Professors, that younger faculty 
members are less likely than their senior colleagues to identify as “liberal” 
and more likely to identify themselves as “moderate.”

The research findings are sound and raise some interesting questions 
about generational changes in the professoriate. However, it is unclear 
from the Gross and Simmons report whether the difference in ideological 
rating is a real difference in political opinion or merely a difference in self-
perception. Ideological self-rating is a limited measure of political orienta-
tion because it is relative. Former president of Harvard Larry Summers has 
quipped that when he worked for the Clinton administration in Washing-
ton, he viewed himself to be on “the right half of the left” but that in aca-
demia he found himself to be “on the right half of the right” (Jaschik 
2007). The baby boomers may be more likely to identify as radicals be-
cause their views were extreme at one time, when their political self-
identities were being formed. Faculty members of the younger generation 
may hold the same views or be even more liberal, and yet they may per-
ceive these to be moderate positions within the academic community. For 
these reasons, we chose to focus our analysis on people’s party identifica-
tion and policy positions, since placement on these items is not measured 



in comparison to others; one is objectively pro-choice no matter how many 
colleagues share this position.

In fact, Gross and Simmons report some evidence that would suggest that 
younger professors are objectively more liberal on some measures. Although 
younger professors report that they are less ideological, they take more liberal 
positions on social issues involving sex and gender, including acceptance of 
homosexuality and abortion. The authors also find that younger faculty mem-
bers are more inclined to allow personal politics to influence their careers. 
More so than their senior colleagues, younger respondents agree that it is ac-
ceptable for a professor’s political and religious beliefs to influence their 
choice of research topics.

Our own data analysis, based on the NAASS, demonstrates that, when 
measured in terms of policy preferences, younger professors do not appear to 
be more moderate (see table 4.6). For example, they are a bit more likely to 
identify with the Democratic Party. Although self-perception may be moder-
ating as the baby boomers retire, the overrepresentation of Democrats in aca-
demia appears to increase with the newer generation. We also find that 
younger professors are more liberal on some policy issues. For example, they 
are more likely than their older colleagues to say that America is a racist so-
ciety. Additionally, 61 percent of the “pre-baby-boomer” generation agreed 
that homosexuality is “as acceptable a lifestyle as heterosexuality,” while 
three-quarters of the faculty classified as “late and post-baby-boomer” felt 
that homosexuality was morally on par with heterosexuality.

It is worth noting that there are other potentially important differences be-
tween our study and the Gross and Simmons study that warrant additional 
consideration. First, the Gross and Simmons study was conducted seven years 
after the NAASS study. If, within those seven years, the youngest cohort sud-
denly embraced more moderate positions on ideological controversies, the 
abrupt shift in issue positions would not be reflected in the NAASS study. 
Second, whereas the NAASS study was designed to examine the opinions of 
those at four-year institutions, Gross and Simmons elected to include faculty 
respondents from community colleges, arguing that it better reflects the val-
ues of academia as a whole. If the shift they report toward professorial mod-
eration is driven largely by the unique contribution of professors from 
America’s community colleges, the ideological realignment would not show 
up in the NAASS study. Nonetheless, the drift toward social liberalism, ob-
served in the NAASS data set, would still be readily applicable to professors 
at America’s four-year institutions.

From our perspective, the most likely explanation for the difference be-
tween our findings comes down to the difference between self-identified 
ideology and policy positions. Whereas Gross and Simmons find that younger 
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Table 4.6.  Political Views of the Faculty by Generation

Generation

Total
Pre Baby 
Boomers

Early Baby 
Boomers

Late and 
Post Baby 
Boomers

Party identification
Democrat 49% 50% 53% 50%
Independent 36% 35% 29% 34%
Republican 11% 12% 10% 11%
Don’t know/other 3% 4% 8% 5%

Percent of faculty who “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” with the following statement
Social

It is a woman’s right to decide whether or 
not to have an abortion.

86% 83% 83% 84%

It is alright for a couple to live together 
without intending to get married.

72% 77% 80% 76%***

Homosexuality is as acceptable a 
lifestyle as heterosexuality.

61% 68% 75% 67%***

Economic
More environmental protection is 
needed, even if it raises prices or costs 
jobs. 

86% 90% 90% 88%**

The government should work to reduce 
the income gap between rich and poor. 

70% 71% 75% 72%

The government should work to ensure 
that everyone has a job. 

65% 68% 65% 66%

The less government regulation of 
business the better. 

35% 34% 39% 36%

Competition is harmful. It brings out the 
worst in people. 

15% 15% 17% 16%

Race
America is a racist society. 55% 67% 70% 63%***
No one should be given special preference 
in jobs or college admissions on the basis 
of their gender or race.

60% 50% 56% 56%*

Miscellaneous
With hard work and perseverance, 
anyone can succeed in this country.

68% 64% 68% 67%

Which do you think is more important: 
freedom or equality? (equality responses)

32% 34% 35% 33%

How proud are you to be American? 
(proud responses)

91% 84% 78% 85%***

Approximate number of respondents (n) 627 542 470 1,639

Note: Statistical significance of a simple correlation between the respondents’ views and their age in years (* p < 
0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001).



academics perceive themselves to be more mainstream than their older coun-
terparts, there is no evidence that the positions of college faculty are becom-
ing more moderate. In the final analysis, a professor’s actual views may be of 
greater societal consequence than his or her perception of personal ideology. 
From this standpoint, the considerable gap between the views of the public 
and those of the professoriate are still quite large, and, on the basis of the 
NAASS survey, we see no evidence that this chasm will narrow anytime in 
the foreseeable future.

Politics and Scholarly Achievement

The research on faculty politics leaves little doubt as to the political leanings 
of the professoriate. The overall consensus is that academics tend to be well 
to the left of the general population. This is true whether we measure their 
politics in terms of party affiliation, ideological self-rating, or policy posi-
tions. With that said, there is still some question as to why this is the case. 
David Horowitz and other critics contend that conservative thinkers are inten-
tionally shut out of the academy by liberal academics. Others argue that there 
is some degree of self-selection involved.

In earlier studies of faculty political values, both Lazarsfeld and Thielens 
(1958) and Ladd and Lipset (1975) found a relationship between liberalism 
and academic achievement. Ladd and Lipset (1975) concluded that academia 
rewards original thought. Thus, a successful scholar is one who challenges 
the social and political structure:

The intellectual community, of which faculty are a part, is inherently questioning, 
critical, and socially disruptive. . . . Intellectuals, as distinct from professionals, 
are concerned with creation of knowledge, art, or literature. In awarding status 
within the occupation, the emphasis is on creation, innovation, avant-gardism. 
Professionals are the users of knowledge. And many writers such as Thorstein 
Veblen, Joseph Schumpeter, and C. P. Snow have pointed out that inherent in the 
obligation to create, to innovate, has been the tendency to reject the status quo, 
to oppose the existing or the old as philistine. Intellectuals, as Tocqueville noted, 
are also more likely than those in other occupations to be partisans of the ideal, 
of the theoretical, and thus to criticize reality from this standpoint. (11)

Ladd and Lipset (1975) found that, when ranked by the quality of their 
respective schools, professors at the most prestigious universities not only 
identified more readily as liberals but also held left-leaning positions more 
often than colleagues at less prestigious institutions. For example, professors 
at elite institutions were more likely to favor bussing for school integration, 
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prefer an immediate withdrawal of U.S. forces from Vietnam, and support 
“radical student activism” on college campuses.

Conducted more than twenty-five years after the Ladd and Lipset (1975) 
study, the NAASS provides an important opportunity to reexamine this link 
between liberalism and scholarship. Rather than compare the accomplish-
ments of liberal and conservative scholars purely on the basis of their institu-
tion’s reputation, we also examine the publishing record of the survey respon-
dents. The results, while not entirely inconsistent with Ladd and Lipset’s 
earlier findings, do provide a more nuanced understanding of the link be-
tween a scholar’s worldview and the propensity to succeed in the academy.

Much like the analysis conducted by Ladd and Lipset in 1975, table 4.7 
breaks down faculty views based on the prestige of the institution. We di-
vided colleges and universities into three tiers, based on a synthesis of US 
News & World Report’s reputational rankings and the Carnegie classifica-
tions (see appendix 3). Our analysis reveals that the difference in partisan 
affiliations between those employed at the top institutions and those em-
ployed at bottom-tier schools is relatively modest. Among top-tiered schools, 
52 percent of respondents reported that they were Democrats, as compared to 
48 percent of the lowest-ranked schools. Indeed, the higher-ranking schools 
have only half as many faculty aligned with the Republican Party. However, 
given the scarcity of Republicans in academia overall, this represents only a 
seven-point difference.

On specific issue positions, liberalism and institutional prestige are more 
closely linked. Nevertheless, the ideological gap between those at the most 
prestigious institutions and those at lower-ranked institutions appears to be 
confined to social issues rather than economic issues. For example, we find 
a twenty-percentage-point gap in opinion between academics at high- and 
low-ranking schools on the issue of homosexuality. On economic issues, we 
find that the differences among tiers of institutions are small, with those at 
top institutions showing slightly more support for environmental regulations 
and a government role in correcting income inequality. Among America’s 
most elite institutions, there is also greater faculty support for affirmative 
action programs.

Measures of scholarly productivity reveal similar patterns, with more pro-
ductive scholars taking more liberal positions on social issues. Interestingly, 
we find that the most productive scholars in the professoriate actually tend to 
hold more conservative views on a range of nonsocial issues.

The partisan gap in scholarly productivity looks much the same as the di-
vide based on institutional prestige. Just over half of all academics identify as 
Democrats, regardless of their publishing history. Whereas Republicans con-
stitute 13 percent of the least prolific publishers, they constitute only 8 percent 



Table 4.7.  Political Views of the Faculty by University Rankings

University Ranking
Bottom Middle Top Total

Party identification
Democrat 48% 51% 52% 50%
Independent 34% 33% 34% 34%
Republican 15% 12% 8% 11%
Don’t know/other 4% 4% 6% 5%

Percent of faculty who “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” with the following statement
Social

It is a woman’s right to decide whether or 
not to have an abortion.

79% 85% 87% 84%***

It is alright for a couple to live together 
without intending to get married.

66% 75% 83% 76%***

Homosexuality is as acceptable a lifestyle 
as heterosexuality.

56% 67% 76% 67%***

Economic
More environmental protection is needed, 
even if it raises prices or costs jobs.

88% 87% 90% 88%*

The government should work to reduce 
the income gap between rich and poor.

70% 70% 74% 72%*

The government should work to ensure 
that everyone has a job.

67% 63% 67% 66%

The less government regulation of 
business the better.

40% 40% 29% 36%

Competition is harmful. It brings out the 
worst in people. 

17% 19% 12% 16%

Race
America is a racist society. 64% 64% 63% 63%
No one should be given special preference 
in jobs or college admissions on the basis 
of their gender or race.

62% 56% 50% 56%***

Miscellaneous
With hard work and perseverance, 
anyone can succeed in this country.

69% 68% 64% 67%

Which do you think is more important: 
freedom or equality? (equality responses)

33% 32% 35% 33%

How proud are you to be American? 
(proud responses)

91% 85% 80% 85%***

Approximate number of respondents (n) 486 525 635 1,645

Note: Statistical significance of a simple correlation between the respondents’ views and their college ranking (* p < 
0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001).
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of the most prolific publishers.16 The pattern holds when political views are 
measured by issue positions. On social issues, the most productive scholars 
tend to take more liberal positions than their less productive counterparts. As 
shown in figure 4.1, the link between social liberalism and publishing success 
is statistically significant but substantively modest. The most important varia-
tions appear to occur between those who report between zero and four publica-
tions and those who published four or more articles in the last five years.

On economic questions, we find only one statistically significant relation-
ship between policy positions and publishing success. Yet, in this case, fac-
ulty with the highest rates of publication tend to take the more conservative 
position. Those who report the most scholarly productivity are substantially 
less likely to agree that “competition is harmful.”

On racial issues, the relationship between professional achievement and 
political attitudes is mixed. We find that publishing success is unrelated to 
support for affirmative action. However, the most accomplished scholars are 
less likely to characterize America as a “racist society.” Among the least 
published scholars, 18 percent “strongly agree” that America is a racist soci-
ety, compared to only 10 percent for the most published professors. Part of 
this difference is a function of gender and race. According to the data, women 
and minorities tend to publish less prolifically than white males. Conse-
quently, they constitute a disproportionately large segment of professors with 
the least publications. Since women and minorities are more likely to view 
America as a “racist society,” much of this difference can be explained on the 

Figure 4.1.  Publishing and Social Liberalism



basis of demographic differences between the groups. Yet, even controlling 
for race, sex, and sexual orientation, the least productive professors are still 
more likely to characterize America as a racist society.

The relationship between ideology and scholarship is complicated, with 
social issues and economic issues operating in competing directions. The 
complexity of these relationships was identified, to some degree, by the ear-
lier work of Ladd and Lipset (1975). For example, Ladd and Lipset concluded 
that on the issue of affirmative action, professors were divided into a number 
of camps. While the researchers found that many liberals favored affirmative 
action, they also concluded that the most successful academics were more 
likely to oppose affirmative action, precisely because it violated norms of 
meritocracy. Our results from the NAASS echo this finding, with higher-
publishing professors placing greater importance on meritocracy. For exam-
ple, respondents are asked questions about the merits of hard work and the 
importance of equality. When asked to respond to the claim that “with hard 
work and perseverance, anyone can succeed in this country,” the most pub-
lished professors were slightly more likely to agree. When asked which value 
is more important, freedom or equality, those who had published the most 
were less likely to choose equality.

Taken together, tables 4.7 and 4.8 provide a more comprehensive view of 
the link between ideology and academic success. We find some support for 
Ladd and Lipset’s claim that liberals are more productive scholars, but only 
when ideology is measured on social dimensions. On questions of competi-
tion, self-reliance, and equality, there are either no observable differences 
between high-achieving and low-achieving academics, or, by some esti-
mates, the most productive scholars are actually more conservative. This 
finding does, however, reflect Ladd and Lipset’s claims that productive 
scholars were liberal but that the highest-achieving academics also placed a 
priority on meritocracy. Hence, it would appear that high-achieving scholars 
are more apt to challenge the status quo on some social issues but do not 
exercise the same level of criticism for the competitive economic market-
place that rewards their efforts. One might conclude that successful academ-
ics, thus, have merely learned to adopt the norms of the profession in order 
to advance their own careers, embracing both liberal social policies and a 
commitment to meritocracy. Louis Menand (2010) argues that young aca-
demics are heavily socialized into the norms of the professoriate, through 
graduate school and their pretenure years, such that the academic profession 
is essentially “cloning” itself.

As we mentioned earlier, women are both more liberal and less likely to 
publish. As such, it is useful to examine the relationship between scholarship 
and ideology while accounting for differences in sex. Figure 4.1 demon-
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Table 4.8.  Political Views of the Faculty by Publishing

Refereed Articles or Chapters in 
the Past Five Years

0–4 5–14 >14 Total

Party identification
Democrat 51% 50% 51% 50%
Independent 31% 35% 37% 34%
Republican 13% 9% 8% 11%
Don’t know/other 5% 5% 4% 5%

Percent of faculty who “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree” with the following statement
Social

It is a woman’s right to decide whether or 
not to have an abortion.

81% 87% 86% 84%**

It is alright for a couple to live together 
without intending to get married. 

72% 79% 78% 76%***

Homosexuality is as acceptable a lifestyle 
as heterosexuality. 

63% 70% 72% 67%*

Economic
More environmental protection is needed, 
even if it raises prices or costs jobs. 

87% 89% 90% 88%

The government should work to reduce the 
income gap between rich and poor. 

71% 73% 71% 72%

The government should work to ensure that 
everyone has a job. 

65% 68% 66% 66%

The less government regulation of business 
the better.

37% 33% 35% 36%

Competition is harmful. It brings out the 
worst in people. 

19% 17% 5% 16%***

Race
America is a racist society. 66% 64% 55% 63%***
No one should be given special preference 
in jobs or college admissions on the basis 
of their gender or race.

58% 53% 55% 56%

Miscellaneous
With hard work and perseverance, anyone 
can succeed in this country. 

66% 64% 74% 67%**

Which do you think is more important: 
freedom or equality? (equality responses)

35% 35% 24% 33%**

How proud are you to be American? 
(proud responses)

88% 80% 86% 85%

Approximate number of respondents (n) 793 555 295 1643

Note: Statistical significance of a simple correlation between the respondents’ views and number of refereed articles 
in press in the past five years (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001).



strates that there is a similar relationship between social liberalism and pub-
lication success for both men and women. However, low-publishing women 
are still more liberal than high-publishing men. This supports our earlier 
claim that women will have a liberalizing effect on the academy, and it ap-
pears that this would happen across a range of institutions, regardless of their 
demands for scholarship.

If the relationship between scholarship and social liberalism were confined 
only to the social sciences, one could make a plausible argument that this 
provides some evidence for discrimination. In an ideologically charged disci-
pline where political controversies are often an important component of 
scholarly research, conservatives might have a difficult time getting articles 
into refereed journals. However, looking to figure 4.2, the data suggest quite 
the opposite. While there is a modest statistical relationship between publish-
ing and liberalism in every field (minus the category specified as “other”), the 
relationship is strongest among professors in the natural sciences. The most 
prolific publishers among professors of the natural sciences tend to hold the 
most liberal views on abortion, cohabitation, and homosexuality, issues that 
would, theoretically, have little to do with their publication records.

Ladd and Lipset did note that, while the creation of knowledge is some-
thing more suited for liberals, the transmission of existing knowledge suits 

Figure 4.2.  Publishing and Social Liberalism by Field
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those with conservative ideologies. Thus, those on the political right may be 
more inclined toward teaching and, as a consequence, be less inclined toward 
scholarship. This commitment to teaching and transmitting knowledge could 
apply to those in the physical sciences as well. This may also help to explain 
why Republicans are found in greatest numbers at community colleges and in 
lowest numbers at top research institutions. Indeed, there is some relationship 
between political orientation and interest in teaching. Among Democratic 
professors who responded to the NAASS, 29 percent state that they would 
like to spend half their time or more on teaching, as opposed to research and 
administrative work. Among Republican professors, 44 percent would prefer 
to spend the majority of their time on teaching.

Woessner and Kelly-Woessner (2009b) provide additional evidence to 
support the argument that politics is related to interest in scholarship. For 
example, liberal college students are most likely to say that they desire to 
“create original works.” This desire increases the likelihood that students will 
pursue a PhD. However, one should not confuse a desire to do academic work 
with the ability to do academic work. The authors further demonstrate that 
conservative college students earn similar grades compared to liberal students 
and have academic records that would allow them to pursue graduate educa-
tion in equal numbers if they so chose. The relationship between faculty 
achievement and ideology is a bit more complicated.

Among our sample, liberals/Democrats tend to be employed at more presti-
gious institutions than their conservative/Republican counterparts. On an 
eight-point scale, where a value of 8 denotes a highly prestigious institution 
and a 1 denotes a minimally prestigious institution, Democratic professors 
averaged an institutional score of 5.3, while Republican professors averaged a 
4.5. When measured in terms of the three-part social liberalism scale17 (e.g., 
abortion, homosexuality, and cohabitation), those who provide liberal answers 
to all three questions were employed by institutions with an average prestige 
score of 5.5, while those who offered conservative responses averaged a 4.4.

The fact that left-leaning scholars tend to publish more often than their 
right-leaning counterparts suggests that some differences in their institutional 
placement might be perfectly logical. The question remains, to what extent 
does the difference in scholarly productivity account for the prestige gap? 
Replicating the basic statistical model first reported by Rothman, Lichter, and 
Nevitte (2005), we examined the extent to which a professor’s social liberal-
ism is related to the prestige of his or her academic appointment. The first 
model is designed to replicate the basic elements of the original Rothman et 
al. model, including controls for ideology, demographics, and scholarship. 
When Rothman and Lichter (2009) replicated the original model, they de-
fined productivity as follows:



To determine whether any political differences could be traced to different 
achievement levels by right- and left-leaning faculty, we constructed an aca-
demic achievement index from items measuring the number of refereed journal 
articles, chapters in academic books, books authored or co-authored, service on 
editorial boards of academic journals, attendance at international meetings of 
one’s discipline, and proportion of time spent on research. (70–71)

Concerned that one element of the aforementioned achievement variables 
may itself be largely a product of a professor’s institutional prestige,18 we 
constructed a second model in which the “time devoted to research” is omit-
ted from the equation. The results of both the original model and the revised 
model are reported in table 4.8.

According to our analysis, the most important predictors of a professor’s 
institutional prestige are publishing success and time spent on research. This 
is precisely what one would expect to find, as universities naturally reward 
scholarly productivity. However, both model 1 and model 2 provide evidence 
that a number of other factors also predict a respondent’s institutional pres-
tige. All else being equal, noncitizens tend to have more prestigious posts 
than U.S. citizens. Men tend to have more prestigious appointments than 
women, and nonblacks tend to be at more prestigious schools than blacks.19 
Again, even controlling for publication achievement, social liberals tend to 
work at more prestigious institutions than do social conservatives.20

It is interesting that noncitizens enjoy a slightly higher institutional ranking 
than their American citizen counterparts. However, given the emphasis that 
higher education has placed on providing a “global” education, it is possible 
that universities perceive international scholars to provide a benefit that may 
offset their relative lack of publications. International professors may be use-
ful in providing different perspectives, teaching courses in foreign cultures 
and languages and recruiting high-quality international students.

Accounting for variations in merit, it is more difficult to explain the differ-
ence in institutional prestige found on the basis of sex, race, and ideology. 
There are several possible explanations for the apparent discrepancy between 
merit and institutional prestige. Nonetheless, since the data cannot provide a 
definitive explanation of the prestige gap, each alternative is worthy of seri-
ous consideration.

First, it is possible that the apparent discrepancy in institutional prestige is 
the result of imperfections in the way the model measures merit. For example, 
a simple enumeration of refereed articles fails to capture the quality of those 
publications or their prominence in the academic literature. If, within any 
given discipline, women, blacks, and social conservatives are more apt to 
publish in specialized journals with a somewhat more narrow focus in the 
discipline, the model might overestimate their scholarly contribution. As 
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such, their tendency to be employed at less prestigious institutions may be a 
result of their inability to publish in top journals.

Second, it is possible that women, blacks, and social conservatives select out 
of competitive placements because of a belief that academia discriminates 
against members of their group. While this is theoretically possible, we find 
little evidence to support this. As we demonstrate in chapter 5, the majority of 
conservatives do not believe that they are discriminated against on the basis of 
their political orientation. While many blacks do report that they believe they 
experience difficulty in the hiring process, whites actually report that they have 
the more difficult time. Similarly, women are actually less likely to believe they 
face hiring discrimination than men. Hence, we conclude that the lower place-
ment of these three groups is probably not due to self-selection, based on the 
belief that they will be discriminated against in the hiring process.

Third, it is possible that the gap in institutional prestige is linked to con-
scious choices that women, blacks, and social conservatives make as they 
enter the job market. Women, blacks, and conservatives may simply place 
less importance on working at elite institutions. For blacks and women, these 
elite institutions may represent old systems of power and influence. Blacks 
and women may have more egalitarian perspectives that enable them to place 
greater value on less prestigious institutions. Likewise, conservatives may be 
more likely to value institutions that focus less on liberal education and offer 
more cost-effective career training. We do find some evidence that women 
and social conservatives prefer to spend a greater proportion of their time 
teaching when compared to males and social liberals. There is no statistically 
significant difference in teaching preferences based on race. Additionally, 
professors who are more concerned with balancing work and family may opt 
to teach at a less demanding institution. Indeed, other research concludes that, 
at least for women and conservatives, the desire to raise a family may influ-
ence career paths and workplace behavior (Drago et al. 2006; Mason and 
Goulden 2002; Woessner and Kelly-Woessner 2009b).

Among black faculty, the prestige gap could be a by-product of a conscious 
decision to teach at a historically black college or university. In her synthesis 
of the relevant literature, Johnson (2004) argues that, while the reasons black 
professors are drawn to historically black institutions are complex, many 
faculty have a special affinity for educating black students. Since historically 
black colleges are typically rated lower in terms of institutional prestige, such 
a decision would impact the group’s rankings overall. In fact, if we remove 
historically black colleges and universities from our analysis, the relationship 
between race and institutional prestige vanishes.21

Taken together, if women, blacks, and social conservatives are even mar-
ginally less motivated to teach at prestigious institutions, it might well ex-
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plain the gap between their scholarly productivity and their placement, which 
we observe in table 4.9. It is important to reiterate that while the limited re-
search suggests that blacks, women, and conservatives may have different 
priorities when seeking employment, the self-selection hypothesis is merely 
one alternative, and the results are not conclusive.

Finally, the prestige gap observed for women, blacks, and social conserva-
tives may be the result of discriminatory practices. While measures of merit 
do account for the majority of difference in career placement, women, blacks, 
and conservatives end up at less prestigious institutions even after controlling 
for these factors. In the case of women and blacks, the academy often views 
this as a sign of a clear problem. Even if there is no evidence of blatant dis-
crimination, the higher-education community argues that more effort is 
needed to recruit members of these groups into elite institutions. Yet the same 
claim could be made for social conservatives, who are also likely to end up 
at lower-ranked institutions than their publication records would warrant.

Perhaps ironically, minorities (particularly conservatives) considering en-
tering the academy can take some solace in the results of table 4.9. In their 
totality, the models demonstrate that whatever bias may cloud the academic 
hiring process, it is truly small compared to objective measures of academic 
performance. To demonstrate the overriding importance of academic merit in 
securing a prestigious position, we constructed two additional variations on 
model 2, one that excludes the social-ideology variable (model 2A) followed 
and one that excludes various measures of merit (model 2B).

The key to understanding the relative importance of both merit and ideol-
ogy can be found in the line indicating each model’s R2. To social scientists 
and statisticians, the R2 (variance explained) value provides an important clue 
as to whether a group of independent variables (e.g., age, articles published, 
social-liberalism, and so on) can be used to accurately predict the value of a 
dependent variable (e.g., the professor’s university prestige). An R2 of 0.00 
would reveal that the independent variables provide no useful information 
about the value of the dependent variable and thus explains 0 percent of the 
variation observed in the sample. If our statistical model had an R2 close to 0, 
we would know that none of our predictors, like merit or ideology, were in 
any way related to the university prestige. On the opposite extreme, an R2 of 
1.00 means that the independent variables can perfectly predict the behavior 
of the dependent variable, explaining 100 percent of the differences observed 
in the sample. Because of the complexity of human behavior and the limita-
tions on the data, in the social sciences, R2s exceeding 0.40 (where the vari-
able explains 40 percent of the variation observed in the sample) are exceed-
ingly rare. Generally R2 values ranging between 0.20 and 0.30 are considered 
strong models, explaining a fair portion of the otherwise mysterious varia-
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tions in the observed behavior. By comparing the results of alternatively 
configured statistical models, it is possible to identify which variables have 
the greatest impact on the behavior in question.

Based on the changes in the explained variance (R2), it is clear that success 
in publishing is the overriding factor in explaining a respondent’s placement 
at a more prestigious institution. Model 2, with its complete battery of ideo-
logical, demographic, and scholarly predictors, explains 20 percent of the 
total variation in institutional prestige. By eliminating the social-ideological 
variable (model 2A), the explained variance drops to 19 percent. When we 
restore the social-ideological variable but eliminate the measures of profes-
sional merit,22 the explained variance drops to just under 8 percent. By these 
estimates, merit constitutes a vast majority of the model’s explained variance. 
If bias plays any systematic role in hiring and promotions, it would typically 
occur in borderline cases, where a person’s professional accomplishments 
placed them at the edge of a job offer or promotion. In these instances, even 
a small, unconscious bias on the part of a faculty committee could make a 
critical difference. On balance, the results listed in table 4.9 suggest that for 
most professors, their position within academia is defined by their scholar-
ship, not their beliefs, sex, or race.

Finally, as Rothman, Lichter, and Nevitte (2005) observed, the highest-
publishing women, blacks, and social conservatives (with more than 14 pub-
lications each) hold placements that are equal in rank to the highest-publish-
ing men, whites, and social liberals. Among moderate publishers (between 
five and fourteen publications), the prestige gap applies only to social ideol-
ogy, with conservatives in this group being employed at less prestigious in-
stitutions. When the regression estimations used in model 2 are confined to 
professors with fewer than five articles/chapters published in the past five 
years (n = 694), we observe a statistically significant link between university 
prestige and race, sex, and social ideology. At the lower end of the publishing 
scale, women, blacks, and conservatives fair worse than their publication his-
tory, alone, would indicate.

To place the ideological gap in some perspective, we looked to the NAASS 
interviews to determine how often faculty believe that they had been treated 
unfairly on the basis of politics (we explore reports of unfair treatment against 
women and blacks in chapter 5). In the course of the NAASS interview, fac-
ulty, students, and administrators are asked, “Have you ever personally been 
treated unfairly because of [your] race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
religious beliefs, or political views?” Those respondents who report problems 
are given up to three opportunities to characterize this unfair treatment with an 
open-ended response. Table 4.10 provides a summary of those responses, fo-
cusing specifically on respondents who believe that their mistreatment is re-
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lated to politics. Among faculty, just over 2 percent of respondents believe that 
they have been treated unfairly as a result of political beliefs. Overall, liberal/
Democratic professors are as likely to cite politics as the root of their mistreat-
ment as their conservative/Republican counterparts. Similarly, administrators 
and students report very few incidents of political mistreatment. While the 
statistical models in table 4.9 show that there may, in fact, be a prestige gap 
among social conservatives, based on the open-ended portion of the NAASS, 
it does not appear that conservative respondents would characterize it as overt 
or serious ideological discrimination.

Further evidence that conservative/Republican faculty are not necessarily 
the victims of widespread mistreatment can be found in a retrospective ques-
tion posed to faculty that asks, “If you were to begin your career again, would 
you still want to be a college professor?” The results in table 4.11 show that, 
overall, 55 percent of Republicans and 58 percent of Democrats answer 
“definitely yes,” with fewer than 5 percent of either group responding “defi-
nitely no.” Overall, 58 percent of socially liberal faculty and 57 percent of 
social conservatives answer “definitely yes,” with fewer than 5 percent of 
either group responding “definitely no.” Similarly, examining levels of career 
satisfaction, we find no statistically significant difference by partisanship and 
social ideology.

It is important to note, however, that Republicans’ satisfaction with their 
careers may not be due to their relative treatment within the academy. Rather, 
Pew Center surveys convey that Republicans are happier in general, with 
about 45 percent of Republicans reporting that they are “very happy,” com-
pared to 30 percent of Democrats. The difference in happiness is persistent 
and appears regardless of which party is in control of the government and 
even holds up after controlling for income (Taylor, Funk, and Craighill 
2006). In fact, given that liberals are far more likely to perceive the campus 
environment as discriminatory, which we demonstrate in the following chap-
ter, it is somewhat surprising that they are not less satisfied with their careers 
than Republicans.

Conclusion

During periods in our nation’s history, political and social crises have served 
to unveil deep ideological divisions between the general public and the aca-
demic elite. We demonstrate that these divisions are present on a wide range 
of issues and exist in the absence of a national political crisis. The results of 
our analysis confirm some of what we already know, that college professors 
are located well to the left of the general public and that Democrats outnum-
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ber Republicans in the professoriate by substantial margins. However, our 
analysis in this chapter also produces some new revelations about the politics 
of the academy. For example, we demonstrate that both Republican and 
Democratic professors hold policy positions that are to the left of their parti-
san brethren. This suggests that the political tilt among the professoriate may 
actually be more severe than mere party identification would indicate. Further 
analysis of professors’ views on specific issues would serve to strengthen our 
understanding of academic politics.

In the first study to examine the political views of the administration, we 
demonstrate that administrators are quite similar to faculty, with equal pro-
portions identifying with the Democratic Party. On most policy issues, ad-
ministrators and professors hold similar positions. Yet there are some notable 
distinctions. Administrators are more supportive of affirmative action poli-
cies, despite the fact that they are less likely to believe that the country is 
racist and more likely to believe that people can succeed on their own. This 
combination of responses may appear peculiar if one views affirmative action 
as a means to provide opportunities for disadvantaged populations. However, 
if administrators assign value to diversity in and of itself, then their responses 
are completely consistent. Affirmative action may be used as a recruitment 
tool, much as scholarships are used to recruit other groups of students.

For the most part, professors and administrators are similar in terms of their 
politics. Students, however, show greater division, both in terms of party 
identification and on issues such as acceptance of homosexuality. However, 
on some issues, students are actually more liberal than their professors, rais-
ing some question about the ability of professors to “liberalize” their views. 
In comparing first-year students to fourth-year students, we find mixed evi-
dence for the liberal indoctrination thesis. Students move very little in terms 
of party affiliation. We do find that students are more liberal on the issue of 
homosexuality after four years of college, but we also find that seniors tend 
to be more conservative than freshman on economic issues. The impact of 
college on students’ social and political views tends to be fairly complicated. 
It is important to note that, when change does occur, students are still moving 
in the direction of their professors, as professors actually hold more conserva-
tive economic views than do students.

Our analysis of divisions within the professoriate both confirms and con-
tradicts previous research. We find, much as others have noted, that women 
are more liberal than men on social issues. However, we find little gender 
difference on economic issues. We also find that professors in the social sci-
ences and humanities are more liberal on a number of positions than are 
professors in other disciplines. Our analysis challenges recent claims that the 
academy is moderating. We find that younger faculty disproportionately 
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identify with the Democratic Party and take political positions to the left of 
their senior colleagues. We conclude that self-perception may be moderating 
but that actual political positions will remain the same or move to the left as 
the baby boomers begin to retire.

We find some evidence that is consistent with Ladd and Lipset’s finding 
that those on the political left are higher achievers than are those on the right. 
However, we find that this is true when liberalism is measured on a social 
dimension but not when it is measured on an economic dimension. When 
examined in terms of scholarly productivity, high achievers take a number 
of more conservative policy positions than faculty who publish infrequently. 
More important, the difference in publication rates between Democrats and 
Republicans appears to be partially explained by interest. Compared to 
Democrats, Republicans report that they would like to spend more time 
teaching and less time on scholarship and administrative work. Additionally, 
we find that the relationship between social liberalism and publication suc-
cess holds for professors outside the social sciences and humanities. This 
raises some interesting questions about Ladd and Lipset’s social criticism 
theory, as it is unclear how it would apply to chemistry, mathematics, and 
more technical fields.

Consistent with the findings of Rothman, Lichter, and Nevitte, we find 
evidence that controlling for a variety of other factors, social liberals (as well 
as whites and males) tend to work at more prestigious colleges and universi-
ties than their socially conservative counterparts. However, the politics of 
the professor are far less important than their publication record and their 
time spent conducting research. Combined with the survey results that show 
very few complaints of mistreatment related to politics and high job satisfac-
tion rate among professors of all political persuasions, the prestige gap be-
tween liberal and conservative professors does not appear to be a function of 
widespread ideological discrimination. Nevertheless, when taken together, 
the dearth of conservatives in academia, combined with their unique under-
representation at America’s most prestigious colleges and universities, does 
raise interesting questions about the range of probable causes for the ideo-
logical imbalance.

Combined, these findings reveal a common theme: social liberalism and 
economic liberalism are distinct concepts and affect the university in different 
ways. Professors are to the left of students socially but not economically. Stu-
dents appear to collectively move to the left on some social issues over four 
years, but they move to the right on economic issues. Faculty publication rates 
increase with social liberalism but do not increase with economic liberalism. 
These differences add to our concerns about the use of self-reported ideology 
in assessing faculty politics, as it is not clear which dimension most influences 



self-assessment and thus is likely to vary for each individual. Future studies of 
faculty politics should strive to capture these distinct dimensions.

The findings of the NAASS clearly illustrate that, while the views within 
the university are well to the left of the public at large, the political views of 
academics are complex. Far from espousing the leftist diatribes exemplified 
by radicals like Ward Churchill, academics represent a range of viewpoints 
that differ according to sex, age, field, and even success within the academy. 
Even as critics may have exaggerated the radicalism of the typical college 
professor, most of the data suggest that, far from moderating or becoming 
more ideologically heterogeneous, the university may continue to drift left-
ward. The influx of women, combined with the gradual retirement of older, 
socially conservative faculty, will gradually transform the politics of the fac-
ulty. Given the enormous public resources used to finance higher education, 
there is no indication that vocal criticisms of academia’s left-leaning tradition 
will abate anytime soon.

The findings of this chapter have important implications for the future of 
higher education. The division in values between the academy and the public 
it serves is likely to remain a source of contention. While academics may not 
simply indoctrinate students into their own political camps, the political values 
of academics undoubtedly shape their priorities and bleed into institutional 
decision making. For example, liberalism in academia leads to greater support 
for racial and ethnic diversity, affirmative action programs, and environmental 
protections than we find among the public. This translates into support for 
campus initiatives to promote environmental sustainability and social justice, 
which may direct time and financial resources to programs that the public 
deems unnecessary or even objectionable. On these issues and others, political 
differences create fundamental disagreements about the role of the university 
in society. In the next chapter, we see how differences in core political values 
translate into disagreement about affirmative action and other diversity initia-
tives, with a notable divide between professors and students. At the very least, 
the perception that the academy is a haven for political radicalism appears to 
diminish public trust and confidence in higher education.
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Chapter Five

Campus Diversity

The issue of campus diversity presents an opportunity to explore how con-
flicts in values and priorities between academics and the public result in 
heated battles over higher-education policy. For the most part, the higher-
education community enjoys a great deal of autonomy. Colleges and univer-
sities are self-governing institutions, free to design their own educational 
missions and to determine the means for achieving them. Because they view 
this autonomy as essential to their mission, higher-education associations and 
professional organizations usually resist intrusion by government agencies or 
other external entities. Recently, the academy has identified campus diversity 
as a central component of its educational mission. Yet the means by which 
universities achieve diversity have produced a great deal of legal controversy, 
forcing the state and federal courts to issue rulings on the legality of race-
based admissions policies. As a direct result, the higher-education community 
has been called on to justify and defend the relationship between its educa-
tional mission and its admission policies. A substantial amount of time, en-
ergy, and resources has already been devoted to this task. Yet we demonstrate 
that the conflict has not been resolved and argue that academics will be forced 
to make some difficult choices both as they encounter external opposition to 
institutional practices and as they are forced to confront tensions in their own 
values and traditions.

The need to justify diversity initiatives in terms of their educational value 
is a relatively recent phenomenon and a direct result of Supreme Court rul-
ings on race-based admissions. The courts have not only required that univer-
sities defend their admissions policies but also have redefined the criteria by 
which such policies are to be evaluated. Prior to the 1978 Bakke decision, 
colleges and universities implemented affirmative action programs with the 
goal of providing opportunities to members of certain disadvantaged groups. 



108	 Chapter 5

The main objective was both a social and a political one, based on the idea 
that some people deserved opportunities that would not otherwise be avail-
able to them and that higher education should contribute to positive social 
change. In this regard, increased representation of minorities was a goal in 
and of itself. Yet in the Bakke decision, Justice Powell outlined a new im-
perative for higher education. Russel Nieli (2004) explains,

Only because of Lewis Powell’s subsequent declaration that compensatory jus-
tice and “social needs” arguments are insufficiently important to override the 
Fourteenth Amendment’s colorblind imperative—but that educational diversity 
and the educational benefits it allegedly brings about are concerns of sufficient 
constitutional seriousness to outweigh such an imperative—did the diversity-
enhancement rationale assume its present dominance among supporters of race-
based preferences in college and professional school admissions. Before Powell’s 
decision, diversity-enhancement arguments were rare to nonexistent. (411)

The idea that diversity has educational value for all students now serves as 
the primary justification for race-based admissions policies.1 Because of the 
recency of the argument, critics of the new diversity imperative contend that 
these educational benefits are merely a post hoc rationale for a system of ra-
cial preferences that is motivated by ideological agendas. However, the courts 
have not required that educational benefits be the only objective for race-
based admission policies. Even if the educational benefits of diversity are an 
afterthought, they may still be real and sufficient to satisfy the Supreme 
Court’s criteria. Nor has the educational community denied that “social jus-
tice” is at the heart of its diversity programs. Rather, the educational benefits 
of diversity are cited as one of many factors that shape higher education’s 
commitment to diversity.

It is not difficult to find evidence of this commitment among institutions of 
higher education. Perhaps the most compelling example is the statement is-
sued by thirty national education associations, including the Association of 
American Colleges and Universities, the American Association of University 
Professors, and the American Association for Higher Education, following the 
Supreme Court’s ruling on the University of Michigan’s admissions policies:

In a nearly unprecedented expression of consensus, virtually the entire higher 
education community had urged the Court to recognize that racial diversity on 
campus is a compelling national interest. . . . Higher education has an important 
role to play in this unfinished work of racial inclusion and civic commitment, as 
the outpouring of national support for Michigan’s policies attests. Success at 
expanding educational opportunity is the key to addressing the racial and eco-
nomic inequities that are so harmful to our society. The civic benefits of campus 
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diversity go far beyond admissions decisions, important as these are. Great gains 
come when students from different backgrounds achieve together the interracial 
understanding and mutual respect that are indispensable in a diverse democracy. 
We now know, from experience and from a growing body of research, that en-
gaging diversity on campus deepens students’ individual learning and reaps rich 
dividends—in both knowledge and values—for democracy. (Diversity and De-
mocracy: The Unfinished Work, http://www.aacu.org/about/statements/
diversity_democracy.cfm)

The statement is worthy of discussion for a number of reasons. First, it 
demonstrates the higher-education community’s commitment to promoting 
social and political change. While some argue that this is a natural role for 
such a powerful American institution, this admission will undoubtedly give 
pause to those who are concerned about the predominance of liberals among 
college faculty and administrators. While defenders of the academy have ar-
gued that the political orientations of professors are irrelevant to what it is 
they do in the classroom, political values undeniably influence people’s 
views on social change and the mechanisms for achieving it.

Second, the statement ties the goals of achieving racial equality and ex-
panding opportunities to the far more controversial policy of giving prefer-
ences to minorities in college admission decisions, a policy that fails to garner 
widespread public support. In this way, the statement may demonstrate a 
growing divide between those within the academy and those on the outside. 
However, as we demonstrate in this chapter, opinion within the academy is 
more divided than the previous statement would seem to suggest, at least on 
matters related to preferential admissions and hiring policies. While students 
are the most likely to challenge race-based admissions policies, there are a 
fair number of professors and administrators who also disagree with prefer-
ential treatment for minorities.

Finally, the statement implies that the academy is united in its conclusion 
about the relationship between structural diversity and student learning. “We 
now know, from experience and from a growing body of research, that engag-
ing diversity on campus deepens students’ individual learning and reaps rich 
dividends.” But social science evidence is rarely conclusive, and there is no 
clear consensus to either accept or reject. Rather, people on both sides of the 
debate tend to be suspicious of evidence that challenges their position and are 
far too quick to accept faulty evidence that supports their position. It is 
against this politically charged backdrop that we endeavor to shed light on the 
debate, clarify the positions of the competing camps, and highlight the values 
and opinions of the academy’s most important constituencies. In this chapter, 
more than others, we often depart from the North American Academic Study 
Survey (NAASS) data. We do this for several reasons. First, it is important to 



provide some background on the issue and to place the NAASS findings in 
context, comparing and contrasting them with other research. Second, we 
recognize that the opinions on diversity change over time and that the age of 
the NAASS data presents some limitations. Thus, when possible, we compare 
our findings to those from more recent studies in order to demonstrate that 
our basic conclusions remain unchanged, even if there has been some shift in 
opinion strength.

While this chapter centers primarily on the issue of racial and ethnic diver-
sity, we also consider the environment for other groups on campus, including 
women, gays and lesbians, and religious minorities. The research shows that, 
with few exceptions, the academy has created a welcoming environment for 
various groups to live and work together, even if people continue to disagree 
on the means by which colleges achieve a diverse community.

The Campus Climate for Diversity

American colleges and universities are undergoing significant changes in the 
demographic composition of the student body, the faculty, and the administra-
tion. In a ten-year period, between 1995 and 2005, minority student enrollment 
on college campuses increased by 50 percent (Ryu 2008), with students of 
color now making up 29 percent of all college students. In the southern states, 
black student enrollment in colleges and universities is now equal to or greater 
than the proportion of blacks living in the region (Marks and Diaz 2007). For 
a quarter of a century, women have outnumbered men among college students 
nationwide, and the gender gap is widening, leading the New York Times to 
conclude that “women are leaving men in the dust” (Lewin 2006).

These changes present the academy with several challenges as it adapts to 
the educational needs of an increasingly diverse constituency. Most colleges 
and universities now devote some nontrivial amount of campus resources to 
creating an inclusive environment. Administrative offices often include an 
Office of Diversity, whose central mission is to facilitate positive relation-
ships between the various racial and ethnic groups on campus. Frequently, a 
separate office is assigned to handle the specific needs of international stu-
dents. Faculty members and administrators sit on a wide variety of commit-
tees and task forces designed to address sexual harassment and other forms of 
discrimination. Theoretically, one might expect to find that the campus envi-
ronment is an extremely tolerant one.

Yet because higher education attempts to identify discriminatory practices, 
in an effort to eliminate them, it is quite possible that the campus environment 
produces a heightened awareness or perception of sexism, racism, and other 
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forms of discrimination. There is some evidence that such a connection oc-
curs. Alexander Astin (1993) reports that the greater a university’s emphasis 
on diversity, as measured by policies to increase minority representation and 
emphasis on multiculturalism, the more likely students are to conclude that 
America is still a racist society. Some may see this change in perspective as 
a positive growth in students’ awareness, while others may view this as a 
symptom of political indoctrination and oversensitivity to identity politics. 
Whichever interpretation one accepts, the point is that campus efforts to iden-
tify and address discrimination may actually contribute to the perception of a 
hostile environment, simply by sensitizing students to these claims. Thus, 
college students may perceive there to be a great deal of discrimination on 
campus despite obvious efforts to eliminate it.

Measuring the campus climate for diversity presents some challenges. On 
the one hand, members of the campus community may be naively unaware of 
the conflict between different groups. On the other hand, some individuals 
may be oversensitive to group conflict. Even if people are capable of cor-
rectly assessing their own attitudes toward others, they may be reluctant to 
share those feelings with researchers. Because of these difficulties, research-
ers do not often agree on appropriate measures of prejudice and group rela-
tions. As a result, different studies provide widely varying conclusions about 
the campus environment, depending on the measure used. In some research, 
estimates of group conflict are notably flawed.

For example, one study of racism at a southern university concludes that 
instances of race discrimination are fairly common in the classroom, affecting 
between 17 and 32 percent of students (Marcus et al. 2003). While it may be 
the case that this specific campus is particularly prone to racial conflict, we 
believe that these high estimates are an artifact of the measure used. The au-
thors consider all conflict with anyone of a different race as an indication of 
racism, failing to recognize that conflict also occurs between members of the 
same race. For example, the researchers ask students to report whether “an in-
structor (of a race other than my own) has been unfair to me in grading an 
exam” or if “an instructor (of a race other than my own) belittled my intellectual 
ability in class.” If the student agreed that either of these things had occurred, 
the researchers concluded that this was racial discrimination, merely because 
the unfair instructor happened to be of a different race. Needless to say, many 
white students may also believe that their white professors grade exams un-
fairly or belittle their intellectual ability. Without a measure of conflict between 
members of the same race to establish a baseline, it is difficult to assess the 
extent to which such unfair treatment is actually a consequence of race.

Other measures of racism are more sound but still generate some contro-
versy. Theorizing that “old-fashioned” expressions of blatant racism have 



been driven underground by social mores, some researchers have devised 
methods designed to root out these subtle, complex, “symbolic” forms of rac-
ism. But this is a difficult thing to measure, and the very fact that it is hidden 
means that we must search for abstract signs of it. As a result, it is not always 
clear whether these measures truly capture racist sentiments. For example, 
some early measures of “symbolic racism” included opposition to affirmative 
action and other race-based government programs as a measure of racism 
(Kinder and Sears 1981; Sears and Citrin 1982), a technique that others criti-
cized for confusing conservative values and preference for small government 
with racism (Sniderman and Piazza 1995; Sniderman and Tetlock 1986a, 
1986b; Tetlock 1994).

Recently, the measure of symbolic racism has been more consistent but 
still somewhat controversial. Researchers now define it as the belief that 
blacks are no longer disadvantaged in our society and therefore no longer 
need special programs to get ahead (Sidanius, Levin, van Laar, and Sears 
2008). For example, if one believes that government policies adequately ad-
dress the needs of blacks or that blacks can “get ahead without special fa-
vors,” one would rate high on the symbolic racism scale. By defining racism 
as a lack of awareness or recognition of discrimination, researchers are in 
danger of confusing racism with idealism and naïveté, traits common among 
young college students. While ignorance of others’ situations may not be 
desirable, it is also not racism. Under this definition, we suspect that we 
would find alarming levels of racism among America’s kindergarten classes. 
Additionally, the researchers conflate racism with assessments of the govern-
ment’s responsiveness to racial issues. Those who believe that the govern-
ment is doing enough for blacks score higher on the symbolic racism scale 
than those who believe the government should do more. Hence, if govern-
ment policy toward minorities actually changes, such that people’s evalua-
tions are more positive, then it would appear that symbolic racism has in-
creased. We expect this to create a problem under the Obama administration. 
In fact, many blacks may now have a more favorable opinion of the govern-
ment’s attempts to address minority needs and would, hence, also score 
higher on the symbolic racism scale.

We mention these studies not to present a comprehensive review of the 
literature on racial prejudice and discrimination. Rather, we merely hope to 
highlight some of the difficulties involved in assessing attitudes on these 
sensitive topics. Our approach to measuring the campus climate is less novel 
but perhaps also less problematic. We do not claim to measure racism, sex-
ism, or other forms of discrimination. We simply cannot tap into people’s 
hidden or latent prejudices. Rather, we examine attitudes toward diversity by 
simply asking respondents to describe their perceptions, their experiences, 
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and their values. In so doing, we learn a great deal about the different percep-
tions of the campus climate. While this may not be an objective measure of 
prejudice, perceptions are important and may impact student and faculty re-
tention, group relations on campus, faculty job satisfaction, and other educa-
tional outcomes.

Using the NAASS, we find that survey respondents are generally positive 
about their campus environment. With that said, there are notable differences 
between groups of respondents and some disconnect between people’s gen-
eral values and their specific policy preferences. While some critics on the 
political right and left often portray the university as an ideological monolith, 
on the issue of diversity politics we find that the university is a surprisingly 
complex entity.

One of the most noticeable changes to the college campus in the past sev-
eral decades is the increase in women among students, professors, and admin-
istrators. Despite these large gains, most of the educational associations still 
have sections devoted to improving the status of women on campus. This 
leaves some questions as to how the campus community views the environ-
ment for women. According to our survey results, the majority of students, 
professors, and administrators agree that sexual harassment is not a serious 
problem on their campus (see table 5.1). However, there are some notable 
differences between the groups. Among students, 62 percent believe that 
sexual harassment is not a problem at all, and another 20 percent believe that 
it is not a serious problem. Notably, we find very little difference between 
male and female students. Among professors and administrators, responses 
are generally less positive. However, the majority of both groups still report 
that sexual harassment is either not a problem or not a serious problem. Yet 
women professors and administrators are more likely to perceive a problem, 
with female faculty being twice as likely as men to maintain that harassment 
is a fairly serious or very serious issue. In fact, nearly 30 percent of women 
professors believe that sexual harassment is a problem. This perception alone 
may have implications for faculty retention and work relationships. More 
recent survey evidence suggests that this continues to be a concern for some 
faculty. According to a 2008 survey of faculty, 10 percent of female profes-
sors reported that they had been “sexually harassed” at their institution, while 
39 percent reported that subtle forms of discrimination (racism, sexism, and 
so on) were a “source of stress” (DeAngelo et al. 2009).

People appear to have similar perceptions of the environment for other 
groups on campus. When asked about racial discrimination, students are again 
the most positive in their evaluation of the campus. What is most remarkable 
is that students’ responses are fairly consistent across racial/ethnic groups (see 
table 5.2). For example, 60 percent of white students and 56 percent of black 



students report that racial discrimination is not a problem at all on campus. Of 
those who think there might be some problem, the largest group of respon-
dents believes that it does not constitute a serious problem. Taken together, 82 
percent of white students and 79 percent of black students believe that racial 
discrimination is not a serious problem on campus.2 Faculty members and 
administrators are slightly less positive in their assessments of the environ-
ment for minorities on campus, yet the majority still believes that racism is not 
a serious problem. With that said, there are significant differences among pro-
fessors based on race. Black professors are the most likely to perceive there to 
be a problem, with over 40 percent maintaining that racial discrimination is a 
fairly serious or very serious problem. While white professors report less of a 
problem, it is interesting to note that white professors are more likely to think 
racism a problem than are black students. This highlights the significant dif-
ference in perception between students and their educators.

These numbers are somewhat optimistic, however, in that they include 
professors at historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs). When 
these individuals are removed from the analysis, we find that perceptions of 
racial discrimination among blacks increase. For professors outside the 
HBCU system, a majority, 58 percent, of black professors reports that racial 
discrimination is a problem (combination of “fairly” and “very” serious; n = 
43). Among black administrators at non-HBCUs, 45 percent report that dis-
crimination is a problem (n = 29). Predictably, not one of the sixteen black 
administrators at HBCUs believes racial discrimination to be a problem on 
their own campuses. Among students, the results are also less positive when 
HBCUs are removed from the analysis, though the difference is not as dra-

Table 5.1.  To What Extent Does Respondent Believe That Sexual Harassment Is a Problem 
on His or Her Campus?

Faculty Administrators Students

Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females Total

Not a problem 47% 37% 44% 38% 36% 38% 64% 61% 62%
Not a serious 
problem

36% 32% 35% 45% 40% 43% 19% 20% 20%

Fairly serious 
problem

14% 24% 17% 14% 21% 16% 13% 15% 14%

Very serious 
problem

1% 5% 2% 2% 1% 2% 3% 3% 3%

Don’t know 2% 3% 2% 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 1,223 421 1,644 562 245 807 704 904 1,608
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matic. Twenty-nine percent of black students at non-HBCUs report that dis-
crimination is a “fairly” or “very” serious problem (n = 105). Thus, our con-
clusions about relative perceptions among these groups are true whether we 
include HBCUs in the analysis or not.

In general, people also perceive the climate for gays and lesbians on campus 
to be fairly positive. The majority of students, professors, and administrators 
believe that discrimination is either not a problem at all or not a serious prob-
lem. Predictably, perceptions of discrimination on the basis of sexual orienta-
tion vary tremendously by the sexual orientation of the respondent (see table 
5.3). Among the faculty, 74 percent of heterosexual respondents agree that 
discrimination against homosexuals was either “not a problem” or “not a seri-
ous problem,” as compared with 54 percent of gay and lesbian respondents. 
While the majority of self-identified gays and lesbians think discrimination is 
not a serious problem, this group is the most likely to report discrimination, 
more so than either women or any of the racial groups in our survey. While at 
first glance it looks as though homosexual administrators and students are less 
concerned about discrimination than faculty, we are cautious about drawing 
conclusions about these groups because of the small sample sizes. Recogniz-
ing the difficulty of conducting any survey where the respondents are asked to 
discuss something as personal as sexual orientation, the results seem to suggest 
that the vast majority of the campus community does not see discrimination 
against homosexuals as a serious problem, even though a somewhat larger 
proportion of homosexuals expresses some concern.

Our findings regarding the general perceptions of the faculty appear to 
hold up over time, with similar responses to more recent surveys. For ex-
ample, 81 percent of faculty now report that “gay and lesbian faculty are 
treated fairly” on their campus, 86 percent believe that women are treated 
fairly, and 89 percent believe that “faculty of color” are treated fairly. Only 
10 percent of the faculty perceive there to be “a lot of campus racial conflict” 
(DeAngelo et al. 2009).

Conscious that American campuses might be perceived as hostile toward 
religious groups, particularly those closely tied to conservative political 
causes, the NAASS also asked respondents to evaluate whether they consid-
ered discrimination against “religious groups” to be a problem on their cam-
pus (see table 5.4). Much like racial and sexual discrimination, virtually all 
students, faculty, and administrators perceive there to be little mistreatment 
of religious groups on campus, with just under 80 percent of all respondents 
indicating that it is “not a problem.” Beyond the aggregate figures, it is note-
worthy that perceptions of religious discrimination hardly vary as a function 
of either the respondent’s religion or the importance that people attach to re-
ligion in their everyday life. At best, there is a five-point difference between 
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Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish respondents, with similar disparities ob-
served depending on the self-reported importance of religion. As with reports 
of sexual and racial discrimination, there is comparatively little variation 
among students based on either religion or religiosity.

One of the most notable features of perceived discrimination on campus is 
the surprisingly gloomy outlook of college administrators. Within the 
NAASS, one of the defining characteristics of an administrator is the ten-
dency to see virtually everything related to the university in the best possible 
light. In regard to perceptions of campus discrimination, they consistently 
state that the problem is more serious than either students or professors be-
lieve it to be. This finding holds true for perceived offenses against women, 
minorities, and religious groups. By contrast, students are consistently most 
positive in their assessment of the campus climate.

There are several possible explanations for why students view discrimina-
tion as less serious than either faculty or administrators. One possibility is that 
students’ favorable impressions of their campus are a result of campus pro-
grams designed to foster a tolerant environment. However, the evidence on 
the effect of these programs is mixed. While multicultural programs might 
prompt students to behave more appropriately toward other students, these 
diversity initiatives can actually sensitize people to claims of discrimination, 
thereby reducing misbehavior on the one hand and heightening perceptions of 
misbehavior on the other.

Another possible explanation for students’ positive assessment of the cam-
pus climate centers on the distinct demographic makeup of the student popu-
lation when compared to either faculty or administrators. For example, since 
women now make up more than half of college students, it would be difficult 
for students to imagine that there is gender discrimination in the enrollment 
process. However, among faculty and administrators, women are still largely 
underrepresented when compared to the general population, especially among 
the higher ranks. Since minority hiring and promotions tend to lag behind 
changes in admissions, students are surrounded by a more diverse group of 
peers than any other group within the university.

The differences in perspective between students and other campus con-
stituencies may also be due to generational differences. For example, younger 
generations of women are less likely to exhibit the sort of “feminist con-
sciousness” found among older women. While they are highly supportive of 
the goals of the women’s movement, these “postfeminists” tend to believe 
that the war has already been won, and they are relatively satisfied with the 
status of women (Aronson 2003). Similarly, on race, traditional college-aged 
students have no living memory of separate washrooms, lynching, Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s assassination, or race riots. Left with only a historical per-



spective on what seems to be a distant civil rights struggle, young people may 
simply be less inclined to view the world through a racial lens.

Finally, administrators’ relative pessimism regarding discrimination on 
campus may be due to the procedures for handling charges of discrimination 
and harassment. Colleges routinely handle such complaints at an administra-
tive level and do so confidentially in order to protect both the accuser and the 
accused. As a result, administrators are simply more likely to be aware of 
complaints and incidents involving discriminatory behaviors. On the one 
hand, this may give them a more accurate portrayal of the campus climate. 
On the other hand, administrators may assume that the problem is bigger than 
it is, based on their involvement with a few problematic cases.

To understanding respondents’ views of campus climate, it is also impor-
tant to consider the role of ideology in shaping perceptions of discrimination. 
At least among professors and administrators, there are profound differences 
in the perceived seriousness of campus discrimination based on the respon-
dent’s partisan affiliation. This may provide some indication that views of 
discrimination on campus are shaped by assumptions about the distribution 
of power outside the university (see table 5.5). For example, nearly two-thirds 
of Republican professors characterize sexual harassment, racial discrimina-
tion, and discrimination against homosexuals as “not a problem,” compared 
to about 40 percent of Democratic faculty. These divisions hold, although not 
as dramatically, for administrators, while among students the differences are 
practically nonexistent.

Recognizing that correlation is not the same as causation, the differences 
among the perceptions of the partisan camps might suggest that experience 
with discrimination shapes partisan affiliation. A person who has experienced 
sexual harassment may be more likely to side with the Democrats than with 
the Republicans. However, with the exception of religion, Democrats’ per-
ceptions of discrimination do not vary significantly based on their sex, race, 
or sexual preference. Whereas just over half of the Democratic respondents 
are female and thus more likely to be the victims of sexual harassment, very 
few of the faculty reported that they considered themselves members of the 
gay or lesbian community. Yet faculty respondents (the vast majority of 
whom were self-identified heterosexuals) showed similar concerns for both 
the treatment of women and homosexuals. Thus, it seems unlikely that a pro-
fessor’s partisan affiliation is being driven by personal experiences with dis-
crimination. To the extent that there are differences in the perceptions of 
campus climate between Republican and Democrats, it would appear that 
ideology tends to shape perception rather than the other way around. In gen-
eral, Democrats are more likely than Republicans to see their campus envi-
ronment as discriminatory.

120	 Chapter 5



Ta
bl

e 
5.

5.
 

R
ep

or
ts

 T
ha

t 
Va

ri
ou

s 
Fo

rm
s 

of
 D

is
cr

im
in

at
io

n 
A

re
 “

N
ot

 a
 P

ro
bl

em
” 

on
 R

es
po

nd
en

t’s
 C

am
pu

s 
by

 P
ar

ti
sa

n 
Id

en
ti

fic
at

io
n

Fa
cu

lty
A

dm
in

is
tr

at
or

s
St

ud
en

ts

D
em

oc
ra

t
In

d.
R

ep
ub

lic
an

To
ta

l
D

em
oc

ra
t

In
d.

R
ep

ub
lic

an
To

ta
l

D
em

oc
ra

t
In

d.
R

ep
ub

lic
an

To
ta

l

Se
xu

al
 

ha
ra

ss
m

en
t

38
%

46
%

64
%

44
%

33
%

40
%

47
%

38
%

63
%

61
%

64
%

62
%

R
ac

ia
l 

di
sc

ri
m

in
at

io
n

39
%

48
%

67
%

45
%

30
%

42
%

40
%

36
%

55
%

59
%

62
%

59
%

D
is

cr
im

in
at

io
n 

ag
ai

ns
t 

ho
m

os
ex

ua
ls

41
%

56
%

64
%

49
%

41
%

52
%

45
%

46
%

58
%

57
%

53
%

56
%

D
is

cr
im

in
at

io
n 

ag
ai

ns
t 

re
lig

io
us

 g
ro

up
s 

78
%

78
%

84
%

79
%

80
%

78
%

74
%

78
%

79
%

81
%

77
%

79
%

n 
≈

82
1

54
7

17
9

1,
54

7
40

0
29

2
99

79
1

49
5

55
5

41
4

1,
46

4



Personal Experiences with Ongoing 
Discrimination or Harassment

It is important to recognize that people may simply be unable to accurately 
estimate the occurrence of discrimination and harassment on campus. One 
or two high-profile instances may give the impression that discrimination 
occurs more frequently than it does. Likewise, if cases of discrimination or 
harassment go unreported or are kept confidential, the campus community 
may underestimate the extent of the problem. Accordingly, while both 
measures are still subjective, individuals’ reports of their own experiences, 
in the aggregate, may be more telling than their estimates of the larger 
campus climate.

In order to measure individuals’ personal experiences with discrimination, 
the NAASS asks respondents if they have ever “personally been treated un-
fairly because of your race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religious 
beliefs, or political views.”3 Using an open-ended question, those who re-
spond in the affirmative are given three opportunities to describe incidents in 
which they have been treated unfairly. Furthermore, respondents are asked if 
the mistreatment is ongoing and whether the respondent considers the inci-
dent to constitute “harassment.” It is from this mixture of open- and closed-
ended questions that we derive concrete estimations of perceived mistreat-
ment that may prove more telling than general, overarching estimations of the 
campus climate.

Reports of mistreatment vary quite considerably among students, faculty, 
and administrators, with most reporting that they have not personally been the 
victims of discrimination. Still, a sizable proportion of some groups report 
unfair treatment over the course of their academic career. Reports of mistreat-
ment are least common among students, perhaps as a result of their relatively 
short careers within the university.

As shown in table 5.6, fewer than 10 percent of respondents report any 
unfair treatment on the basis of gender, but this tells only half the story. Look-
ing at female respondents, nearly a quarter of faculty and administrators re-
port some unfair treatment on the basis of gender, with almost a fifth of 
women reporting that the problems are ongoing. Of those who report unfair 
treatment, only 5 percent of professors and 2 percent of administrators con-
sider the incident to constitute actual “harassment.” While men have not 
historically been the target of sexual discrimination, some recent literature 
suggests that the educational environment has become more hostile toward 
men because of feminist agendas, which may promote women at the expense 
of men (Sommers 2000). Yet we find that men rarely state that they have suf-
fered unfair treatment as a result of their gender.
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Among students, very few respondents report unfair treatment on the basis 
of gender, with virtually none of the respondents characterizing the treat-
ment as outright “harassment.” This finding holds even among students who 
major in male-dominated fields, such as the natural and physical sciences. 
Unlike faculty and administrators, there is virtually no difference between 
male and female students as it pertains to experience with unfair treatment 
on the basis of sex.

On questions of race, we see many of the same patterns, with a vast major-
ity of whites reporting no unfair treatment and a small but significant propor-
tion of minorities expressing concerns that they attribute to their race (see 
table 5.7). Again, students are far less likely to report unfair treatment on the 
basis of race. As with gender discrimination, a fair proportion of the com-
plaints are labeled as ongoing, while very few respondents characterize their 
mistreatment as outright harassment. Interestingly, minorities’ perceptions 
largely mirror those of their white counterparts. It is impossible to say 
whether this reflects objectively positive conditions for minority students or 
merely a failure on the part of undergraduates to recognize when they are the 
target of racially motivated mistreatment. In any case, the results suggest that 
students have relatively high levels of satisfaction with their treatment, re-
gardless of their racial or ethnic background.

Table 5.8 breaks down reports of unfair treatment on the basis of sexual 
orientation. Perhaps not surprisingly, virtually no heterosexual respondents 
identify their sexual orientation as the basis for unfair treatment.4 However, 
among the relatively limited number of respondents who self-identified as 
homosexuals, a surprisingly small percentage report that they have been 

Table 5.6.  Did Respondent Report Any Unfair Treatment Based on Gender?

Faculty Administrators Students

Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females Total

No 98% 76% 92% 99% 73% 91% 98% 94% 96%
Yes—NOT “ongoing” 1% 5% 2% 1% 9% 3% 1% 3% 2%
Yes—some “ongoing” 2% 19% 6% 1% 19% 6% 1% 3% 2%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

No 98% 76% 92% 98% 73% 91% 98% 94% 96%
Yes—NOT “harassment” 1% 19% 6% 1% 25% 9% 1% 5% 3%
Yes—some “harassment” 1% 5% 2% 0% 2% 1% 0% 1% 1%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 1,224 421 1,645 561 246 807 703 904 1,607
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treated unfairly as a result of their sexual orientation. Again, the sample size 
of self-identified homosexuals is predictably small. The fact that personal 
reports of unfair treatment among homosexuals are uncommon provides ad-
ditional evidence that, for gays and lesbians, the academy is a relatively safe 
environment. Yet, when asked about discrimination on campus as a whole, a 
large number of homosexuals perceived there to be a serious problem. It ap-
pears that this perception is not rooted in personal experience with unfair 
treatment. This may be due to the fact that gay and lesbian students are not 
open about their sexual identity, thus making it unlikely that they would per-
sonally suffer from discriminatory behavior, even in a hostile environment.

The results presented in table 5.9 appear to contradict some claims about 
the environment for religious groups on campus. To an even larger extent 
than gender, race, and sexual orientation, personal reports of unfair treatment 
on the basis of religion are considerably rare among professors, administra-
tors, and students. In each group, no more than 1 percent of respondents re-
ported mistreatment due to religious beliefs. The propensity for unfair treat-
ment does not meaningfully vary based on the respondent’s religious 
preferences. Axiomatically, very few respondents reported unfair treatment 
as ongoing or serious enough to be called harassment.

Overall, the results of the survey reveal that the university is somewhat 
balkanized into factions who view discrimination in different terms. For the 
most part, the campus community does not consider discrimination to be a 
serious problem. Nevertheless, a fair number of professors and administra-
tors, especially women and minorities, do perceive there to be serious prob-
lems with the campus climate. These differences in perception will undoubt-
edly contribute to disagreements about the use of campus resources to combat 
various forms of discrimination.

The NAASS also allows us to measure professors’ views of discrimination 
in the hiring process. Respondents were asked to judge which group faces the 
toughest time getting hired for a faculty position at the average American 
university: minority females, white females, minority males, or white males 
(see table 5.10). The survey results show tremendous variance in the re-
sponses, depending on the respondent’s own gender and race. Whites and 
nonwhites are sharply divided as to which group suffers the most disadvan-
tage. While nearly half of white faculty identified white males as the most 
disadvantaged group, the majority of blacks and Hispanics identified minor-
ity males as the most disadvantaged. Nonwhite faculty appear to believe there 
are still effects from historical disadvantages created by race, while white 
faculty perceive the tables to have turned because of affirmative action pro-
grams and efforts to diversify the campus. Perhaps most strikingly, compara-
tively few faculty identify women as the most disadvantaged class, with re-
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spondents identifying minority women as the most disadvantaged only 19 
percent of the time and white women a mere 9 percent of the time. At least in 
the realm of hiring, men are, from the perspective of the faculty, the most 
disadvantaged group in the academy.

This division in perspective is important. First, it helps to demonstrate the 
difficulty involved in assessing disadvantage. While whites believe that ef-
forts to diversify the campus have created a disadvantage for white job ap-
plicants, blacks and other minorities believe that they continue to be judged 
unfairly and are the least likely to find employment. In fact, according to the 
NAASS, 64 percent of black and Hispanic professors agree that “traditional 
standards of merit for jobs and school admissions are basically affirmative 
action for white males,” compared to just 28 percent of their white counter-
parts. It is difficult, if not impossible, to sort out which group is correct since 
hiring decisions hinge on a multitude of factors, some of which are not clearly 
articulated. Unsuccessful applicants must draw their own conclusions about 
the basis of the decision. Second, the division helps to explain why affirma-
tive action policies have become so divisive. Whites continue to challenge 
such policies, contending that racial preferences place them at a considerable 
disadvantage. Minorities see affirmative action policies as a means to correct 
a disadvantage. The higher-education community has attempted to bridge the 
gap between these two perspectives by demonstrating that affirmative action 
policies benefit whites by enriching the campus climate for everyone.

Campus Support for Diversity

Colleges and universities across the country have, for the most part, de-
voted a great deal of institutional resources to encouraging an environment 
that is accepting of people from diverse backgrounds and cultures. But col-
leges’ commitments to diversity appear to go well beyond ridding the cam-
pus of discrimination and prejudice. Rather, most colleges and universities 
also devote some effort toward increasing the physical representation of 
minority groups on campus, both through their admissions policies and 
through hiring procedures.

Despite the proclamations from leaders in higher education about the im-
portance of exposing students to those unlike themselves, the NAASS survey 
demonstrates that opinions on efforts to increase diversity are a bit more nu-
anced (see table 5.11). While there is general support for greater diversity, the 
methods by which greater diversity is obtained are more controversial. The 
vast majority of college students, 85 percent, agree with the statement that 
“no one should be given special preference in jobs or college admissions on 

128	 Chapter 5



Ta
bl

e 
5.

10
. 

W
ho

 D
oe

s 
Fa

cu
lty

 R
es

po
nd

en
t 

Th
in

k 
Fa

ce
s 

th
e 

To
ug

he
st

 T
im

e 
G

et
tin

g 
H

ir
ed

 fo
r 

a 
Fa

cu
lty

 P
os

iti
on

 a
t 

th
e 

A
ve

ra
ge

 A
m

er
ic

an
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

?

A
ll 

Fa
cu

lty
 b

y 
R

ac
e

M
al

es
Fe

m
al

es

W
hi

te
B

la
ck

H
is

pa
ni

c
A

si
an

O
th

er
To

ta
l

W
hi

te
N

on
w

hi
te

To
ta

l
W

hi
te

N
on

w
hi

te
To

ta
l

M
in

or
ity

 fe
m

al
es

18
%

34
%

24
%

22
%

15
%

19
%

15
%

20
%

16
%

25
%

37
%

27
%

W
hi

te
 fe

m
al

es
10

%
0%

6%
6%

6%
9%

7%
4%

7%
18

%
3%

16
%

M
in

or
ity

 m
al

es
13

%
57

%
53

%
31

%
27

%
16

%
13

%
41

%
17

%
11

%
42

%
16

%
W

hi
te

 m
al

es
46

%
5%

12
%

18
%

37
%

42
%

50
%

19
%

46
%

33
%

15
%

31
%

N
o 

di
ffe

re
nc

e
6%

3%
0%

6%
13

%
6%

7%
8%

7%
4%

0%
3%

D
on

’t 
kn

ow
8%

1%
6%

16
%

2%
7%

7%
8%

7%
8%

3%
8%

To
ta

l
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%

Fe
m

al
es

28
%

34
%

29
%

29
%

21
%

28
%

23
%

24
%

23
%

43
%

40
%

43
%

M
al

es
59

%
62

%
65

%
49

%
63

%
59

%
64

%
59

%
63

%
44

%
56

%
46

%

n
1,

41
9 

76
 

17
 

77
 

52
 

1,
64

1 
1,

06
1 

15
8 

1,
21

9 
35

8 
62

 
42

0 

N
ot

e:
 S

ha
di

ng
 d

ep
ic

ts
 m

od
al

 r
es

po
ns

e.



the basis of their gender or race.” Professors are a bit more divided, with 56 
percent agreeing with the statement that “no one should be given special 
preferences” and 44 percent generally opposing it. Our findings in this regard 
are consistent with a more recent study of faculty attitudes that also finds 
broad support among faculty for the general concept of diversity yet less en-
thusiasm for affirmative action as a means to achieve it (Flores and Rodriguez 
2006). As we mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, we are sensitive 
to the fact that attitudes about campus diversity may have changed over the 
past decade, rendering the results from the NAASS inaccurate by today’s 
standards. Yet we have reason to believe that these tensions are persistent, 
and we find evidence for them in the 2007–2008 Higher Education Research 
Institute (HERI) faculty survey. For example, the vast majority of faculty, 
nearly 94 percent, agree that “a racially/ethnically diverse student body en-
hances the educational experience of all students.” Yet nearly a quarter be-
lieve that “promoting diversity leads to the admission of too many underpre-
pared students,” and the faculty is evenly divided on the importance of 
recruiting minority students, with 50 percent believing that recruitment of 
more minority students should be a high priority. Even fewer believe it is a 
high priority to increase the representation of minorities in the faculty and 
administration.5 In fact, these questions may produce a more generous mea-
sure of faculty support for diversity initiatives than the NAASS since it does 
not ask respondents to agree to “preferences” or advantages but merely to the 
efforts to “recruit” a more diverse student body. Similarly, only about half of 
faculty respondents believe it is a high priority to “create a diverse multicul-
tural campus environment.” According to the HERI study, the issues that 
faculty are most likely to rate as a high priority are promoting the intellectual 
development of students, increasing prestige, and enhancing the institutions’ 
image. Since prestige and rankings are related to selectivity and retention, 
commitments to diversity may come into conflict with these higher priorities, 
an issue we discuss further in the following pages.

The NAASS also reveals that administrators, who are most often associated 
with promoting and implementing affirmative action programs, are also di-
vided on the question of affirmative action policies. Among administrators, 46 
percent agree that “no one should be given special preferences,” and 52 per-
cent express opposition to the statement. Those who oppose racial preferences 
also report stronger opinions than those who favor them. Whereas 25 percent 
of administrators “strongly agree” that no one should get preferences in hiring 
and admission, only 10 percent “strongly disagree” with the statement.

It should come as no surprise that whites are the most likely to support the 
claim that no one should receive special treatment, but other groups are them-
selves divided. Among students, it appears that a majority of all racial groups 

130	 Chapter 5



Ta
bl

e 
5.

11
. 

R
es

po
nd

en
t’s

 A
ss

es
sm

en
t 

of
 “

N
o 

O
ne

 S
ho

ul
d 

B
e 

G
iv

en
 S

pe
ci

al
 P

re
fe

re
nc

e 
in

 J
ob

s 
or

 C
ol

le
ge

 A
dm

is
si

on
s 

on
 t

he
 B

as
is

 o
f 

Th
ei

r 
G

en
de

r 
or

 R
ac

e”

Fa
cu

lty
A

dm
in

is
tr

at
or

s
St

ud
en

ts

W
hi

te
B

la
ck

H
is

p.
A

si
an

O
th

er
To

ta
l

W
hi

te
B

la
ck

H
is

p.
A

si
an

O
th

er
To

ta
l

W
hi

te
B

la
ck

H
is

p.
A

si
an

O
th

er
To

ta
l

St
ro

ng
ly

 
ag

re
e

33
%

18
%

24
%

66
%

29
%

34
%

26
%

9%
50

%
36

%
13

%
25

%
72

%
46

%
48

%
55

%
62

%
67

%

M
od

er
at

el
y 

ag
re

e
23

%
11

%
18

%
17

%
22

%
22

%
21

%
20

%
25

%
27

%
13

%
21

%
17

%
19

%
21

%
21

%
20

%
18

%

M
od

er
at

el
y 

di
sa

gr
ee

33
%

41
%

47
%

12
%

31
%

33
%

42
%

44
%

25
%

27
%

40
%

42
%

7%
19

%
23

%
14

%
13

%
10

%

St
ro

ng
ly

 
di

sa
gr

ee
10

%
28

%
12

%
5%

18
%

11
%

9%
24

%
0%

9%
27

%
10

%
3%

16
%

8%
10

%
4%

5%

D
on

’t 
kn

ow
1%

3%
0%

0%
0%

1%
1%

2%
0%

0%
7%

1%
0%

0%
0%

0%
0%

0%

To
ta

l
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%

n
1,

42
0

76
17

76
51

1,
64

0
73

3
45

4
11

15
80

8
1,

22
8

15
0

61
92

69
1,

60
0



is opposed to racial- and gender-related preferences. Similarly, among faculty 
and administrators, roughly a third of blacks and a majority of Asians believe 
that no one should receive special consideration. Because of the limited 
sample sizes, however, one should be cautious about generalizing our find-
ings for minority groups of professors and administrators.

When faculty and administrators are asked to weigh trade-offs and con-
sider the possibility that increasing diversity would require lower admission 
standards, both groups are again divided on the issue. Among NAASS survey 
respondents, 41 percent of professors and 44 percent of administrators agree 
that more minorities should be admitted to their institutions, even if it means 
relaxing normal academic standards of admission. For both groups, the ma-
jority of respondents are unwilling to relax admissions standards in order to 
achieve a more diverse student body. Students are less divided on the issue, 
with the clear majority (74 percent) indicating that they are opposed to efforts 
to increase campus diversity if those efforts involve lowering normal aca-
demic standards of admission.

As before, whites express the strongest opposition to lowering academic 
standards, while minorities are more divided. Black students are nearly 
evenly divided on lowering standards, while Asian students appear to be 
squarely opposed to reducing standards. Support among minority faculty is 
considerably stronger but by no means monolithic. Of all the groups listed in 
table 5.12, only one (black administrators) clearly supports lowering stan-
dards. Here too, the limited sample size makes it difficult to precisely esti-
mate their level of support.

Students’ negative opinions of race-based admissions policies may be at-
tributed to several factors. First, compared to faculty and administrators, 
students tend to be more conservative in their political views, an issue we 
explore in great detail in chapter 4. Second, according to the NAASS, stu-
dents are much less likely to see racial discrimination as a serious problem on 
their campus (see table 5.2). Hence, it is logical that they would see less need 
for campus policies designed to correct discriminatory practices. Perhaps 
most important, however, students may oppose admissions policies that give 
advantages to others, precisely because they recognize the competitive nature 
of college admissions and believe that advantages to others will create disad-
vantages for themselves. However, since the majority of black students also 
oppose lowering standards, it is difficult to attribute all opposition to racial 
preferences to fear of competition. Rather, black students may be concerned 
about negative stigmas associated with affirmative action programs. There is 
evidence that some minority students are aware of such stigmas and fear that 
their own academic performance will reinforce negative stereotypes of their 
racial or ethnic group (Sidanuis et al. 2008).
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While support for relaxing admission standards is somewhat soft, faculty 
and administrators are still more supportive of the policy than students. 
However, when asked about relaxing academic requirements in professorial 
appointments, support among both faculty and administrators virtually col-
lapses. Table 5.13 shows that, among respondents of both groups, approxi-
mately 80 percent disagree with relaxing academic standards in hiring, with 
nearly half reporting that they “strongly disagree.” Three-quarters of stu-
dents opposed relaxing standards for faculty hiring, roughly the same num-
ber who oppose relaxing standards for undergraduate admissions. Here, 
students show remarkable consistency. Again, this demonstrates that stu-
dents’ opposition to racial preferences is based on something other than their 
own fear of competition or reverse discrimination, since they are equally as 
likely to object to racial preferences in faculty hiring. The same cannot be 
said for professors and administrators. Faculty and administrators clearly 
believe that there is some underlying difference between relaxing standards 
for students and doing so for faculty. Among professors, there is surprisingly 
little difference between the races, with blacks expressing very similar res-
ervations about relaxing standards as white or Asian professors. Not only 
does each of the groups disagree with relaxing standards for faculty hiring, 
but nearly half “strongly disagree.” Among students, there may be some 
racial differences, with the limited sample of black students suggesting 
somewhat less opposition to differing standards for faculty appointments. 
Yet here too the majority of blacks tend to oppose relaxing standards in 
faculty appointments.6

Because our survey questions require respondents to consider the desir-
ability of diversity when juxtaposed with special preferences and lower 
admission standards, the responses may underestimate levels of support 
for campus diversity initiatives. According to a follow-up question, the 
majority of professors, administrators, and students believe that it is pos-
sible to attract more members of minority groups without lowering aca-
demic standards. Table 5.14 shows what professors, administrators, and 
students believe are the results of giving special consideration to minori-
ties in admissions and hiring. The top portion of the table shows percep-
tions of the impact of special admissions for students, while the bottom 
portion reveals perceptions of the impact of special hiring policies for fac-
ulty. The table clearly shows that professors, administrators, and students 
see virtually no difference between admissions and hiring. When compar-
ing responses to both questions, the answers are virtually the same. Thus, 
we cannot attribute the greater support for student diversity initiatives, as 
compared to faculty diversity initiatives, to differences in concern for aca-
demic standards.
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Interestingly, few respondents believe that special consideration for minor-
ity students will actually raise academic standards. While the majority believes 
that special admission programs have no effect on academic standards, a siz-
able group of respondents believes that these programs will lower academic 
standards. More than one-third of students believe that admissions policies 
that give preference to minorities actually lower academic standards.7 Whites 
and students of Asian descent are the most likely to perceive this negative ef-
fect, while black students are the least likely. Similar patterns emerge among 
professors and administrators, with about one-third of respondents indicating 
that minority admission policies will lower academic standards. This appears 
to confirm our earlier claim that blacks and whites oppose preferential policies 
for different reasons. Whites are more likely to believe that such policies will 
actually lower standards. Blacks, possibly conscious of the stigma attached to 
race-based hiring and admissions policies, argue that such policies need not 
impact quality, either in faculty hiring or in student admissions.

Based on our findings, it appears that those within the academy believe 
they can have it all. While not willing to compromise academic standards to 
obtain political ends, the majority of professors, students, and administrators 
believe that their institution can enroll more minority students without com-
promising standards. There is some question, however, about the extent to 
which colleges can actually attract larger numbers of qualified minority stu-
dents. While more and more minority students are attending college, the 
widespread desire to diversify the campus has produced tough competition 
for the most academically prepared. Among college-bound blacks, approxi-
mately one-quarter choose to attend HBCUs, which further limits the pool of 
applicants at other institutions. As such, many schools have a difficult time 
attracting minority students. The most prestigious names appear to fare the 
best. For example, Harvard University successfully enrolls 64 percent of the 
black students accepted to the institution. However, even highly ranked in-
stitutions like Carnegie Mellon struggle to compete. Although Carnegie 
Mellon admits 38 percent of black applicants, as compared to their 29 per-
cent overall acceptance rate, fewer than 20 percent of admitted blacks 
choose to enroll, leaving the university on the low end of the diversity rat-
ings (The State of Black . . . 2008).

Even universities that manage to close the deal are still faced with a limited 
applicant pool. For example, the University of Virginia accepts nearly 50 
percent of black applicants and enrolls nearly 45 percent of those admitted. 
Yet this still produces a student body that comprises only 9 percent blacks. 
Liberal arts colleges face similar struggles. While the most successful boast 
student bodies of 10 percent black or more, others struggle to attract minority 
students, despite relatively high admittance rates. For example, Colby Col-
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lege enrolls 40 percent of black applicants, a rate 10 percentage points higher 
than its overall acceptance rate. Yet only 18 percent of admitted black stu-
dents choose to attend Colby. In 2008, blacks comprised only 1.7 percent of 
Colby’s first-year class. Even if we assume that blacks who apply to college 
have, in the aggregate, exactly the same grade-point averages (GPAs) and 
standardized test scores as whites, the fact that the admissions department 
must reach deeper into the black applicant pool to obtain significant numbers 
suggests that objective measures of standards, such as standardized test 
scores and high school grades, will have to be relaxed. While the usefulness 
of these objective measures may be up for some debate, they do factor into 
institutional rankings and prestige—issues that the faculty rate higher in pri-
ority than campus diversity. Similarly, if colleges were to consciously try to 
increase enrollment of males, veterans, or even persons who write with their 
left hand, the very act of issuing a greater proportion of acceptance letters to 
one subgroup of the population axiomatically requires a relaxation of other 
admissions criteria.

From a theoretical standpoint, colleges can try to meet admission targets 
for minorities by making a special effort to attract qualified candidates rather 
than reaching deeper into the existing admission pool. However, in the com-
petitive world of college recruiting, one institution’s gain is clearly another’s 
loss. Since there are always limits on the number of highly qualified appli-
cants in any demographic pool, if every college engages in special outreach 
in an effort to diversify the student body, admissions officers will be forced 
to either lower entrance requirements or increase the incentives for minorities 
to enroll. In either case, these approaches are not cost free. If a university 
intends to bid for the best-and-brightest minority applicants, the monetary 
costs can be burdensome.

Given that most institutions have identified enrollment diversity as an im-
portant goal, there is considerable competition for select groups of applicants, 
resulting in what some people have labeled a “bidding war” for top black 
candidates (Kreuzer 1993–1994). Because of the high level of competition 
for qualified minority applicants, as it currently stands, colleges and universi-
ties already relax admissions requirements in order to obtain a more diverse 
student body. There is substantial evidence that black and Latino students 
enter college with lower SAT scores, poorer high school grades, and fewer 
college preparatory courses than their white classmates. While these indica-
tors may not be a definitive measure of potential success in college, there is 
no evidence that minority students overcome these differences once enrolled. 
In fact, researchers demonstrate that minority students often underperform 
when compared to white students with similar test scores and credentials 
(Bowen and Bok 2000; Sidanuis et al. 2008).



This is not to say that these differences in performance are inherent. The 
previously cited authors argue that the underperformance of minority students 
may be due to the college environment. Still, from an admissions perspective, 
it is difficult to argue that individuals with lower test scores, poorer high 
school grades, and less college preparatory work will outperform their peers. 
Far from an ideological critique of affirmative action, this is a dilemma that 
even the most vocal advocates of campus diversity often confront as they 
seek to admit larger numbers of minority applicants. According to an article 
in the Journal of Blacks in Higher Education (JBHE), a source that is clearly 
sympathetic to the needs of minorities, “major admissions advantages” would 
be required to admit blacks to the best universities:

It is widely known that black students score far lower on the SAT standardized 
test than do white students. But data also shows that black high school students 
have significantly lower grade point averages and are less likely to take honors 
courses than are white high school students. In an academic environment where 
universities may be reluctant to give major admissions advantages to blacks, 
inferior performance in these three measures will keep many blacks from being 
admitted into the nation’s highest-ranked colleges and universities.8 (Black Stu-
dents Come Up Short . . . 2003)

The JBHE article also notes that the gaps in objective achievement indica-
tors are not small. On average, black college-bound students score two hun-
dred points lower than white college-bound students on the SAT and are half 
as likely to have graduated with a grade average of A-minus or better or to 
have taken a calculus course. Since most colleges are not satisfied with their 
current minority enrollments and actively seek to attract more black and La-
tino students to campus, at some point they will have to further adjust admis-
sion requirements in order to realize any substantial gain in these enrollments. 
This market reality creates further tension between the goal of producing a 
diverse student body and the desire to attract better students to improve rank-
ing and prestige. These tensions are unlikely to abate as long as minority 
students fall behind in achievement in secondary education and as long as 
national rankings systems continue to equate selectivity with quality.

The fact that such a large proportion of professors, administrators, and 
students support the notion of diversity while opposing special admissions 
and hiring policies is interesting in that it reveals an underlying tension in 
the values and priorities of the academy. Within the public opinion litera-
ture, it is common for researchers to find that people fail to consider trade-
offs between their preferences. For example, Americans appear to want 
both lower taxes and more government spending on social services (Sears 
and Citrin 1982; Welch 1985). Since the majority of students, professors, 
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and administrators oppose lowering academic standards, especially in the 
appointment of new faculty, what will become of their simultaneous com-
mitments to increasing diversity and maintaining standards? On the basis of 
the answers given in table 5.12, where respondents seemingly ranked aca-
demic standards above racial and gender preferences, one might conclude 
that support for diversity would weaken considerably if the debate centered 
not on the benefits of diversity but rather on the methods for achieving it. 
Yet most members of the campus community are usually not involved in 
the discussion of diversity at this level. Rather, students and professors of-
ten affirm the institution’s commitment to diversity in broad terms by en-
dorsing mission statements, educational philosophies, and other declara-
tions of purpose. The campus community then assigns the task of 
implementing this objective to a small group of administrators and staff 
who view the institution’s general commitment to diversity as a mandate to 
accomplish it by whatever means necessary. Perhaps it is as a result of this 
all-too-frequent pattern of specialization and delegation that the means of 
achieving tolerance and diversity are rarely debated within the academy. 
Attempts to debate the merits of specific diversity initiatives may even be 
viewed with suspicion among those who support the overall goals of the 
program. Accordingly, those who are opposed to specific measures for 
achieving diversity may, in fact, have the opportunity to discuss specifics 
but merely elect not to do so for fear that any opposition to popular diversity 
initiatives would jeopardize relationships with colleagues.

It is clear that most faculty members and administrators desire to both ad-
mit a diverse student body and maintain academic standards and selectivity. 
However, the challenge of pursuing both goals simultaneously is a difficult 
one. Most obvious solutions to the problem require intervention at the K–12 
level that would reduce or eliminate the achievement gap between racial and 
ethnic groups before they entered the college admissions pool.

Impact of Diversity

Undoubtedly, efforts to increase diversity on campus have met some resis-
tance. Admissions programs designed to benefit minorities have been chal-
lenged in the courts on the grounds that these special preferences are unfair 
to white applicants who are denied admission. For this reason, the main ratio-
nale offered by the higher-education community for race-based admissions 
policies has rested on the positive educational value that diversity has for the 
entire campus. In order to make this case, educational associations have pro-
duced a number of studies designed to empirically verify the benefits of ex-
posing white students to those unlike themselves.



Because these studies are produced with the goal of defending higher-edu-
cation practices, it is especially important to place them in their proper con-
text and consider whether the conclusions are consistent with a larger body of 
research on group relations. There is, in fact, a great deal of debate about the 
educational benefits of campus diversity. However, while authors draw dif-
ferent conclusions from their data, we find that the data itself is rather consis-
tent and that disagreement is due to the overgeneralization and misapplication 
of specific findings.

For example, a number of studies that claim to find positive benefits for 
diversity merely demonstrate that those within the academy believe diver-
sity has positive benefits. The American Council on Education and the 
American Association of University Professors (2000) produced a series of 
three studies designed to answer the question of whether diversity makes a 
difference in college classrooms. All three studies, however, rely on subjec-
tive assessments from faculty members who are asked whether they believe 
that diversity enriches their classroom environment. While professors’ as-
sessments of their classroom environments are certainly important, we must 
also recognize the potential limitations of this approach to measuring the 
impact of diversity. In the course of the study, the researchers report that 
“there is substantial agreement among respondents that diversity is valued 
at their institutions” (13) and that “faculty believe diversity is important” 
(12). There is no question as to the truthfulness of either of these claims. 
However, the researchers ask faculty members to evaluate the impact of 
diversity on a number of more specific educational outcomes and conclude 
that these results “indicate that racial and ethnic diversity on campus pro-
vides educational benefits for all students—minority and white alike—that 
cannot be duplicated in a racially and ethnically homogeneous setting” (3). 
But the research does not demonstrate that diversity provides educational 
benefits. It merely demonstrates that professors believe that these benefits 
are produced. This is not surprising given the widespread commitment to 
the concept of “diversity” among those within the academy. We must ask 
whether academics’ commitment to diversity is the cause of their positive 
evaluations or rather the effect of them.

Students also report that diversity contributes to their undergraduate expe-
rience (Bowen and Bok 2000). Using an experimental design, Meacham and 
colleagues (2003) demonstrate that students assign greater educational value 
to classrooms that have a higher percentage of minority students. This study 
is especially revealing since students are asked questions about hypothetical 
classroom situations rather than about their actual classroom experience. In 
other words, students are able to articulate the educational benefits of diver-
sity without having real, direct experience of these effects. Again, this sug-
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gests that support for diversity is largely normative and not based on an ob-
jective assessment of personal experience.

Studies that focus on people’s perceptions of diversity are not without 
value. From these, we can conclude that students and professors believe that 
diversity produces positive effects and that they welcome diversity in the 
classroom. However, researchers have often overstated these findings and 
confused opinion with factual evidence. Educational professionals may have a 
great deal of experience in the classroom, but that does not mean that they can 
objectively evaluate those experiences. Even highly educated individuals fall 
prey to the sort of motivated reasoning and biases that are well documented in 
the psychology literature. Bear in mind that 94 percent of professors also re-
port that they are better than average at their jobs (Gilovich 1991).

Another body of research attempts to examine student experiences more 
directly. One of the most influential of these studies was produced by Patricia 
Gurin (1999) and offered as expert testimony in the University of Michigan 
cases. However, Gurin’s findings have been subject to some dispute since 
that time. Among other things, Gurin’s testimony tends to focus on students’ 
experiences with multicultural education rather than their actual exposure to 
minorities. For example, she finds that students who enroll in ethnic studies 
courses, attend a racial awareness workshop, or socialize with those of an-
other race have better foreign language skills and greater listening ability and 
score better on a number of other particular outcomes. Yet it is difficult to 
rule out the possibility that students who enroll in these courses are already 
predisposed to the general purpose of these workshops and programs. Thus, 
any changes observed at the end of these seminars may not apply to the stu-
dent body as a whole.

Other studies provide further evidence for the effectiveness of diversity 
workshops and other campus experiences. Some researchers even control for 
precollege attitudes, helping to eliminate the concern that students who are 
tolerant of others self-select into these sorts of programs (Whitt et al. 2001). 
It is important to note that many of the observed effects are attitudinal rather 
than cognitive. For example, students who take ethnic studies courses are 
more likely to believe that they should take action to improve society and 
work for social justice (Laird 2005). More important, there is no indication 
that the demographic composition of the student body, the faculty, or the 
administration contributes to these effects.9 Students at an all-white univer-
sity may demonstrate the same attitudinal changes after completing similar 
multicultural courses or workshops.

Research on the impact of actual institutional diversity is rather limited. 
However, there is some evidence that increased minority enrollment leads to 
a number of positive social outcomes. For example, students at more racially 



diverse schools are more likely to have interracial friendships (Gurin 1999). 
To some extent, this is simply due to the fact that interracial friendships are 
more possible in heterogeneous environments. However, it is important to 
note that most of the studies on the impact of diversity search only for such 
positive effects. Yet, if we assume that interracial contact is always positive, 
then there would be little need for diversity programs and multicultural edu-
cational requirements. Leaders in higher education have argued that interra-
cial contact is not inherently positive and that this is why valuable campus 
resources are devoted to promoting positive relationships. As diversity in-
creases, there is indeed more opportunity for interracial friendship. However, 
there is also more opportunity for interracial conflict.

In a study of racial integration at the high school level, Goldsmith (2004) 
draws similar conclusions about integration increasing the likelihood that 
students will make friends from other racial and ethnic groups. However, the 
author notes that school integration also raises perceptions of conflict and that 
conflict increases more rapidly than friendliness:

I find the net effect of heterogeneity on conflict to be 2.5 times stronger than its 
effect on friendliness. In other words, school integration does increase interra-
cial friendliness, but it appears to produce much more interracial conflict. This 
finding must be interpreted cautiously, however. Because the dependent vari-
ables are ordinal and perceptual, it is not known exactly how many more friend-
ships or conflicts are associated with changes in heterogeneity. At the very least, 
this study demonstrates the potential benefits of investigating both positive and 
negative outcomes simultaneously. (608)

Goldsmith’s last point is important. Diversity creates opportunity for con-
tact. If we search for only positive signs of that contact, we are likely to find 
them. However, there may very well be negative interracial exchanges occur-
ring at the same time. If permitted to focus only on one side of the diversity 
equation, one could also look only to the drawbacks of integration and thus 
conclude that colleges should attempt to keep the races separate lest the con-
tact foment unnecessary racial animosity. As with all political controversies, 
there are costs and benefits associated with every policy choice. A fair inter-
pretation of the evidence points to both potential and risk.

A recent study by a prominent sociologist, Robert Putnam (2007), further 
suggests that interracial contact may have some unintended effects. In a study 
of community diversity, Putnam finds that diversity has a negative impact on 
social solidarity. Putnam concludes that many Americans are uncomfortable 
with diversity, a claim to which experts in multicultural education could 
probably attest. Yet Putnam also concludes that this discomfort causes resi-
dents of ethnically diverse communities to “hunker down” and withdraw 
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from the community. Accordingly, they show lower levels of interpersonal 
trust, both for members of their own race and for others, have fewer friends, 
and are less inclined toward altruistic and cooperative behaviors.

Putnam’s research is consistent with the results of the NAASS (see table 
5.15). When campuses are broken down into thirds, depending on the per-
centage of the black student population, we find statistically significant 
differences with respondents who attend more diverse institutions being 
less likely to say that “most people can be trusted.” The difference is most 
significant among students, where the difference among schools is nearly 
twenty percentage points. While some of this difference is a reflection of 
different demographics characteristics among institutions, the results are 
robust and consistent across students, professors, and administrators. Even 
when controlling for other institutional traits (per student expenditures, 
Carnegie classification, public or private funding) and respondent traits 
(age, sex, race, income), the systematic differences in trust remain (for the 
full regression models, see appendix 4). Again, while the relationship may 
not be causal, the results tend to reinforce the notion that campus diversity 
carries with it both costs and benefits.

Putnam’s findings are somewhat consistent with the claims of those who 
promote diversity initiatives. Both would acknowledge that, in general, peo-
ple prefer to interact largely with people who are similar to themselves. In-
deed, one of the arguments for race-based admissions programs is that 
Americans do display some racial hostilities toward, or at least discomfort 
with, those unlike themselves. However, proponents of racial preferences 
often imply that exposure to diversity alone will overcome these tendencies 
and resolve interracial tensions. Yet the contact hypothesis, the idea that mere 
exposure and familiarity increases acceptance, has produced mixed results in 
the social science literature. At the very least, it is safe to say that the environ-
ment in which contact is made is important.

Based on Putnam’s work and the results of the NAASS, if a prospective 
college student placed a premium on attending an institution with a strong 
sense of community, he or she would have a somewhat better chance of find-
ing it at a more homogeneous campus. The idea that diversity makes people 
less comfortable and undermines a sense of community is also not limited to 
white institutions. A number of scholars have raised concerns about the inte-
gration of HBCUs and the effect of large white enrollments on institutional 
values and mission (Brown 2002; Drummond 2000; Levinson 2000). In fact, 
the erosion of community is significant enough that, eventually, majority 
students leave the campus as the number of minority students increases. In 
something akin to “white flight” into suburbia, many blacks stop attending 
HBCUs once white enrollment reaches a “tipping point” (Brown 2002).
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Within the campus community, this discomfort with diversity may cause 
people to self-segregate into “ethnic enclaves,” associating with those like 
themselves and avoiding others (Broadway and Flesch 2000; Crisostomo 
2001; McDermott 2002). While minority ethnic organizations tend to in-
crease segregation for minorities, fraternities and sororities appear to have the 
same effect for whites, giving them social organizations that are far more 
homogeneous than the campus at large (Sidanuis, van Laar, Levin, and Sin-
clair 2004). This self-segregation has some effect on relations between mem-
bers of different groups. For example, minority students’ membership in 
ethnically oriented student organizations “increased their perceptions that 
ethnic groups are locked into a zero-sum competition and increased their feel-
ings of being victims of ethnic discrimination” (Sidanuis et al. 2008, 247). 
For white students, membership in Greek organizations has similar effects, 
increasing students’ opposition to campus diversity and contributing to a 
sense of ethnic victimization.

Thus, while there is some evidence that institutional diversity has a posi-
tive effect on interracial friendships, it is not clear whether the net effect of 
diversity is positive. Few researchers are willing to consider the good along 
with the bad and weigh them accordingly. Among those who do give honest 
consideration to the range of possible outcomes, the evidence appears to be 
mixed. Diversity has both positive and negative consequences on group re-
lationships, with the net effect being fairly limited. In one of the more recent 
and thorough studies of college students’ experiences with diversity, Sida-
nius et al. (2008) conclude that after four years of college, students show 
relatively little change:

Our central goal was to assess the trajectory of college student from before col-
lege entry to graduation and provide a portrait of the impact of diversity in col-
lege on undergraduate students. At a number of junctures, however, we saw the 
remarkable staying power of the individual and group differences student 
brought with them when they entered college. In some ways, we were more 
struck by the continuity of students’ attitudes through college than by the 
changes that occurred. Most notable in this regard were whites’ political and 
racial attitudes, which seemed to be quite crystallized at college entry and were 
quite stable across the college years. (318)

The researchers conclude that students do gain from their experiences with 
diversity in that they think about their views and come away with more coher-
ent and consistent views. However, this tends to polarize students and serves 
to reinforce and strengthen their precollege attitudes. This finding that college 
students’ attitudes are fairly stable and merely continue to crystallize over 
their college careers is consistent with the wide range of reports that students 



who attend diversity workshops and take multicultural courses gain greater 
appreciation for diversity. However, since students self-select into these 
courses and experiences, what we are seeing may simply be a crystallization 
of existing attitudes.

The evidence on the impact of diversity on global educational outcomes is 
even more limited. If the net benefit of diversity on education is positive, we 
should see some direct effects of institutional diversity on measures like stu-
dent satisfaction, graduation rates, test scores, and so on. This positive rela-
tionship has yet to be established. On the contrary, the few studies that have 
examined the relationship between institutional enrollment diversity and edu-
cational outcomes find either that there are no direct effects or that the effects 
are negative.

Astin’s (1993) thorough study of college student experiences, What Mat-
ters in College?, is often cited as evidence in support of multicultural educa-
tion. But on the issue of enrollment diversity, the author summarizes his 
findings as follows:

Three percentage measures are included in the regressions to assess possible ef-
fects of the racial composition of the peer group: African-Americans, Asians, and 
Latinos. With few exceptions, outcomes are generally not affected by these peer 
measures, and in all but one case these effects are very weak and indirect. Per-
haps the most interesting finding is the negative effect of the percentage of Latino 
students on attainment of the bachelor’s degree. This finding is reminiscent of 
earlier research . . . indicating that Chicanos, in particular, are relatively likely to 
drop out of high school and college, even after controlling for their academic 
preparation and other background factors. One possibility is that this measure, 
the percentage of Latino students in the student body, may well be a crude 
proxy—like Outside Work—for the overall dropout rate of the institution.

The only other direct effect is the negative effect of percentage Asian students 
on the perception of a Student-Oriented Faculty (Beta = −.21). Otherwise, none 
of these three measures produces any direct effects, and practically all of the 
indirect effects are weak. (362)

It is important to note that Patricia Gurin’s (1999) work for the University 
of Michigan also failed to find direct positive relationships between enroll-
ment diversity and educational outcomes. More recently, two additional stud-
ies investigate the link more directly, with different sources of data, and reach 
similar conclusions. Even after controlling for a wide range of variables, such 
as institutional selectivity, public or private classification, and student income, 
Rothman, Lipset, and Nevitte (2003) argue that the relationship between the 
percentage of blacks in the student body and students’ satisfaction with their 
college experience is, in fact, negative. Students attending more racially di-
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verse institutions also report less satisfaction with the quality of their educa-
tion and admit to lower worker effort. While these are subjective measures, 
students are not merely asked to indicate whether they believe diversity has a 
positive effect. Rather, the actual racial composition of the institution is used 
to measure the impact of diversity on students’ self-reported experience, ab-
sent any mention of “diversity.” This eliminates the potential for students to 
respond on the basis of their impression of what diversity should produce.

Critics of Rothman et al. (2005) argued that, on methodological grounds, 
the analysis incorrectly modeled student attitudes and that, if properly 
specified, the results would be quite different. Indeed, the statistical models 
underlying their major findings are open for debate. The inverse relationship 
between overall satisfaction and diversity is rather modest. As is often the 
case with correlations that skirt the edge of statistical significance, the re-
sults are somewhat fragile in that modest changes in the statistical assump-
tion underlying the model effectively eliminate the correlation altogether 
(see appendix 5). If true, criticisms of Rothman et al.’s statistical methodol-
ogy would not prove that diversity is either useful or important. In its en-
tirety, the Rothman et al. model purports to explain only 7 percent of the 
overall variance in student satisfaction. By Rothman et al.’s own figures, 
institutional diversity plays a minor role in overall student satisfaction. In 
light of the technical questions that complicate their initial findings, either 
diversity plays a small role in reducing overall satisfaction with college or it 
is irrelevant. In either case, it is an important finding that runs counter to 
those of the thirty national education associations whose joint statement 
emphatically argued just the opposite, claiming that “we now know, from 
experience and from a growing body of research, that engaging diversity on 
campus deepens students’ individual learning and reaps rich dividends—in 
both knowledge and values—for democracy.”

Like Goldsmith’s findings on racial conflict in high schools, the Rothman 
et al. (2005) study also finds that diversity increases the chance that students 
will report unfair treatment. The finding may be attributed to a number of 
factors. More diversity simply raises the chance of interracial encounters. 
However, the researchers find that minorities also report more unfair treat-
ment as diversity increases. Thus, it appears that this is due not to more en-
counters with people unlike oneself but rather to a change in the general cli-
mate of the institution. Still, there are multiple possible explanations. It may 
be the case that increases in the number of minorities lead to greater interra-
cial tensions. It is also possible that the racial composition of the campus 
merely contributes to the perception of racial conflict. As we noted earlier, 
Astin (1993) finds that students who attend a college that promotes diversity 
and multiculturalism are more sensitive to race issues and, thus, perceive rac-



ism to be a bigger problem. Additionally, larger populations of minorities 
may lead to the creation of ethnic student organizations, which tend to con-
tribute to perceptions of intergroup conflict and victimization (Sidanius et al. 
2008). Based on the NAASS, we cannot sort out whether racial composition 
actually changes the environment or, rather, whether it merely changes peo-
ple’s perceptions of the environment.

Since the effects of institutional diversity may be limited if minority stu-
dents tend to congregate in certain majors or courses, Herzog (2007) at-
tempts to measure students’ exposure to diversity more directly by looking 
at students’ experiences within the classroom. However, even using this 
more precise measure, the author concludes that “compositional diversity in 
terms of classroom exposure to ethnic/racial minority students (excluding 
Asians) is mostly inconsequential to a student’s final GPA, graduate school 
admission test scores, and likelihood to pursue a graduate education within 
four years of completion of an undergraduate degree” (33). Herzog also 
finds a negative correlation between exposure to non-Asian minorities and 
math scores, which he finds to be consistent with other studies that point to 
a “negative peer effect” (34).

It is important to note that these negative associations between composi-
tional diversity and educational outcomes are fairly weak. For example, Roth-
man et al. (2005) find small correlations between enrollment diversity and 
students’ perceptions of the educational environment. In this regard, the re-
search findings are rather consistent. Both those who claim benefits of diver-
sity and those who claim costs agree that the effects are small. There is no 
evidence that a modest increase in the number of minority students on cam-
pus will have any substantial consequence on the experience of most college 
students, for the better or for the worse.

Usually, such a nuanced finding would promote little controversy. After 
all, our claim is merely that the jury is still out on the costs and benefits of 
racial diversity. Such caution is usually applauded in social science re-
search. However, this is a problematic finding for proponents of affirma-
tive action programs, given that the U.S. Supreme Court has upheld race 
as a factor in college admissions on the basis of the educational benefit of 
diversity for all students. In its 2003 decision that upheld the University of 
Michigan Law School’s race-based admission policy (Grutter v. Bollinger, 
539 U.S. 306), the Supreme Court ruled that public institutions could con-
tinue to use racial classifications in their admission policies. However, as 
race-based policies fall under the doctrine of strict scrutiny (whereby laws 
are presumed to be unconstitutional unless a racial classification is “nar-
rowly tailored” to advance a compelling government interest), educational 
institutions carried a heavy burden in proving that such policies were 
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aimed at improving education and not simply advancing the interests of 
one group over another:

As part of its goal of “assembling a class that is both exceptionally academi-
cally qualified and broadly diverse,” the Law School seeks to “enroll a 
‘critical mass’ of minority students.” Brief for Respondents Bollinger et al. 
13. The Law School’s interest is not simply “to assure within its student body 
some specified percentage of a particular group merely because of its race or 
ethnic origin.” Bakke, 438 U.S., at 307 (opinion of Powell, J.). That would 
amount to outright racial balancing, which is patently unconstitutional. Ibid.; 
Freeman v. Pitts, 503 U.S. 467, 494 (1992) (“Racial balance is not to be 
achieved for its own sake”); Richmond v. J. A. Croson Co., 488 U.S., at 507. 
Rather, the Law School’s concept of critical mass is defined by reference to 
the educational benefits that diversity is designed to produce. (Grutter v. Bol-
linger, 539 U.S. 306)

The emerging line of research that calls into question the benefits of di-
verse enrollments (as opposed to required courses on diversity, multicultural-
ism, international studies, or study abroad) seemingly undermines the main 
legal justification for race-based admission at public universities. Simply as a 
matter of law, if race-based policies do not advance a compelling government 
interest, which the Supreme Court identified as the “educational benefits that 
diversity is designed to produce,” the court may conclude that the continued 
use of racial classifications for admissions is unconstitutional.

The situation has led some proponents of affirmative action to engage in 
rather dubious research practices. For example, a new line of research from 
Stanford’s Institute for Higher Education Research claims to find evidence 
that exposure to racial diversity improves students’ cognitive skills (Antonio 
et al. 2004). However, the researchers’ findings are far from conclusive, 
despite the fact that many have heralded their findings as evidence of the 
benefits of diversity. For starters, the researchers claim that previous re-
search on the benefits of diversity fails to account for the self-selection 
problem. Hence, they logically argue that an experimental design is more 
appropriate since it allows them to randomly assign participants to various 
conditions and measure actual effects. Yet when the researchers fail to find 
a statistically significant relationship between the race of one’s discussion 
partner and one’s integrative complexity on a postdiscussion essay, they do 
not consider the possibility that this refutes their hypothesis. Rather, they 
search for additional measures of exposure to diversity, eventually abandon-
ing the experimental manipulation and turning to self-reported measures of 
diverse social contacts—the very sort of self-reported measures the experi-
mental design is intended to eliminate. The researchers then conclude that 



“participants who reported more racially diverse social contacts in their ev-
eryday lives exhibited higher complexity in their post-discussion essays 
compared to those reporting more racially homogenous contacts.”10 While 
the researchers do find some secondary experimental effects, including the 
fact that people who are exposed to other opinions show greater cognitive 
complexity, they never adequately address the insignificance of their main 
experimental manipulation; students who are exposed to racially diverse 
discussion partners show no greater cognitive complexity on a postdiscus-
sion essay than those who had racially homogeneous discussion partners. 
Had the finding been positive, this would most certainly have been presented 
as evidence that exposure to diversity leads to more complex thinking. Yet 
the null finding should be considered among the body of evidence. In this 
way, research on diversity in higher education has become nonfalsifiable, 
with only positive results entering the discussion.

In fairness to Antonio and his colleagues, the study measures change in 
cognitive skill over a very short time frame. It is possible that, over the 
course of four years, exposure to diversity would have more measurable 
effects. Yet, even if we concede this point, conclusions about the benefits 
of racial diversity on cognitive ability are still premature, given the mix of 
evidence. For example, other studies conclude that racially diverse discus-
sion partners may actually limit cognitive function. For example, a number 
of studies in social psychology and neuroscience conclude that interracial 
interactions can have a negative effect on postinteraction cognitive tasks for 
both blacks and whites (Richeson and Shelton 2003; Richeson and Trawal-
ter 2005; Richeson et al. 2003; Trawalter and Richeson 2006). This decline 
in cognitive function appears to be the result of “resource depletion.” That 
is, the self-monitoring involved in interracial interactions appears to ex-
haust certain cognitive abilities that are reduced in subsequent tasks. While 
this research does not suggest that races be kept separate in order to prevent 
this depletion of cognitive skill, the point is that evidence on these effects 
is often more complicated that those in the higher-education community 
recognize. In fact, this fairly large body of work from prominent psycholo-
gists is routinely ignored by the higher education associations who report 
on racial diversity (see, e.g., Milem, Chang, and Antonio’s 2005 review of 
the literature for the AAC&U), despite its obvious contribution to our un-
derstanding of race relations on campus. One promising extension of 
Richeson and colleagues’ work is to consider whether repeated exposure to 
racial diversity increases or decreases the sensitivities and effects the re-
searchers observe. It is quite possible that the “resource depletion” effects 
decrease over time, which could be an argument in favor of campus diver-
sity initiatives. However, it is also possible that negative interracial ex-
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changes or campus diversity initiatives themselves heighten sensitivity to 
race in a way that enhances these effects over time. 

In another example of contentious and overlooked research findings, a re-
search team investigated the underrepresentation of blacks in academic ca-
reers (Cole and Barber 2003). The researchers concluded that one of the ex-
planations for low numbers of blacks in PhD programs is that affirmative 
action programs create a mismatch between black and white college students 
such that blacks fail to graduate at the top of their class and are, thus, less 
likely to pursue advanced degrees. Since releasing their findings, the authors 
report that they have been under intense scrutiny and that the Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation, which funded the research, has distanced itself from the 
work (see Wilson 2003).

It is no surprise that social science is susceptible to bias- and agenda-
driven claims. However, this becomes much more apparent when social 
science research becomes so crucial to real policy debates. With stakes this 
high, it is difficult to find objective research reports. People on both sides 
of the affirmative action debate claim to have evidence to support their 
position. This is not to say that researchers are intentionally misleading the 
public. Rather, one’s motivation to arrive at a particular conclusion may 
have more subtle effects on the search for evidence and the interpretation 
of the findings. In fact, we suspect that one’s motivations will likely influ-
ence the read of this chapter. People are more willing to accept findings that 
appear to support their policy objectives while subjecting contradictory 
evidence to a high degree of scrutiny (Kunda 1990; Lord, Ross, and Lepper 
1979). In analyzing the research, we find that there are some areas that ap-
pear to offer consistent evidence. For example, most professors and stu-
dents believe that diversity has education benefits. However, researchers 
have not adequately demonstrated the real educational benefits of diversity, 
and one should be suspicious of any reports that draw premature conclu-
sions about our understanding of this complex problem. College adminis-
trators frequently cite studies that report positive learning outcomes for 
enrollment diversity. Admittedly, we do not discuss all these studies. How-
ever, we have addressed some of the most frequently cited in an effort to 
demonstrate that the findings are less conclusive and more nuanced than 
commonly reported. We also demonstrate that there are competing claims 
and evidence that warrant some consideration, as is the case in any area of 
social science. Many of these findings are either intentionally or uninten-
tionally overlooked in summary reports produced by higher education orga-
nizations, thus leading campus administrators and faculty to mistakenly 
believe that all campus efforts to restructure students’ social and racial ex-
periences will be universally positive.



Conclusion

We started this chapter with a discussion of the context of the debate over 
diversity in higher education. This is a politically charged, emotion-laden 
issue. Undoubtedly, some of our readers will find our discussion to be dif-
ficult and emotionally unsettling. We question some of the commonly cited 
findings about diversity in higher education with the goal of demonstrating 
that the jury is not yet in and that the issue is likely to produce additional 
conflict for higher education. However, the higher-education community is 
now in the position of defending admissions policies such that it has engaged 
in a one-sided search for evidence that allows little room for discussion of 
competing evidence. This has the unfortunate effect of distracting research-
ers from the task of identifying the specific conditions under which racial 
and ethnic diversity might produce either positive or negative outcomes. It 
also fails to prepare institutions for some of the problems and difficulties that 
may accompany demographic changes on campus. As such, those who are 
genuinely interested in understanding race relations on campus will need to 
move beyond reports produced by the higher-education community and 
delve into the more complex literature in social psychology—literature pro-
duced with the goal of understanding complicated dynamics rather than 
justifying policy positions.

For the most part, we find that members of the academic community view 
the environment for women, minorities, homosexuals, and religious groups to 
be quite positive. Few individuals believe that they have been the victims of 
harassment or other forms of unfair treatment. With that said, there are some 
significant areas of disagreement that are likely to affect relationships and 
dialogue on campus. For example, contrary to our findings in other chapters, 
on this issue students appear to have the most positive view of their educa-
tional environment, and administrators have the most negative assessments. 
As a result, administrators are likely to dedicate campus resources to address-
ing issues of diversity and discrimination. Students may believe that their 
colleges should apply those resources elsewhere. Additionally, we see sig-
nificant disagreement about faculty hiring. Racial minorities believe that they 
face a disadvantage in the hiring process, while whites believe that the tables 
have turned and that white men face the most difficult time getting hired. For 
this reason, we expect that campus efforts to hire more minority faculty will 
be fairly divisive. More important, this finding demonstrates that perceptions 
of the campus climate differ between groups. These differences most likely 
apply to interpretations of other events, such as tenure decisions and promo-
tions. On both sides, those who are denied awards may attribute their circum-
stances to their own groups’ disadvantage.
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On the issue of affirmative action and race-based preferences, the acad-
emy is very much divided. It is important to recognize, however, that the 
disagreement within the academy is not about increased diversity in and of 
itself. Opponents of the diversity movement do not object to colleges enroll-
ing or hiring larger numbers of qualified minorities. Rather, the contention 
appears to be over the methods by which colleges attempt to achieve this 
goal. When forced to contemplate the trade-off between diversity and stan-
dards, members of the academic community appear to place a higher empha-
sis on standards. We find widespread opposition to racial preferences among 
college students in regard to both student admissions and faculty hiring. 
Students believe that people should not receive special consideration be-
cause of their race or sex, and they are unwilling to lower academic stan-
dards in order to obtain minority students and professors. Surprisingly, the 
majority of minority students also support this view, although they appear to 
do so for different reasons than whites. While white students fear that racial 
preferences will lower academic standards, black students do not agree. 
Among faculty, we see a great divide. While professors are evenly split on 
the issue of preferences and lowering admission standards in student admis-
sions, they are considerably less likely to support lowering standards for 
faculty hiring. Students are far more consistent and apply the same standards 
to both faculty hiring and student admissions.

Although the majority of students, professors, and administrators do not 
believe that special admissions or hiring policies will actually lower academic 
standards overall, there is some disconnect between people’s perceptions and 
the factual evidence. We provide evidence from proponents of affirmative 
action programs that standards do need to be adjusted to increase diversity, at 
least when diversity is defined in terms of black/Latino populations. Addi-
tionally, the evidence to date is that, once enrolled, black and Latino students 
do not perform better than white students but, rather, worse (Allen 1992; 
Bowen and Bok 2000; Cole and Barber 2003; Sidanuis et al. 2008). This may 
explain why so many institutions have aimed to achieve “diversity” by other 
means, specifically by increasing the number of international students and 
Asian students, who are more similar to whites in terms of their academic 
preparation and test scores. If the only motivation for diversity is to expose 
students to different ideas and teach them to appreciate other cultures, then 
increasing the number of international students would likely produce the best 
outcomes, and this would be a valid approach. However, if higher education 
views its role as one of correcting social imbalances and providing opportuni-
ties for members of historically disadvantaged groups by admitting them to 
more prestigious institutions than test scores and grades would otherwise 
permit, then it becomes more difficult to balance diversity and academic 



standards. Hence, values within the academy come into conflict with one 
another, forcing tough decisions and trade-offs.

We find that professors and administrators demonstrate support for racial 
diversity but not when this threatens longstanding commitments to meritocracy. 
Professors also rank poor student quality and lack of preparation for college as 
one of the most important problems facing higher education. Another possible 
method for achieving a more diverse student population would simply be to 
lower tuition and make education more accessible for members of disadvan-
taged groups. Yet, as we argue in chapter 2, administrators and professors do 
not share the public’s concerns over tuition costs and believe that, if anything, 
they need more resources to achieve their objectives. While campuses may be 
able to offer scholarships to offset the cost of tuition for select groups of stu-
dents, for many institutions this will have the effect of raising tuition overall 
and constricting rather than enlarging the applicant pool. These trade-offs raise 
questions about the objective costs and benefits of various alternatives. Yet 
these are difficult things to objectively measure. Research that tends to down-
play the objective educational benefits of diversity appears to generate the most 
virulent criticism, perhaps because, if true, these findings seriously undermine 
the legal justifications for preferences based on race, ethnicity, sex, or other 
measures of difference. But the evidence to date fails to demonstrate a positive 
relationship between institutional diversity and global educational outcomes. 
Still, it is important to note that this does not mean that diversity is incapable of 
producing positive results. Nor do findings of negative consequences mean that 
diversity will inherently produce these effects. Rather, the environment in 
which people are introduced to diversity is important, and our findings may 
indicate that higher education has simply not gotten its formula right.

Colleges’ efforts to increase diversity may be partially to blame for lack of 
positive results. Our research shows widespread student opposition to race-
based admissions policies. Universities that openly implement such policies 
may inadvertently increase racial tensions among students and stigmatize 
minority students. Even if admissions officers can keep such policies under 
wrap, aggressive racial preferences appear to produce a mismatch between 
white and black students that causes blacks to underperform compared to 
their white peers and even compared to their white peers with similar test 
scores and academic preparation. This mismatch can reinforce negative ste-
reotypes about blacks and create greater division on campus. Minority stu-
dent performance may be further jeopardized by the fear that their poor per-
formance will reinforce negative stereotypes about their racial group 
(Sidanius et al. 2008). Hence, the unintended effects of aggressive race-based 
preferences may be to undermine the benefits that a more naturally occurring 
diversity might produce.
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Chapter Six

Academic Freedom, Tenure,  
and the Free Exchange of Ideas

We have argued, up to this point, that higher education is beset with conflict, 
both within and between the various groups of people who claim to have a 
stake in the institution. Yet conflict is not inherently bad and may, in fact, be 
useful if different ideas lead to fruitful dialogue about what is best for society. 
The university is, ideally, a place for the free and open exchange of ideas.

But the modern American university serves a number of different, some-
times competing, functions, not all of which necessitate or even allow the 
unhindered exchange of ideas. Obviously, the university exists to transmit 
knowledge and skills from one generation to the next in order to prepare the 
future workforce. According to Ladd and Lipset (1975), the transmission of 
information and values was the primary function of American higher educa-
tion until the last part of the nineteenth century. Thus, early colleges and 
universities were “apolitical or conservative,” and college professors were 
merely teachers who rarely challenged the conventional wisdom they im-
parted on their students. The modern university continues to serve as an agent 
of socialization, introducing students to the ideas of previous generations.

Yet the American system of higher education, like that in most Western 
cultures, changed remarkably in the latter part of the nineteenth century. 
American universities became centers for research and scientific discovery. 
While larger universities often appear to operate first and foremost as research 
centers, even small liberal arts colleges have now adopted the perspective that 
college professors are both teachers and scholars. As such, they offer rewards 
to faculty members who produce original scholarship, with those who publish 
most earning tenure, promotion, pay increases, and other benefits.

While a professor’s commitment to original scholarship certainly varies 
across disciplines and institutions, there is clearly some expectation that at 
least a portion of the academy be engaged in scholarship. In this way, univer-



sities have the potential to become quite political. In their role as scholars, 
college professors may challenge and reject conventional wisdom, placing 
them at odds with government, religious institutions, and other sectors of 
society. Accordingly, universities, professors, and the professional organiza-
tions that represent them have taken measures to provide academics with the 
freedom to research and to teach without fear of retribution. At least in theory, 
scholars ought to be able to follow the evidence, even if it leads them to form 
unpopular conclusions.

Since the early part of the twentieth century, the American Association of 
University Professors (AAUP) has served as the foremost authority on mat-
ters related to academic freedom. Although the term “academic freedom” 
encompasses a number of meanings, including the right of a university to be 
free from government interference, the AAUP’s 1940 Statement of Princi-
ples on Academic Freedom and Tenure defines academic freedom as an in-
dividual right guaranteed to college professors. According to the AAUP 
statement, institutions of higher education advance the common good, which 
requires the “free search for truth and its free exposition.” As such, teachers 
are “entitled to full freedom in research and in the publication of the results, 
subject to the adequate performance of their other academic duties.” They 
are also “entitled to freedom in the classroom in discussing their subject, but 
they should be careful not to introduce into their teaching controversial mat-
ter which has no relation to their subject.” It is important to note that the 
AAUP statement does not merely protect original scholarship. It also grants 
freedom of inquiry and expression in the classroom. If teaching merely in-
volved the transference of accepted, conventional wisdom, this protection 
would be unnecessary.

It is one thing for institutions of higher education and professional organi-
zations to argue for the rights and privileges to their own members. It is quite 
another for those privileges to be recognized by outside entities and govern-
ment institutions. In 1957, the U.S. Supreme Court argued that academic 
freedom, for both students and teachers, is essential to the mission of higher 
education and the future of a democratic nation:

The essentiality of freedom in the community of American universities is almost 
self-evident. No one should underestimate the vital role in a democracy that is 
played by those who guide and train our youth. To impose any strait jacket upon 
the intellectual leaders in our colleges and universities would imperil the future 
of our Nation. No field of education is so thoroughly comprehended by man that 
new discoveries cannot yet be made. Particularly is that true in the social sci-
ences, where few, if any, principles are accepted as absolutes. Scholarship can-
not flourish in an atmosphere of suspicion and distrust. Teachers and students 
must always remain free to inquire, to study and to evaluate, to gain new matu-
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rity and understanding; otherwise our civilization will stagnate and die. (Sweezy 
v. New Hampshire, 354 U.S. 234, 250 [1957])

A decade later, Justice Brennan argued that academic freedom is rooted in 
the First Amendment of the Constitution:

Our Nation is deeply committed to safeguarding academic freedom, which is of 
transcendent value to all of us and not merely to the teachers concerned. That 
freedom is therefore a special concern of the First Amendment, which does not 
tolerate laws that cast a pall of orthodoxy over the classroom. (Keyishian v. 
Board of Regents, 385 U.S. 589, 603 [1967])

While legal scholars disagree about the interpretation of these rulings and 
the justices’ understanding of academic freedom, the fact that the nation’s 
highest court has defended the concept certainly gives it some legitimacy 
outside of academic circles. In fact, even the most vocal critics of the acad-
emy appear to accept the basic argument that the university ought to encour-
age the free exchange of ideas. What remains open for debate, however, is 
whether the modern university actually lives up to this mission.

The Politics of Academic Freedom

In testimony before the Pennsylvania House of Representatives in 2006, Da-
vid French, president of the Foundation for Individuals Rights in Education 
(FIRE), articulated his support for the university’s central mission and the 
concept of academic freedom while arguing that this goal has been compro-
mised by campus speech codes and other efforts to control discourse:

The goal of the university is to create a place, a marketplace where you can 
debate and you can discuss, you can disagree, and you can even offend in the 
goal of exchanging ideas and the goal of advancing human knowledge and the 
goal of advancing our culture. Unfortunately, our universities across this country 
. . . have to a large degree abdicated that responsibility. (French 2006)

Other critics of higher education take the claim even further, arguing not 
only that colleges and universities are abdicating their responsibilities but also 
that they are deliberately agents of ideological indoctrination, offering a one-
sided view of social and political issues to which students and faculty members 
must conform. In the preface to his book Indoctrination U, David Horowitz 
(2007b) argues that members of the faculty have “intruded a political agenda 
into the academic curriculum and have sought to close down intellectual dis-
cussion and prevent open-minded inquiries into ‘sensitive’ subjects” (p. xi).
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Although the evidence for the indoctrination thesis is largely anecdotal, the 
Horowitz critique has received a great deal of attention, in part because it is 
consistent with what we do know about the political climate in higher educa-
tion. As we demonstrate in chapter 4, college professors are not a representa-
tive cross section of the public. Rather, they tend to hold views that are con-
siderably to the left of the general public. A number of other studies confirm 
this finding, which appears to hold true whether the researchers measure fac-
ulty politics in terms of ideology, party affiliation, voting behavior, or spe-
cific policy positions (see, for example, Gross and Simmons 2007; Klein and 
Stern 2005; Klein and Western 2004–2005; Ladd and Lipset 1975; Rothman, 
Lichter, and Nevitte 2005). Without evidence to the contrary, it is natural to 
question whether conservative viewpoints receive a fair hearing in this envi-
ronment. Even if we assume that college professors are surprisingly tolerant 
of those who disagree with their core values, opposing viewpoints may sim-
ply be absent from the campus, at least within specific disciplines.

In his proposal for an “Academic Bill of Rights,” Horowitz (2008) claims 
that this ideological imbalance is a threat to the concept of academic free-
dom, denying students the right to hear and contemplate conservative ideas. 
He argues that campuses should promote “intellectual pluralism” and “orga-
nizational neutrality” to ensure that all valid points of view are considered. 
The Academic Bill of Rights has had some success, prompting legislative 
inquiries and encouraging some universities to adopt statements concerning 
students’ rights.

Yet critics of the university continue to cite a number of recent incidents 
on college campuses to demonstrate that conservative ideas are not welcome 
in academic discourse. For example, when Harvard president Larry Summers 
suggested that one possible explanation for the lack of women in science 
fields might be attributed to differences in intrinsic aptitude, the reaction from 
segments of the Harvard faculty was swift and severe. After a great deal of 
media attention, a vote of “no confidence” from the Faculty of Arts and Sci-
ences, and reports that the board was scheduled to replace him, Summers 
resigned from his position, stating that “rifts between me and segments of the 
arts and sciences faculty make it infeasible for me to advance the agenda of 
renewal that I see as crucial to Harvard’s future” (quoted in Jaschik 2006). 
While Summers’s statement about women in science was clearly not the be-
ginning of the rift between him and segments of the Harvard faculty, the in-
cident provided his critics with some heavy ammunition. More important, the 
incident provided media personalities on the right with further evidence that 
the university was inhospitable to certain ideas.

Faculty protests against conservatives have made headlines at other institu-
tions. According to an article in the New York Times, the Hoover Institution’s 
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decision to appoint Donald Rumsfeld, former defense secretary, as a visiting 
fellow drew “fierce protests from faculty members and students at Stanford 
University” (Glater 2007). In other incidents, conservative commentator Ann 
Coulter was struck with a pie during a speech at the University of Arizona 
and was unable to complete her speech at the University of Connecticut be-
cause of audience protests (US News & World Report 2007).

These incidents appear to portray a campus environment that is hostile to 
unpopular ideas, a charge that has been gaining steam since the 1980s. A 
1983 article in the New York Times reported that the American Council on 
Education, the AAUP, the National Coalition of Independent College and 
University Students, and two other student organizations endorsed a state-
ment to address the disruption of speakers on college campuses. Their effort 
followed protests against Jeane J. Kirkpatrick, U.S. delegate to the United 
Nations, and several other campus speakers (Maeroff 1983). Three years 
later, the AAUP created a panel to study academic freedom and issued a state-
ment condemning the censorship of textbooks and library holdings, including 
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, which had been criticized for promoting 
racial stereotypes (Vobeda 1986).

In the early 1990s, the dominant critique of American higher education 
focused on the “lunacies of the Political Correctness regime now dominating 
American universities” (Krauthammer 1991, A18). Critics took aim at cam-
pus speech codes, designed to restrict speech that might offend the sensibili-
ties of others, especially related to race, gender, and sexual preference. The 
National Association for Scholars (NAS), an organization founded in 1987 to 
“foster intellectual freedom and to sustain the tradition of reasoned scholar-
ship and civil debate in America’s colleges and universities,” found itself in 
conflict with the AAUP, an organization that, in principle, supports the same 
freedoms. Yet the AAUP and the NAS have frequently disagreed about what 
constitutes intellectual freedom and civil debate.

Although the AAUP has historically been concerned with threats to aca-
demic freedom from government, outside entities, and administrative ranks, 
the organization has not been sympathetic to more recent charges that mem-
bers of the professoriate are guilty of similar offenses. For this reason, critics 
of the AAUP have argued that the organization is committed only to fending 
off attacks on the professoriate and that it has failed to recognize the threat to 
academic freedom from campus orthodoxy (Wilson 2007). Yet the AAUP 
charges that accusations of political correctness are unjustified attacks on the 
faculty and that these accusations have the effect of chilling speech on campus 
and constitute the real threat to academic freedom. In fact, the AAUP recently 
released a report, “Freedom in the Classroom,” defending a professor’s right 
to cover material that others might view to be overly political or inappropriate. 



In a detailed, point-by-point response to the report, the NAS has charged that 
this position is a departure from the original 1940 statement of principles. 
Among their more pointed critiques, the NAS argues that the AAUP has rede-
fined “truth” as whatever the members of the academy decide it to be. Thus, 
academics are justified in presenting one-sided views of controversial issues 
as long as there is some consensus within the academy that their particular 
viewpoint is the correct one (National Association of Scholars 2007).

The debate over campus speech codes, censorship, and political intolerance 
has not been restricted to a few critics and defenders of higher education or 
to the professional organizations designed to confront these issues. Rather, it 
has filled the airwaves and newspapers with countless reports and editorials 
that cite a wide range of examples. Newsweek ran a cover story on the “tyr-
anny of PC” (Adler 1990). Several popular books on the topic reached mass 
audiences, including Allan Bloom’s highly influential work, The Closing of 
the American Mind (1987), which stayed on the New York Times best-seller 
list for four months and alerted half a million readers to what Bloom saw as 
the failures of American higher education. Other books followed, including 
David Kimball’s (1990) Tenured Radicals, now in its third edition; Dinesh 
D’Souza’s (1991) Illiberal Education; and Alan Kors and Harvey Silver-
glate’s (1998) The Shadow University: The Betrayal of Liberty on America’s 
Campuses. Even the president of the United States, George H. W. Bush, 
warned of the danger to free speech on college campuses. During a 1991 
commencement speech at the University of Michigan, whose campus speech 
code had recently been struck down by the courts, the president stated,

The notion of political correctness has ignited controversy across the land, and 
although the movement arises from the laudable desire to sweep away the de-
bris of racism and sexism and hatred, it replaces old prejudice with new ones. 
. . . It declares certain topics off limits, certain expressions off limits, even 
certain gestures off limits. What began as a crusade for civility has soured into 
a cause of conflict and even censorship. Disputants treat sheer force, getting 
their foes punished or expelled for instance, as a substitute for the power of 
ideas. They’ve invited people to look for an insult in every word, gesture, ac-
tion. (quoted in Innerst 1991, A1)

As accusations of political correctness intensified, the academic commu-
nity launched several counteroffensives. Stanley Fish, a distinguished Eng-
lish professor at Duke University, helped to organize Teachers for a Demo-
cratic Culture, a group that condemned the use of the term “political 
correctness,” arguing that it was an attempt to undermine positive campus 
initiatives like affirmative action. The group organized a conference at the 
University of Michigan titled “The P.C. Frame-Up: What’s behind the At-
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tack?” (DePalma 1991). Others also argued that the debate about political 
correctness was an unfounded, conservative attack on higher education. For 
example, in his book The Myth of Political Correctness: The Conservative 
Attack on Higher Education, John K. Wilson (1995) argues that conservatives 
created the myth of political correctness in order to portray all objectionable 
social policies as a vast leftist conspiracy.

By the mid-1990s, the campus “PC wars” were in full swing. According to 
one college president, “Scarcely a day goes by in the life of a college president 
that does not include new charges of political correctness” (quoted in Dye 
1995, R20). Other organizations formed to tackle the problem as they saw it. 
In 1995, former National Endowment for the Humanities chairman Lynne V. 
Cheney launched the American Council of Trustees and Alumni (formerly the 
National Alumni Forum) in an effort to organize alumni and trustees to con-
front political intolerance and challenges to academic freedom on college 
campuses. Four years later, Alan Kors and Harvey Silverglate launched the 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE). According to its web-
site, FIRE was a response to the “hundreds of communications and pleas for 
help” they had received from people who had read The Shadow University 
(FIRE 2004). Since its founding, the organization has coordinated a number of 
successful lawsuits against public universities for free speech violations re-
lated to speech codes and has exerted pressure on a number of other institu-
tions that, in response, have changed their own speech codes.

While conservatives have been citing cases of political intolerance and 
censorship on campus for the past two decades, the September 11, 2001, ter-
rorist attacks altered the campus environment and led those on the left to la-
ment the “war on academic freedom” (McNeil 2002). A number of academ-
ics, especially those who study the Middle East, found that the post-9/11 
political environment was not receptive to their interpretations of U.S. foreign 
policy. A report in the National Education Association’s  Higher Education 
Journal lists several examples of this “chilling of speech on campus”:

In 2002, the North Carolina House of Representative moved to cut the budget 
of University of North Carolina because a fall reading list for first year students 
included a book about the Koran. In the same year, the governor of Colorado 
and state legislators denounced the University of Colorado for inviting Hanan 
Ashrawi, a Palestinian spokesperson and educator, to speak on campus. The 
legislature in Missouri sought to cut funding in 2002 from the University of 
Missouri’s budget because the director of the public television station located on 
the Columbia campus decided that personnel should not wear flag pins on cam-
era. A year after the September 11th attacks, a Philadelphia think tank estab-
lished a website to monitor professors and institutions that were critical of U.S. 
actions in the Middle East. Individual academics were listed on the website as 



“hostile” to America; as a result, the professors identified were spammed with 
thousands of angry e-mails. (Tierney and Lechuga 2005, 13)

The perception that academic freedom was in jeopardy following the Sep-
tember 11 attacks was widespread in the academic community. John K. Wil-
son (2007) published another book on academic culture, claiming to find 
evidence of “patriotic correctness,” an intolerance for any criticism of the 
Bush administration or its war on terror. The AAUP believed that the threat 
was substantial enough to warrant the creation of a “Special Committee on 
Academic Freedom and National Security in a Time of Crisis.” The commit-
tee issued a lengthy report, outlining a significant number of incidents on 
college campuses, including an episode at Rockford College, where audience 
members chanted “God Bless America” over a commencement speaker who 
had referred to the United States as an “occupying force” in Iraq. The report 
also detailed several incidents of legislatures, alumni, and citizen groups call-
ing for resignations of academics who spoke against the Iraq War, in the de-
fense of terrorists, or against the state of Israel (American Association of 
University Professors 2003).

The most public incident involved Ward Churchill at the University of 
Colorado (see discussion in chapter 4). In this case, the AAUP perceived the 
public’s response to Churchill and demands for his resignation as threats to 
his academic freedom and issued a statement defending his right to speak 
freely, while making it clear that the AAUP did not endorse his specific re-
marks (American Association of University Professors 2005). For many, this 
episode demonstrated the power that external forces can exert on the univer-
sity. While Churchill was ultimately fired for research misconduct and for 
falsifying his credentials, it was clear that his statements about the causes of 
9/11 were the trigger for the investigation. Had Bill O’Reilly and other 
prominent conservatives not put pressure on the University of Colorado, it is 
likely that Churchill would still hold his tenured position.

While both sides in the political culture wars claim that the other side rou-
tinely violates academic freedom and represses free debate, there is a notice-
able difference in their claims. Based on the examples they cite, it appears 
that one’s perception as to the source of the threat differs according to politi-
cal ideology. As the minority group within the academic community, conser-
vatives perceive that the threat to academic freedom comes from within the 
university itself. Those who attempt to espouse controversial, conservative 
views within the academy find themselves in conflict with the faculty, the 
administration, and the student body. According to this view, the university 
is guilty of violating its mission to support the search for truth and the free 
exchange of ideas.

164	 Chapter 6



	 Academic Freedom, Tenure, and the Free Exchange of Ideas	 165

As the majority group in academia, liberals perceive relatively little 
threat from their conservative colleagues. Yet, as the minority group in the 
larger society, they perceive a threat from hostile external critics, citing 
examples of intrusion from the government, the media, and the public. Ac-
cording to the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), “Some conserva-
tives advocate government intervention to control professors in the name of 
academic freedom, which is ironic to say the least . . . academic freedom 
requires the defeat of government intrusion, or any external intrusion, into 
curriculum, teaching, hiring and student assessment” (America Federation 
of Teachers 2007, 15). The AAUP points specifically to David Horowitz’s 
efforts to promote academic freedom as part of the problem, stating that the 
Academic Bill of Rights undermines academic freedom because it “threat-
ens to impose administrative and legislative oversight on the professional 
judgment of faculty” and deprives professors of the “authority necessary for 
teaching” (American Association of University Professors 2003).

Other Sources of Threat

It is important to note that the perception that academic freedom is in jeop-
ardy precedes current political controversies. In 1955, Richard Hofstadter and 
Walter P. Metzger published The Development of Academic Freedom in the 
United States, which concludes with a rather ominous warning about the 
“slender thread by which it hangs” (506). Since its inception, the AAUP has 
been asked to rule on cases involving perceived violations of academic free-
dom and has voted to censure forty-five administrations as a result. Often, 
these cases involve employment issues and do not appear to be directly re-
lated to national politics.

In their report, Academic Freedom in the 21st-Century College and Uni-
versity, the AFT (2007) outlines four additional threats to academic freedom: 
increased emphasis on vocational training, reductions in state funding, corpo-
rate-style management practices, and the increase in non-tenure-track faculty. 
In fact, the AFT sees this last concern as the “greatest threat to academic 
freedom today” (2).

These other threats to academic freedom have been developing for the past 
quarter of a century. College students and their parents show increased con-
cern for acquiring marketable skills as opposed to general knowledge. Stu-
dents see little purpose in taking costly courses that appear unrelated to their 
future career goals. According to Derek Bok (2006), this difference in per-
spective is growing, with students placing less emphasis on the acquisition of 
knowledge and faculty resisting the move toward technical education. This 



divide may create pressure on administrations to alter course requirements 
and take the curriculum out of the hands of the faculty.

Financial pressures also contribute to the use of part-time faculty, who 
accept lower wages, or contingent faculty, whose flexible status allows the 
institution to have greater budget flexibility. Many voices in higher educa-
tion have expressed concerns that these changes in employment practices 
reduce professorial power not only for the individual faculty members in-
volved but for the faculty body as a whole. Often, these nontraditional fac-
ulty members are not actively involved in faculty governance, which means 
that fewer faculty members are free to actively participate in institutional 
decision making. Accordingly, managerial styles in higher education have 
also changed in the past quarter of a century, favoring stronger administra-
tions and weaker faculty bodies.

Finally, as student satisfaction and retention become more important to the 
bottom line, institutions place greater emphasis on student evaluations of 
professors. According to the AFT, peer evaluation is one of the key processes 
that secure academic freedom. The principle that academics are best able to 
judge the competency of their peers is the justification for faculty committees 
on tenure and promotion. Yet colleges and universities appear to place in-
creased emphasis on students’ evaluations of faculty. Robert Haskell (1997) 
argues that the use of student evaluations has a number of negative effects on 
academic freedom; they introduce administrative control over teaching, they 
reward faculty who lower standards and inflate grading to earn high evalua-
tions, and they discourage open discussion by punishing faculty who offend 
students’ sensibilities.

It may be the case that those faculty members who are concerned about 
academic freedom are not concerned about the intrusion of political agendas 
into their research and teaching but rather are concerned about administrative 
control of their teaching and evaluation. The decline in tenure-track positions 
alone may alarm some members of the academy who believe that tenure is 
necessary to maintain academic freedom.

Perceptions of Academic Freedom

The NAASS was administered in 1999. The timing has some advantages and 
disadvantages. On the one hand, this places the survey before the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks. Thus, it is possible that the events changed the campus culture in 
a meaningful way that we cannot capture in our analysis. However, as we 
demonstrate in our discussion, the campus culture wars were well under way 
prior to the attacks. While the post-9/11 environment may have been unusu-
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ally hostile to liberal ideas and attacks on the president, the effect was rela-
tively short lived. By the close of Bush’s second term, public support for the 
president was exceedingly low, American opinion on the Iraq War was fairly 
negative, and Americans had elected a staunch critic of the war, Barack 
Obama, as the new president. Even Republican candidates for office in 2008 
felt it necessary to distance themselves from the unpopular president and his 
policies. In fact, some of the most negative advertisements of the 2008 cam-
paign attacked the Republican nominee, John McCain, by comparing him to 
George W. Bush. If Congress, the media, and higher education “accepted the 
Bush Administration plans, often without debate or inquiry” as John K. Wil-
son (2005) suggests, it is obvious that this “patriotic correctness” has dissi-
pated. If there was any question as to whether support for Bush had eroded, 
students and faculty at Brigham Young University, a conservative Christian 
institution, made the case when they protested the selection of Vice President 
Dick Cheney as commencement speaker. Protesters held signs that read, 
“You lied. They died” (Berkes 2008).

But the Cheney incident is rare in recent years in that it was triggered by 
controversy over the war in Iraq. The debate over campus speech has now 
returned to discussions of political correctness, censorship, and speech 
codes. Even protests against campus speakers have shifted to other policy 
concerns, with recent protests aimed at those who oppose illegal immigra-
tion, homosexuality, or race and gender preferences (US News & World 
Report 2007). The AAUP and other professional associations continue to 
warn that allegations of political bias and indoctrination are unwarranted at-
tacks on the university and on the rights of college teachers. In other words, 
things have returned to normal.

The NAASS was completed in the midst of the political correctness culture 
wars, the same year that The Shadow University was published and FIRE was 
founded. At this time, the debates over the “politically correct” university had 
been circulating in the mass media continuously for ten years, with both sides 
claiming that the other was threatening the principles of academic freedom 
and hampering campus discourse. Based on the media reports and the politi-
cal dialogue, academic freedom was in crisis.

Yet, according to the NAASS, those within the academy show mild con-
cern about the future of the academy. While academics do not express the 
same intensity as those in the media, there does appear to be some concern 
over the security of academic freedom, with notable differences between 
administrators and members of the faculty (see table 6.1). When asked about 
the state of academic freedom in higher education in general, only 18 percent 
of professors believe that academic freedom is “very secure,” compared to 
38 percent of administrators. While the most common response from both 



groups is that academic freedom is “somewhat secure,” a sizable group is 
less optimistic. Approximately 32 percent of college professors and 14 per-
cent of administrators believe that academic freedom is either “somewhat” 
or “very” insecure.

This portrait is somewhat more optimistic when respondents consider the 
state of academic freedom on their own campuses. Among administrators, 
there is great confidence in academic freedom on campus. The overwhelming 
majority, 67 percent, report that academic freedom on their campus is “very 
secure,” while 27 percent report that it is “somewhat secure.” Professors are 
also more positive about the environment on their own campuses. Again, they 
are less confident in the security of academic freedom than are their adminis-
trators, with 36 percent arguing that academic freedom on their campus is 
“very secure,” 45 percent indicating that it is “somewhat secure,” and 19 
percent indicating that it is either “somewhat” or “very” insecure.

It would appear that academics’ perceptions of academic freedom are some-
what unrelated to their personal observations about their own campuses. This 
may suggest that actual violations are relatively uncommon, providing indi-
vidual faculty members with little cause for concern. Yet a few high-profile 
cases may lead to the perception that the problem is more widespread at other 
universities. It is also possible that people simply trust their own colleagues 
and administrators more than they trust the institution of higher education. 
Researchers have noted similar incongruence between people’s ratings of 
Congress and their approval of their own representatives. In short, people of-
ten believe that institutions are filled with scoundrels but that their own repre-
sentatives are the exception. Academics may, perhaps foolishly, trust their 
own colleagues and administrators to support and defend their interests.

Among administrators, we see no statistical difference between Republicans 
and Democrats in their perceptions of threats to academic freedom, either for 
higher education as a whole or for their own campuses (see table 6.2). Among 
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Table 6.1.  How Secure Is Academic Freedom?

Faculty Administrators

In General Your Campus In General Your Campus

Very secure 18% 36% 38% 67%
Somewhat secure 50% 45% 48% 27%
Somewhat insecure 28% 16% 13% 5%
Very insecure 4% 3% 1% 1%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 1,640 1,638 805 807
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faculty, we do see a small difference between the parties, with Republicans 
reporting that academic freedom is secure, more so than their Democratic col-
leagues. However, the data demonstrate that people on both sides of the politi-
cal spectrum perceive some threat. Further analysis of the data suggests that 
threats to academic freedom may not be political in nature.

Those respondents who report that academic freedom is “somewhat” 
or “very” insecure, either in general or on their own campuses, answered 
a follow-up question about the source of the threat (see table 6.3). For 
faculty, the most common response is that the administration constitutes 
a threat to academic freedom. Since faculty and administrators have 
similar ideological viewpoints, it is difficult to argue that this is a reac-
tion to administrators’ politics. A fair number of faculty also point to the 
government as the source of threat. Among administrators, the most com-
monly identified threats to academic freedom are the government and the 
general public. A handful of faculty and administrators specifically iden-
tify political ideologies as the primary source of threat, with responses 
balanced between “the left” and “the right.” While some offer that reli-
gion is a source of threat, presumably a threat from the right, an equal 
number of both groups identify political correctness as a threat. How-
ever, the number of people who identify any of these political sources is 
still relatively small.

Table 6.3.  If There Is a Threat to Academic Freedom, Where Is It Coming From?

Faculty Party Identification

Administrators Faculty Democrat Independent Republican

Government 23% 22% 21% 25% 23%
Administration 17% 35% 35% 30% 44%
Business 7% 8% 9% 7% 0%
General public 21% 6% 5% 8% 4%
Religion 6% 6% 7% 5% 2%
Within the faculty 5% 6% 4% 8% 6%
Financial reasons 7% 4% 6% 2% 2%
Political correctness 6% 5% 1% 9% 12%
The right 2% 3% 4% 1% 2%
Attack on tenure 3% 4% 6% 2% 2%
The left 4% 1% 1% 2% 4%
Nowhere 1% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 107 527 267 170 52
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The fact that faculty most commonly identify administrators as the threat 
to academic freedom while administrators identify external threats is not sur-
prising. When external constituencies are dissatisfied with higher education, 
they hold administrators responsible. Administrators respond to these exter-
nal demands by placing demands on the faculty. As we noted in chapter 4, 
administrators responded to legislative inquiries during the McCarthy era by 
launching their own assault on their faculties, requiring them to take loyalty 
oaths or firing controversial members (Shrecker 1986; Thelin 2004). More 
recently, administrators are under considerable pressure to make higher edu-
cation more accountable to government agencies. As a result, they spend a 
good deal of time discussing measures of institutional “assessment.” The 
faculty is often distrusting of such efforts and may view them as infringe-
ments on their freedom and autonomy in the classroom.

Earlier, we hypothesized that political orientation appears to affect whether 
one believes the threat to academic freedom comes from within the university 
or from external sources. When faculty members identify sources of threat to 
academic freedom, we see what might constitute small differences between 
Democrats and Republicans, although the limited number of observations 
constrains our ability to draw precise conclusions about the results.1 As we 
predict, Republicans are more likely than Democrats to identify forces oper-
ating within the university, including the administration, the faculty, and po-
litical correctness. Democrats are more likely to identify sources outside the 
university, such as business, religion, and the attack on tenure. It is important 
to note, however, that these differences are not overwhelming. Few respon-
dents identify politics directly, although 16 percent of Republicans point to 
the political left or political correctness, and 26 percent of Democrats point to 
sources that might reflect conservative criticisms of the academy: religion, 
the right, business, and attacks on tenure. Surprisingly, Republicans are as 
likely or slightly more likely to identify “the government” as the source of the 
threat. The fact that Republicans share this concern suggests that perceptions 
of government threat are not based on legislative inquiries into political cor-
rectness or liberal indoctrination, nor would they, in 1999, be based on the 
Patriot Act or other security measures. Rather, perceptions of government 
intrusion on academic freedom may be more practical and reflect concerns 
about the increased dependence of higher education on government funding 
for both teaching and research.

The fact that both Democrats and Republicans identify government and 
campus administrators as the largest threats to academic freedom does not 
necessarily mean that political correctness is absent from the campus, nor 
does it mean that external criticism is harmless. It is still possible that either 
of these forces—or both of them—presents a threat to academic freedom. 



However, it appears that the majority of faculty either has not received the 
message or is not persuaded by the evidence.

Support for Tenure

The concept of academic freedom is widely embraced by both the academic 
community and its external critics. According to the AAUP, academic tenure 
is the means by which the academy grants freedom in teaching and research. 
Following a probationary period, academics are provided with “permanent or 
continuous tenure,” which can be terminated only for “adequate cause,” “ex-
traordinary circumstances,” or “financial exigencies.” This job security is 
designed to allow professors to freely exchange controversial ideas, without 
fear of reprisal. Yet critics of the academy are less supportive of tenure and 
cite this as an example of the luxuries awarded to college faculty, often while 
making claims that academics are underworked and overpaid. David 
Horowitz (2007b) writes,

Virtually alone among workers in America, academics are entitled to four 
months paid vacation, and every seven years are awarded a sabbatical leave that 
provides them with ten months off at full or half pay. To crown these privileges, 
they alone among America’s public employees—with the exception of Supreme 
Court Justices—have lifetime jobs. (61)

Like tenure for Supreme Court justices, tenure for academics is condi-
tioned on good behavior. Administrators can fire tenured professors with 
adequate cause. But more often than not, tenure does mean lifetime employ-
ment. Violations of this norm often involve costly legal battles, negative 
publicity, and the threat of censure from the AAUP. It is these controversial 
cases that tend to make the headlines and help to form public perceptions of 
tenure. It is not surprising, therefore, to see academics referred to as “tenured 
radicals” (Kimball 1990) or to hear political pundits blame the tenure system 
for higher education’s failings. In response, academics and the institutions 
that represent them often launch a rigorous defense of tenure, claiming that it 
is essential to the mission of higher education and that it encourages the 
brightest minds to enter the profession.

Given the premise that tenure is a privilege designed to protect those within 
the academy, one might expect to find almost unanimous support for the ten-
ure system among college faculty. Yet there are those within the academy who 
question the merits of tenure. As we noted in our discussion of academic free-
dom, employment practices in higher education are changing. An increasing 
number of academics are employed through non-tenure-track appointments. 
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While this is often a matter of institutional design or financial necessity, some 
members of the faculty claim that there are benefits to a non-tenure-track ap-
pointment, citing the lack of publication pressure and the freedom to focus on 
teaching as inducements. Others argue that, rather than encourage debate and 
academic freedom, the tenure system actually stifles debate, forcing new 
members of the academy to take a vow of silence for the first seven years of 
their careers, lest they offend someone in a position to vote on their tenure 
review. A 1999–2000 survey of graduate students finds that nearly one-quarter 
would consider accepting a non-tenure-track position in exchange for other 
perks, such as a more prestigious university or a more favorable geographic 
location (Trower 2001). This appears to represent a decline in the importance 
placed on tenure. The question remains, does this mean that academics, as a 
whole, have begun to question the merits of the tenure system, or is it merely 
less important to a new generation of academics?

According to the NAASS, as an institution, tenure enjoys widespread sup-
port among the universities’ various constituencies (see table 6.4). Among 
professors, one-third responded that tenure is “essential,” while another third 
rate it as “very important.”2 Although they show less enthusiasm for tenure, 
administrators are also generally supportive of the practice, with 16 percent 
indicating that it is “essential” and 32 percent reporting that it is “very impor-
tant” overall. While the faculty/administrative commitment to tenure is, itself, 
important, there are deep divisions within these groups that reveal an important 
philosophical difference on the role of tenure in protecting academic freedom.

If tenure protects academic freedom and allows faculty to investigate con-
troversial ideas, as is commonly argued, then we should expect that tenure 

Table 6.4.  On Balance, Do You Think Academic Tenure Today Is . . .

Faculty

Administrators
Social Science and 

Humanities
Sciences, Professional, 

and Other All

Essential 41% 27% 34% 16%
Very important 33% 34% 34% 32%
Somewhat 
important

18% 27% 23% 34%

Not very important 5% 8% 7% 13%
Not important at all 2% 3% 2% 5%
Don’t know 0% 0% 0% 0%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 814 830 1,644 807



would be more important to people in subjective fields, such as the social 
sciences and humanities, and less important to faculty in the professional 
studies and sciences. Indeed, support for tenure is stronger among those in the 
more subjective/political disciplines, with 41 percent of professors in the so-
cial sciences and humanities rating tenure as “essential,” compared to 27 
percent of the professors in professional fields, natural sciences, or others. 
Yet even outside the more subjective arena of academic inquiry, a strong 
majority of the professors regard tenure as “very important,” suggesting that, 
while tenure may help secure academic freedom, this freedom is not limited 
to political expression. Rather, academic freedom includes the right to chal-
lenge administrators on matters of campus policy. Given recent growths in 
administrative ranks and more top-down managerial styles, faculty in all dis-
ciplines may recognize the need for tenure such that they may freely partici-
pate in faculty governance without fear of job loss.

Interestingly, the NAASS does reveal that support for the tenure system is 
declining with each career cohort. Those who have entered the academic 
profession most recently believe that tenure is less important than do their 
more experienced colleagues (see figure 6.1). Whereas newer faculty, on 
average, rated the importance of tenure at about a 3.7 (where 3 is “somewhat 
important,” 4 is “very important,” and 5 is “essential”), their more senior col-
leagues consistently rated the importance of tenure at around a 4.3. The 
change is not dramatic from year to year, but the differences are rather con-
sistent as a function of time. It is unclear whether this is truly a cohort change 
or, rather, a generational change. In other words, it is possible that as these 
new academics spend more time in the academy, they will change their as-
sessment of tenure and rate it higher in importance. However, we believe that 
this is more likely to represent a permanent difference between cohorts, one 
that reflects employment changes in higher education. As more people find 
employment off the tenure track, it becomes a more acceptable practice. 
Young academics may even engage in motivated reasoning (Kunda 1990). 
With fewer tenure-track jobs available, it is useful to seriously consider the 
benefits of other forms of employment.

We also consider whether support for tenure differs according to profes-
sors’ political affiliations. Critics of the tenure system often claim that perma-
nent employment status protects people with radical, liberal views. The Ward 
Churchill case feeds into this critique, demonstrating the lengths to which a 
university must go to terminate the employment of a controversial or unfit 
scholar. In this view, it would appear that tenure protects liberal academics 
from external, conservative critics. However, historian and retired professor 
Thomas C. Reeves (2005) argues that tenure, once achieved, serves as a 
greater benefit to conservatives in academia:
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Today, on campus, conservatives are heretics, often challenging the established 
principles of orthodox leftist ideology with scholarship and bold thinking. It is 
a dangerous business, for the people who talk the most about diversity and toler-
ance are rarely in the mood to welcome dissent. As an abundance of literature 
shows, and experience verifies, conservatives are often persecuted on campus. 
They must sometimes mask their beliefs in order to be hired. But tenure, once 
achieved, protects them. Eliminate that protection and watch conservative heads 
roll, both at the hands of administrators and fellow faculty members.

Yet, notwithstanding its potential benefits to the conservative professori-
ate, the NAASS clearly demonstrates that both Democratic faculty and ad-
ministrators see tenure as a higher priority than do their Republican counter-
parts (see table 6.5). While Republican professors do generally support 
tenure, they do so to a lesser extent than their Democratic peers, who are 
twice as likely to rate tenure as “essential.” It turns out that, independent of 
their partisanship, social liberals tend to support tenure more than social 
conservatives (for more details on the independent impact of partisanship 
and ideology, see appendix 6). This seems to imply that, at least from their 
own perspective, Democrats and liberals find greater protection in the tenure 
system than do Republicans and conservatives. It may be the case that, as 
noted previously, the tenure system actually has the effect of silencing dis-
sent in the years before review. Some have also argued that tenure does not 
actually ensure academic freedom. Professors are dependent on their col-
leagues’ approval for many things, including pay increases, committee as-
signments, faculty grant awards, and promotion to full professor. If conser-
vatives find that they cannot speak freely on campus, even with tenure, they 
may become skeptical of its actual value. Remember, however, that Repub-

Figure 6.1.  Importance of Tenure among Faculty by Years of Service (3.5 = Somewhat 
Important, 4 = Very Important, 4.5 = Essential/Very Important)
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licans in our sample actually rated academic freedom as more secure than 
did the Democrats.

It is worth noting that, with one exception, each of the aforementioned fac-
tors is an independent predictor of a professor’s support for tenure. In other 
words, it is not that Republicans, who are less supportive of tenure, also hap-
pen to think academia is secure and avoid working in the humanities. Rather, 
each of these attitudes has its own impact on support for tenure. When these 
factors are placed together in a statistical model, we find that the most impor-
tant predictor of support for tenure is a professor’s general assessment of 
academic freedom, followed by partisan leanings, years of teaching, and field 
of study. The only factor that seems to have no real influence on support for 
tenure is a professor’s assessment of academic freedom at his or her own in-
stitution. While assessment of academic freedom at their own school is cor-
related with support for tenure, the regression model shows that the real driv-
ing influence is a more general assessment of academic freedom in the 
academy at large (see appendix 6).

Finally, although professors and administrators show general support for 
the tenure system, significant numbers in both groups do recognize that 
there are potential drawbacks to the system (see table 6.6). When asked if 
institutions should be able to get rid of faculty who are “deadwood,” even 
if they have tenure, 69 percent of professors and 85 percent of administra-
tors answer “yes.” Among professors, Republicans are more likely to sup-
port firing “deadwood” than are Democrats, again suggesting that they 
place less importance on this protection, despite their minority position in 
the academy.

Free Expression on Campus

Given that both professors and administrators believe that academic freedom 
is fairly secure, we might expect there to be a free and open exchange of ideas 
on the college campus. Yet, as we have seen from the political discourse on 
this topic, people on both sides of the political culture wars claim that this is 
not the case. Conservatives claim that professors and students are stifled by 
political correctness, while liberals claim that professors and students are 
stifled by false accusation of political correctness. The NAASS asked profes-
sors, students, and administrators about their willingness to express view-
points to others. Faculty and students responded to questions about withhold-
ing views because of fear of faculty reactions and because of concern for 
students’ reactions. Administrators were asked only the question about con-
cern for faculty reactions.
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Faculty Expression

The majority of college professors surveyed claim that they rarely or never 
avoid expressing particular points of view for fear of a negative reaction from 
other faculty. Similarly, the majority of faculty also report that they rarely or 
never avoid expressing points of view because they expect a negative student 
reaction. With that said, a substantial group of faculty do report some self-
censorship, with 31 percent indicating that they sometimes or frequently 
withhold views because they anticipate a negative reaction from other faculty 
and 34 percent indicating that they do so to avoid negative reactions from 
students. Interestingly, faculty members’ perceptions of the campus speech 
environment are more pessimistic when they are asked to evaluate other 
people’s behaviors. When asked whether they think other members of the 
faculty avoid expressing their views, 67 percent report that this occurs fre-
quently or sometimes.

When professors are divided by partisan affiliation, we see small differ-
ences between Democrats and Republicans, with Democrats reporting 
slightly more self-censoring than Republicans. When asked if they avoid 
expressing particular points of view because they expect a negative student 
reaction, 36 percent of Democrats and 29 percent of Republicans report that 
they sometimes or frequently avoid expressing opinions. When asked if they 
avoid expressing viewpoints because of reactions from other members of the 
faculty, Republicans again appear to self-censor less than Democrats, with 23 
percent of Republicans and 30 percent of Democrats indicating that they 
sometimes or frequently avoid expressing opinions (see table 6.7).

Oddly enough, when it comes to self-censoring out of a concern for faculty 
reactions, the political independents seem to fair the worst, with 35 percent 
indicating that they avoid expressing a particular point of view compared to 
30 percent for Democrats and 23 percent for Republicans. It is difficult to sort 
out the causal connections in this case since we cannot say for sure if inde-
pendents feel they need to be careful not to offend colleagues or, rather, if a 
person who is generally concerned about offending colleagues tends to 
gravitate toward the political center. Identification as an “Independent” may, 
itself, be an indication that one avoids taking positions. Nonetheless, this pat-
tern, shown in figure 6.2, tends to hold when one examines each of the major 
fields of study.3 With the exception of the sciences, where Democratic profes-
sors tend to self-censor in higher numbers, self-identified independents tend 
to censor in relatively high numbers.

In a follow-up question, those faculty members who claim that they avoid 
expressing views because they anticipate a negative student reaction are asked 
to clarify their concerns. As with table 6.3, the differences between Republi-



cans and Democrats shown in table 6.8 must be interpreted with additional 
caution since the questionnaire includes only those faculty who, in the prior 
question, reported that they had “sometimes” or “frequently” avoided express-
ing themselves. Approximately one-half of professors who self-censor say that 
they avoid expressing views because they are concerned about hurting stu-
dents’ feelings or confusing students. Democrats and Independents are more 
likely to cite this as a concern than are Republicans. If sensitivity to “hurt feel-
ings” is a measure of political correctness, it is interesting to note that this 
appears to censor faculty on the left of the political scale more so than those 
on the right. This may be an indication that faculty on the left are simply more 
concerned with offending students’ sensibilities, a claim that is consistent with 
conservative critiques of the politically correct campus environment. How-
ever, we have yet to hear anyone suggest that the problem on campus is that 
liberals, because of their concern for students’ feelings, are self-censoring their 
own speech. This may, in fact, be the case. The question remains, which views 
are they withholding? Are they sensitive to the feelings of conservative stu-
dents with whom they may disagree, or are they being especially vigilant not 
to offend the groups of people who are typically offered protection under cam-
pus speech codes? It is possible that Democrats are simply exercising the 
oversensitivity and restraint that conservatives claim they require of others.

Table 6.7.  How Often, if at All, Did the Faculty Respondent Avoid Expressing Any 
Particular Points of View Because of . . .

Democrat Independent Republican Total

A Negative Reaction from Other Faculty
Frequently 6% 7% 6% 6%
Sometimes 24% 28% 17% 25%
Rarely 37% 32% 39% 35%
Never 33% 33% 37% 34%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 821 546 180 1,547

A Negative Reaction from Students
Frequently 6% 7% 6% 6%
Sometimes 30% 27% 23% 28%
Rarely 35% 35% 39% 35%
Never 29% 31% 32% 30%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 817 547 179 1,543
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The second most common reason that faculty members give for withhold-
ing views from students is that they are concerned that students will complain 
to the administration. Recognizing the limited sample size, there is no mean-
ingful difference between Republican members of the faculty and Democrats. 
The fact that Democrats are about as likely to state this as a concern raises 
questions as to the nature of this response. It is possible that students of both 
political persuasions complain when faculty offer opinions that contradict 
their own. However, if political sensitivities do stifle debate, it appears to af-
fect members of both political parties.

Figure 6.2.  Faculty Member “Frequently” or “Sometimes” Avoids Expressing Any Par-
ticular Points of View Because of Reactions from Other Faculty

Table 6.8.  Faculty Avoided Expressing Points of View because Worried about Student 
Reaction (First Response)

Democrat Independent Republican Total

Hurt feelings/confuse students 47% 50% 38% 47%
Complaints to administration 21% 19% 24% 21%
Other 13% 10% 18% 12%
Poor student evaluations 11% 10% 6% 10%
Don’t know 6% 9% 12% 8%
Lower enrollment in class 2% 2% 3% 2%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 373 236 68 677



A small but significant number of professors, 10 percent of those who with-
hold viewpoints, openly admit that they avoid expressing opinions in order to 
avoid negative student evaluations. While this is not a large percentage of the 
faculty, the survey question is open ended and asks faculty members to volun-
teer their concerns. It is possible that those who cite concern for hurting stu-
dents’ feelings are also concerned with how this affects their teaching evalua-
tions. Also, faculty members may alter other aspects of their course in order to 
improve teaching evaluations. As Haskell (1997) has argued, faculty may ad-
just grading standards, rigor, teaching style, and course content under the as-
sumption that these things affect student satisfaction with the course.

Perhaps one of the most revealing findings from the NAASS, relating to 
faculty partisanship and academic freedom, comes from a pair of questions 
intended to gauge the prevalence of discrimination within the university. 
Nested with a series of questions about the prevalence of discrimination 
against women, minorities, homosexuals, and religious groups, the survey 
included two queries about the seriousness of discrimination against those 
with “left-wing political views” and “right-wing political views.” Overall, 
only 7 percent of professors reported that persons with “left-wing political 
views” faced “fairly serious” or “very serious” discrimination. Only 5 percent 
of professors concluded that persons with “right-wing political views” faced 
“fairly serious” or “very serious” discrimination. Figure 6.3 breaks these re-
sults down by the professor’s party affiliation. Indeed, Republican professors 
tend to see discrimination against their favored group as more serious than 
against the opposite point of view. Even within the left-dominated academic 
environment, Democratic professors tend to see “left-wing” discrimination as 
more serious than “right-wing” discrimination. Furthermore, within all three 
groups, a very small percentage of the professors felt that political discrimina-
tion of any kind was a “fairly serious” or “very serious” problem.

Looking at party affiliation in general, these results raise some interesting 
questions. We do not find that Republicans are more reluctant to express their 
views on a college campus. One must be careful in interpreting this result. 
This does not necessarily mean that Republicans are treated fairly or that their 
colleagues are respectful of their opinions. Rather, it merely suggests that 
Republicans do not hold their tongues simply because they are in the minor-
ity. Republicans who choose to enter academia do so with the knowledge that 
they will encounter opposition to their views. Those who are squeamish about 
controversy may self-select out of the profession, leaving the academy with a 
small group of particularly outspoken Republicans. It is also important to 
note that the opinions that faculty are withholding may not be related to poli-
tics at all but, rather, could have more to do with campus policies, student 
performance, or other issues. Professors may withhold opinions about their 
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colleagues or campus administrators. Professors may also withhold opinions 
about a students’ aptitude or performance. In conversations with colleagues, 
professors may refrain from criticizing committee decisions, course propos-
als, and other matters of faculty governance, especially if they perceive their 
position to be unpopular and do not want to expend social capital to fight a 
losing battle. Often, these institutional battles divide the faculty along lines 
unrelated to political orientation.

We also considered whether the willingness to express viewpoints is re-
lated to a professor’s academic rank. We find, as one might expect, that as-
sistant professors, who are unlikely to be tenured, are most likely to self-
censor. However, we were surprised to find that associate professors behave 
more like assistant professors than they do full professors. It would appear, 
based on the results in table 6.9, that tenure and promotion to associate pro-
fessor do not create the free exchange of ideas that one might expect. Full 
professors, however, do behave differently, as they are significantly more 
likely to report that they “never” avoid expressing views for fear of faculty or 
student reactions. Our findings are consistent with those of Ceci, Williams, 
and Mueller-Johnson (2006), who also find that assistant and associate pro-
fessors behave similarly. They conclude that tenure does not provide the sort 
of academic freedom it promises. Associate professors still depend on posi-
tive reviews from their colleagues for further promotion, committee appoint-
ments, merit pay, and other benefits.

Figure 6.3.  Seriousness of Discrimination against People with Left- or Right-Wing 
Viewpoints



Student Expression

Students in our survey also responded to questions about whether they avoid 
expressing views because of the reactions of professors or other students (see 
table 6.10). Several observations are useful. First, students are slightly less 
likely to self-censor than are college professors. Second, they are more likely 
to withhold opinions because of other students’ reactions than they are be-
cause of faculty reactions. While 30 percent of students claim that they fre-
quently or sometimes avoid expressing views because of student reactions, 
only 23 percent avoid expressing views because of faculty reactions. This 
may be true simply because students have greater interaction and more con-
versations with other students, so the frequency of self-censoring may be a 
function of the number of opportunities for disagreement. Students do not 
differ in their willingness to express opinions according to party affiliation.

Our findings are consistent with the results of a large-scale survey of stu-
dents conducted at the University of Georgia (Bason 2008). According to the 
survey of over 15,000 students in the Georgia state university system, stu-
dents believe that their professors are more respectful of others’ opinions than 
are their peers. The results from the Georgia survey are also similar to ours in 
terms of the number of students who believe there is a problem with free 
expression in the classroom. According to the students surveyed in Georgia, 

Table 6.9.  How Often, if at All, Did the Faculty Respondent Avoid Expressing Any 
Particular Points of View because of . . .

Assistant Professor Associate Professor Full Professor Total

A Negative Reaction from Other Faculty
Frequently 8% 7% 6% 7%
Sometimes 34% 28% 16% 24%
Rarely 32% 34% 37% 35%
Never 26% 32% 41% 35%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 400 494 668 1,562 

A Negative Reaction from Students
Frequently 8% 7% 5% 6%
Sometimes 34% 33% 22% 28%
Rarely 32% 33% 37% 35%
Never 26% 27% 37% 31%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 402 493 666 1,561 
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66 percent feel that they can freely discuss important public issues in class, 
without fear that their professor will criticize them. There is a small differ-
ence between Republicans and Democrats on this question, with 64 percent 
of Republican students feeling free to discuss issues and 74 percent of Demo-
crats feeling the same. Students in the Georgia state system are even less 
willing to discuss religious issues in class, with Republicans, again, falling 
below the Democrats.

While the majority of students feel free to discuss their viewpoints most of 
the time, the fact that a sizable group does not feel so inclined may still raise 
some important questions about the discourse in higher education. As college 
professors lament the lack of student participation in class discussion or stu-
dents’ disinterest in the political process, perhaps they should be concerned 
that nearly a quarter of their students have viewpoints they are unwilling to 
share because of a fear that the professor will respond negatively. In fact, one 
of the standard items on student evaluation forms is a question measuring the 
extent to which the professor encouraged students to share their own view-
points, under the assumption that higher scores on this scale measure better 
teaching. It is important to recognize that students’ fears about others’ reac-
tions may be unfounded. However, professors bear the responsibility of set-
ting the tone of discourse in their classes and may be able to reduce such fears 

Table 6.10.  How Often, if at All, Did the Student Respondent Avoid Expressing Any 
Particular Points of View because of . . .

Democrat Independent Republican Total

A Negative Reaction from Faculty
Frequently 5% 5% 3% 4%
Sometimes 18% 19% 22% 19%
Rarely 37% 33% 38% 36%
Never 41% 44% 38% 41%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 495 556 415 1,466

A Negative Reaction from Other Students
Frequently 6% 4% 5% 5%
Sometimes 24% 25% 27% 25%
Rarely 37% 33% 38% 36%
Never 33% 37% 31% 34%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 495 556 415 1,466



by actively encouraging disagreement and demonstrating an appreciation for 
counterarguments.

Administrator Expression

One of our more striking findings, shown in table 6.11, is that college admin-
istrators report the greatest amount of self-censoring. When administrators 
are asked to estimate how often they avoid expressing views to avoid a nega-
tive reaction from faculty, 39 percent respond that they do so frequently or 
sometimes. This is significantly higher than the number of students who fear 
a faculty reaction (23 percent) or the number of faculty who fear their col-
leagues’ reactions (31 percent). Republican administrators were slightly more 
likely to self-censor than were their Democratic counterparts, but the differ-
ence between the groups is relatively small.

More important, table 6.12 reveals that administrators who “usually agree” 
with their faculty are more likely to express their viewpoints than are admin-
istrators who only “sometimes agree” with their faculty. Among administra-
tors who only sometimes agree with the faculty about the direction of the 
institution, half say that they frequently or sometimes avoid expressing their 
viewpoints. Again, this raises some question about the climate for dialogue 
on college campuses. A fair number of administrators appear to be concerned 
that expressing their honest viewpoints will jeopardize collegial relationships 
with faculty. In general, administrators suffer more public scrutiny because of 
their leadership roles and position as representatives of the institution. They 
may simply be more careful about what they say in general. However, the 
question wording does reveal that there is some concern not merely for public 
perception but also for the specific reactions of faculty members. These find-
ings also seem to suggest that many administrators do not trust that the fac-

Table 6.11.  How Often, if at All, Did the Administrator Respondent Avoid Expressing Any 
Particular Points of View because of a Negative Reaction from the Faculty?

Administrators

Democrat Independent Republican Total Faculty Students

Frequently 6% 5% 3% 6% 6% 4%
Sometimes 33% 32% 40% 34% 25% 19%
Rarely 39% 38% 34% 38% 35% 36%
Never 22% 25% 22% 23% 34% 41%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

n 400 292 99 791 1,547 1,466
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ulty will respond well to disagreement, at least when it comes from adminis-
trative ranks. College professors appear to either be less concerned about 
maintaining collegial relationships among themselves or else place greater 
faith in their ability to politely disagree with one another.

Spiral of Silence?

For all three campus constituent groups, we find little or no difference be-
tween Democrats and Republicans in their willingness to express view-
points. Among professors, Republicans seem to be slightly less concerned 
about reactions from their colleagues than are Democrats. This is a perplex-
ing finding given that a number of studies conclude that willingness to ex-
press viewpoints is related to the perception that one’s views are supported 
by others. This is especially true in environments that involve close personal 
networks. One is more likely to disagree with a stranger than with a friend, 
family member, or other close acquaintance. Accordingly, we should expect 
that Republicans speak less freely in an academic environment given the 
overwhelming evidence that their perspective places them in the minority. 
Why is this not the case?

According to the spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Newman 1974), people 
are less likely to express views when they perceive those views to be in the 
minority for fear of social isolation. However, people’s perceptions of agree-
ment with others are not always accurate. For example, those in the minority 
may underestimate the number of people who agree with them. This further 
suppresses their willingness to voice opposition to the majority, which con-
tributes to others misjudging the strength of the opposition as well.

Table 6.12. Administrator Avoids Expression versus Agrees with Faculty

When it comes to the direction your institution is going, does 
administrator respondent usually agree with their faculty?

Always 
Agree

Usually 
Agree

Sometimes 
Agree

Usually 
Disagree

Always 
Disagree Total

How often did 
administrator 
avoid expressing 
a particular point 
of view because 
he or she 
expected a 
negative reaction 
from their faculty?

Frequently 0% 4% 10% 0% — 6%

Sometimes 20% 31% 39% 17% — 33%

Rarely 20% 39% 36% 50% — 38%

Never 60% 25% 15% 33% — 23%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% — 100%

n 5 562 228 6 0 801



The NAASS asked professors, administrators, and students to judge their 
political orientation relative to that of the faculty body. When we measure 
people’s political orientations in terms of their perceived relation to others, 
we do see a connection between political isolation and willingness to express 
viewpoints. Among all three groups of survey respondents in figure 6.4, in-
dividuals who believe that their political orientation differs from the faculty 
are more likely to report that they withhold viewpoints because they expect 
a negative reaction from the faculty. The relationship is strongest among 
students. Of those students who believe professors are similar to them, only 
9 percent report that they frequently or sometimes avoid expressing their 
viewpoints out of concern for faculty reaction. Among those who believe 
that professors are very much to the left of themselves, 47 percent avoid 
expressing views. When professors are perceived to be far to the right of the 
student, 38 percent hold back views. Among professors, we see a similar 
pattern, although the self-censoring occurs slightly more often when the 
professor believes that colleagues are to the right. The pattern holds for ad-
ministrators, but the differences are not as substantial. Also, few administra-
tors report that the faculty is “very much” different from themselves, so we 
have too few cases to examine what occurs when the perception of differ-
ence is substantial.

Given that one’s perception of ideological distance from the faculty does 
predict one’s willingness to express viewpoints, it is surprising to find little 

Figure 6.4.  Frequently or Sometimes Avoid Expressing Particular Point of View Because 
You Expect Negative Reaction from Faculty
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relationship between party affiliation and expression of views. Presumably, 
Republicans would know that they are in the minority and would respond 
accordingly.

After reviewing surveys on faculty politics, it is difficult to imagine how 
anyone within the academy could perceive it to be a conservative environ-
ment. Yet perception is relative. Those who fall toward the far left end of the 
political scale will find the campus to be conservative relative to their own 
views, even if it is liberal compared to the environment outside the academy. 
For example, feminist scholars continue to charge that the academy is hostile 
to feminist scholarship. Hart (2006) argues that the academy is “entrenched 
in the power of patriarchy.” The author reviews the major journals in higher 
education and concludes that, despite the influx of women into the academy, 
“academic culture has changed very little. There is a paucity of explicitly 
feminist scholarship in the journals under investigation.” In Anti-Feminism in 
the Academy (Clark et al., 1996), a number of authors outline what they per-
ceive to be a backlash against feminist thought within the academy, affecting 
scholarship, teaching, and hiring decisions (also see Superson and Cudd 
2002). Hart observes that the feminist scholarship that does get published 
tends to be “liberal feminism,” which she regards as a traditional, mainstream 
form of feminism. In calling for a wider acceptance of more radical feminism, 
Hart demonstrates that there are competing pressures on the academy. At the 
same time that conservatives criticize the academy for being left of center, 
which the survey data supports, those who are even farther to the left claim 
that the academy is not open to their ideas. As such, perceptions of political 
solidarity vary, and, as we see in our analysis, it is this perception of isolation 
that stifles discourse on the college campus.

Conclusion

In their mission to create and interpret art, culture, and science, academics re-
quire a certain degree of autonomy from outside interference. While the public 
debate on academic freedom often centers on tolerance for political diversity, 
we find that a number of other threats, both from outside the university and 
from within, are of greater concern among professors and administrators. In our 
efforts to understand the state of academic freedom at the turn of the century, 
we examined the debate from the broadest possible perspective, considering a 
number of important factors that pertain to academic freedom. These include 
various constituencies’ perceptions of the threat to academic freedom, the im-
portance of tenure, perceptions of discrimination against various political ori-
entations, and the impact of others on free expression.



Perhaps not surprisingly, there is a great deal of agreement among academ-
ics about the state of free expression within the academy, with both professors 
and administrators in agreement that academic freedom is generally secure. 
Consistently, respondents are inclined to see academic freedom as more se-
cure at their own campus when compared to higher education in the abstract. 
Predictably, administrators are consistently more sanguine about the status of 
academic freedom than are their counterparts among the faculty. While pro-
fessors and administrators of all political persuasions tend to think of aca-
demic freedom as either “very” or “somewhat” secure, Republican academics 
report more confidence in the state of academic freedom than do their Demo-
cratic counterparts.

When faculty and administrators are asked to identify the threats to aca-
demic freedom, the results are somewhat surprising. Among the faculty, Re-
publicans, Independents, and Democrats alike do not focus on the government, 
which is often portrayed as a major threat to scholarly autonomy, but rather on 
their own administrators as the principal threat to academic freedom. Concerns 
about the government are the second most identified source of threat, followed 
by business, the public, religion, and the faculty itself. Among the limited 
number of administrators who actually perceived there to be some threat to 
academic freedom, the sources of threat are evenly divided among the govern-
ment, the public, and, astoundingly, the administration.

Tenure, often criticized by those outside of academia as contributing to 
radicalism, sloth, and mediocrity, is supported by both faculty and administra-
tors alike. For the most part, there is widespread support for the practice 
among those employed by the university. Whereas relatively few faculty and 
administrators elect to characterize tenure as unimportant, faculty are consis-
tently more enthusiastic about the practice, identifying it as “essential” 34 
percent of the time compared to a mere 16 percent of administrators. However, 
the most striking difference on the importance of tenure occurs among mem-
bers of the faculty themselves, wherein we identify at least four distinct factors 
that contribute to a professor’s view of tenure. These factors include one’s 
general perceptions of the threat to academic freedom, one’s partisan leanings, 
one’s length of service as a professor, and one’s general field of study. Yet, 
despite academics’ strong support for the concept of security, when pressed, a 
vast majority of respondents felt that institutions should have the right to oust 
professors whom they characterize as “deadwood,” even if they had previ-
ously been awarded tenure. This is a powerful indication that, among academ-
ics, tenure is not so much about job security as a protection for those who re-
main active and productive as members of the faculty.

Overall, faculty, students, and administrators claim that they feel free to 
express their personal viewpoints. Among the professors in the study, Repub-
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licans are the least likely to report that they “frequently” or “sometimes” avoid 
expressing opinions, fearing the reaction of others, while political Indepen-
dents express the most concerns. Again, running counter to widespread claims 
of ideological persecution in academia, relatively few professors believe that 
political discrimination is a serious problem on their campus.

It should come as no surprise that full professors engage in less self-cen-
sorship than do their junior colleagues. However, the most dramatic differ-
ence is not between assistant professors and associate professors but rather 
between associate professors and full professors. While the reasons for this 
difference may be complex, these results seem to suggest that, as far as free-
ing academics to express themselves freely, the security provided by tenure 
may be less important than seniority itself. Even after winning tenure, many 
academics may be playing it safe in an effort to improve their standing among 
those who will continue to judge their service and employment.

Students, too, seem to feel relatively free to express themselves, indicating 
that they engaged in self-censorship “rarely” or “never.” However, unlike the 
faculty, students do not seem to guard their remarks on the basis of their 
politics. Roughly the same percentage of Democrats and Republicans state 
that they “sometimes” or “frequently” avoid remarks because they fear the 
reaction of students or faculty, with concern about other students’ reactions 
being more common than fear about faculty reactions.

The segment of the academy that engages in the most frequent self-censor-
ship is the administration. Some 40 percent of administrators claim that they 
“sometimes” or “frequently” avoid remarks because they are concerned about 
the reaction of the faculty. Again, self-identified Republican administrators 
express only slightly higher levels of caution as compared to Democrats, 
perhaps indicating that, whatever the basis of their restraint, it is probably 
unrelated to the traditional ideological divides that often polarize public de-
bates elsewhere.

Perhaps the most interesting finding pertaining to self-censorship concerns 
how people perceive themselves relative to others. While we find little differ-
ence in rates of self-censorship on the basis of political affiliation, each of the 
university’s chief constituencies seems to limit their remarks less frequently 
when they perceive that faculty members share their beliefs. This self-censor-
ing occurs on both sides of the political divide and demonstrates that academia 
operates much like other social environments, with people placing greater 
emphasis on social acceptance and collegiality than on the honest search for 
truth. The fact that people refrain from expression when they perceive them-
selves to be in the minority is especially problematic in an environment that is 
meant to foster new ideas. This finding appears to give some credence to Klein 
and Stern’s (2009) argument that academia is prone to “groupthink.”



Overall, data from the NAASS reveal that, as of the turn of the century, 
members of the academy remained relatively confident in their academic 
freedoms. With that said, we do find some cause for concern. Although it 
appears to be unrelated to party affiliation, a fair number of those within the 
academy report that they sometimes withhold viewpoints because of concerns 
that others will react negatively. While defenders of the university will be 
quick to point out that this is a minority, one must ask what level of opinion 
suppression is acceptable in the free marketplace of ideas. One-quarter of 
students and even greater numbers of faculty and administrators believe that 
others will react negatively to disagreement, and, as a result, they avoid shar-
ing their ideas. While this may not be cause for alarm, it does suggest that 
there is considerable room for improvement.
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Chapter Seven

Conclusion

The American system of higher education has undergone significant changes 
since the founding of the first colonial colleges. Whereas a college education 
was once reserved for the wealthy and elite, higher education has become a 
highly prized public utility. The American people clearly regard advanced 
education as the gateway to individual success and the engine of national 
prosperity. For the most part, the public holds America’s colleges and univer-
sities in high esteem. Public opinion polls show that Americans have greater 
confidence in their institutions of higher education than they do in their gov-
ernment institutions, religious organizations, or the media (Gross and Sim-
mons 2006). Yet public criticism of higher education does appear to be on the 
rise, leading policy analysts to conclude that “the bloom is off the rose” (Na-
tional Center for Public Policy and Higher Education 2008).

In the past two decades, some rather harsh critiques of America’s colleges 
and universities have garnered a significant amount of public attention. Pub-
lished under such provocative titles as Tenured Radicals (Kimball 1990), 
Freefall of the American University (Black 2004), Brainwashed (Shapiro 
2004), The Shadow University (Kors and Silverglate 1998), and The Closing 
of the American Mind (Bloom 1987), a continuous stream of books lament the 
crises of American higher education. Criticism from conservative political 
corners tends to be the most pointed, with charges that the academy is a haven 
for liberal radicalism and that educational goals have given way to social and 
political agendas.

Yet criticisms of the academy are not limited to political pundits and 
conservative gadflies. Rather, difficult questions about higher education 
have permeated public policy debates and Washington culture, resulting in 
the formation of organizations dedicated to exposing inadequacies in higher 
education and demanding institutional change. Examples of these institu-



tions include the National Association of Scholars, the American Council 
of Trustees and Alumni, and the Foundation for Individual Rights in Educa-
tion. Policymakers and government officials have taken note of the critiques 
offered by these organizations as well as the growing public dissatisfaction 
with the cost of higher education. As a result, state and federal officials 
have expanded their review of education beyond primary and secondary 
education. In 2006, a national panel created by Secretary of Education Mar-
garet Spellings sent a shock wave through the higher-education community 
when the members declared in their report that U.S. higher education re-
quires “urgent reform.” The Spellings Commission report received a great 
deal of criticism from the higher-education community, both for its specific 
recommendations about educational reform and for the general expansion 
of government involvement in the workings of the academy. In general, the 
higher-education community’s response to the report reflected a common 
complaint among academics that those on the outside fail to appreciate the 
culture, practices, and goals of the academy. For example, the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) criticized the report for 
focusing on the narrow goal of workforce preparation, which fails to ap-
preciate the academy’s broad educational goals and commitment to liberal 
education. The AAC&U also criticized the report’s recommendation that 
student progress be measured through standardized testing, which may not 
account for the differences in students’ learning experiences or capture 
broad gains in critical thinking, cognitive development, and values clarifi-
cation (Association of American Colleges and Universities 2006).

The academy appears to be more receptive to critiques offered by insiders, 
who express the same basic values and can speak in terms familiar to academ-
ics. Yet even insiders have offered compelling arguments that American col-
leges and universities are underperforming and could be doing better (see 
Bok 2006). Whether or not academics agree on the challenges facing higher 
education, there does appear to be some consensus that changes in the system 
are necessary in order for the nation’s universities to remain competitive. Ac-
cording to the AAC&U, higher education must adapt and respond to chang-
ing demographics, new enrollment patterns, increased regulation, cuts in state 
funding, and other external factors that place new demands on our colleges 
and universities. It is not change, per se, that the academy resists. However, 
those within the academy often disagree with one another or with the general 
public on the direction that change should take.

Citizens have very different views concerning the main purpose of 
American’s colleges and universities. For some, college is nothing more 
than a gateway to a career, providing a credential required of most employ-
ers to get a good job. Others view the institution as a center for research and 
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discovery, an engine for the arts, literature, and science. Some even regard 
academia as an important agent of socialization, charged with disseminat-
ing important social values to the leaders of the next generation. As such, 
demands on the university often tug on it from different directions. While 
some call for the depoliticization of what they perceive to be a radical po-
litical environment, others argue that the real problem with higher educa-
tion is that people discuss political matters too infrequently (see Smith, 
Mayer, and Fritschler 2008). While the Obama administration calls on col-
leges to provide practical career training, others lament trends toward voca-
tional training in higher education. While government institutions and ac-
creditation agencies demand objective assessment indicators, others view 
government intrusion into the university as a disruptive force. Regardless of 
its institutional trajectory, the future of higher education will likely involve 
considerable controversy.

Even as the public debates the competing proposals to reform America’s 
colleges and universities, constituencies within the academy battle to shape 
higher education on their own terms. Faculty members, administrators, and 
students all place their own demands on the institution. Occasionally, we 
find that these groups agree on the basic goals of the university, but more 
often, we find that those within the university bring different values and as-
sumptions to the table, making productive dialogue difficult. Even when the 
internal constituents appear to be in general agreement on the goals of the 
academy, we find that their shared assumptions conflict with those of the 
general public.

Disagreement within the university is not inherently harmful. Nor is the 
difference in perspective between the academy and external stakeholders 
always a liability. In fact, the exchange of competing ideas, at least in the-
ory, has the potential to generate productive discussion and reflection on the 
mission and goals of the university. Research on group deliberation con-
cludes that disagreement within the group enhances the quality of decision 
making (Schulz-Hardt et al. 2006). However, our analysis demonstrates that 
there are some serious obstacles to meaningful deliberation on the future of 
higher education. In order for debate and deliberation to have positive ef-
fects, the actors engaged must agree on the terms of debate, value one an-
other’s perspectives, and be willing to work together to find solutions. As 
is, we find that the various actors often do not agree on the interpretation of 
the facts before them, let alone on the problem and its solutions. Differ-
ences in agendas, core assumptions, and values will make dialogue difficult 
on many of the issues currently facing the academy. An understanding of 
how competing perspectives influence university culture should help to 
inform any discussion of American higher education.



Access and Affordability

On the surface, institutions of higher education, policymakers, and the pub-
lic all agree on the basic goals of expanding educational opportunity and 
making college more affordable. The issues of access and affordability are 
key components of the Spellings Commission report, which concludes that 
“too many students are either discouraged from attending college by rising 
costs, or take on worrisome debt burdens in order to do so.” Educational 
associations and university presidents agree that tuition costs are rising but 
contend that since instructional costs are fixed, tuition increases are re-
quired to offset cuts in state funding (Fong 2005; National Education As-
sociation 2003). Yet the Spellings Commission’s recommendations for 
improving affordability are a stark contrast to those who demand more stu-
dent loans and government subsidies. According to the Spellings Commis-
sion report, the current financing system provides little incentive for univer-
sities to improve efficiency and productivity. Rather, public subsidies tend 
to “insulate” colleges and universities from “the consequences of their own 
spending decisions.” As such, the commission recommended a “focused 
program of cost cutting and productivity improvements” in order to make 
college more affordable.

While colleges and universities are correct to point out that most students 
do not pay the full tuition price, the public continues to express sticker 
shock, citing tuition costs as their number one concern about higher educa-
tion. When asked about the major problems facing the university, students 
appear to respond much like the general public, citing rising costs as their 
primary area of concern. Professors and administrators appear to be out of 
touch with the demands of their students, policymakers, and the public. Data 
from the North American Academic Study Survey (NAASS) demonstrates 
that professors and administrators are not concerned about tuition costs. 
Rather, they are concerned about their institution’s lack of financial re-
sources. While the public believes that colleges and universities could do 
more or the same with less, administrators believe that spending cuts would 
sacrifice educational quality and student services. In fact, both professors 
and administrators believe that college education is still a good value. In-
deed, the NAASS provides evidence that professors, students, and adminis-
trators alike perceive quality to be better at colleges with higher per-student 
expenditures. However, the relationship is not as strong as one might expect, 
with minor differences in quality ratings between schools with radical differ-
ences in expenditures. Additionally, it is not clear whether more objective 
measures of educational quality would show the same relationship, nor can 
we establish the causal direction of the relationship. It is quite possible that 
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a university’s reputation generates financial resources rather than the other 
way around. Still, professors and administrators cite lack of funding as a 
primary concern, indicating that they believe they could do a better job of 
educating students if they had more money to spend. Whether or not this is 
objectively the case, the perception is important. The gap between the public 
perception and the views of those within the academy is most apparent in 
times of economic hardship. In response to a drop in revenue created by a 
recession or other economic hardship, state legislatures typically trim gov-
ernment spending, often placing heavy burdens on publicly funded colleges. 
In an attempt to offset the decline in public financing, many colleges and 
universities elect to raise student tuition and fees rather than to cut operating 
costs (Mincer 2008). In the midst of hard economic times, these sudden in-
creases in tuition often generate a public backlash. These ill-timed tuition 
hikes also tend to anger state legislatures that demand that public universities 
justify their actions (Martin 2009).

Several real life examples illustrate the tension surrounding financing for 
higher education. As state governments make efforts to lower educational 
costs, colleges and universities seek additional revenue. The situation came 
to a head in 2009, when Pennsylvania’s governor, Ed Rendell, cited his lack 
of control over tuition increases and operating costs as one of his reasons 
for excluding Penn State University and three other state-affiliated institu-
tions from his plans to spend the state’s allocated federal stimulus money 
(Schackner 2009a). In response, the university issued several press releases, 
informing students and others that the lack of stimulus money would force 
the university to raise tuition by nearly 10 percent rather than 4.5 percent 
(Schackner 2009b). By appealing to public concerns about tuition costs, the 
university was able to mount a political offensive. The majority of Pennsyl-
vania’s congressional delegation petitioned the Department of Education, 
which subsequently instructed the governor to resubmit his spending pro-
posal to include funding for Penn State and the three other state-related 
universities. Given the competitive nature of college admissions, it is un-
likely that colleges and universities will make voluntary cuts to expendi-
tures. If anything, budget restraints serve to help curtail an arms race of 
spending, with institutions competing to provide the best facilities and most 
attractive student services.

Yet some institutions attempt to reconcile these seemingly competing pri-
orities by offering lower tuition costs as an incentive to expand their applicant 
pool and, by extension, the number of highly qualified students who seek 
admission to the school. A focus on thrift provides some schools with a 
unique opportunity to attract the best among cost-conscious educational con-
sumers. However, lowering or simply constraining tuition in the service of 



educational quality has it limits. Presuming that college admission officers 
take full advantage of lower tuition in attracting better students, the profes-
soriate are then left to make do with less, providing fewer financial resources 
for infrastructure, equipment, teaching, and research. Paradoxically, even if 
some colleges manage to raise admission standards by holding the line on 
costs, the decline in tuition revenue may make it more difficult to educate 
students once they arrive, with fewer resources for infrastructure, equipment, 
teaching, and research. However, this is open for some debate. While those 
within the academy believe that lack of resources hinders educational out-
comes, the public believes that more can be done with less, a concept echoed 
by some educational reformers.

Apart from their desire to constrain the growing cost of higher education, 
politicians have consistently sought to expand educational opportunities in 
higher education, providing an ever-growing number of Americans the op-
portunity to attend college. While professors and administrators hardly resist 
the public’s interest in expanding educational opportunities (particularly 
when it comes at public expense), the drive for universal access to higher 
education tends to marginalize the central priority of faculty and administra-
tors, namely, educational quality. If President Obama’s vision of every 
American obtaining some college education is realized, institutions of higher 
education will be called on to educate an ever broader cross section of the 
public, many of whom are ill prepared for the demands of higher education. 
Inevitably, as a college education becomes more common, the overall quality 
of students entering the academy will decline. This educational transforma-
tion has important consequences for the university as a whole, one of which 
is to create greater differences between elite institutions and those that aim to 
serve the masses.

While American colleges and universities have always been stratified, 
based on students’ aptitude and financial resources, these differences will 
continue to be exaggerated as mass education becomes universal education. 
Already, there is evidence that the achievement gap between institutions is 
growing, with top students migrating to a handful of elite institutions, more 
so than was previously the case (Cook and Frank 1993; Ehrenberg 2000). 
Hence, while more Americans may be attending college, all college degrees 
do not carry the same weight in a competitive job market. According to Eh-
renberg (2000), large companies aim their recruitment efforts at elite, private 
institutions, making these institutions even more attractive to the top appli-
cants. Debates about access to a college education will likely begin to re-
semble those centered on primary and secondary education, focusing not on 
basic accessibility but rather on differences in educational quality and oppor-
tunity available to various groups of students.
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Accountability and Assessment

With greater public interest in higher education and growing concern over 
tuition prices, policymakers have attempted to make colleges and universities 
more accountable. According to the AAC&U, “Many campuses have found 
creative and sophisticated ways to gather evidence of student learning.” The 
assessment movement aims to demonstrate that college education produces 
something of real value. Colleges and universities strive to demonstrate that 
they have met their goals and objectives: educating students and achieving 
institutional goals and missions.

The assessment movement, however, is not without controversy. On most 
every campus, some faculty members express reservation about how success 
and learning are measured. The concern is often that many of the broad learn-
ing goals of liberal education are not easily measured. As institutions rewrite 
their objectives, some skeptics charge that they define student learning ac-
cording to their ability to measure it rather than on more principled discus-
sions of the skills and abilities students ought to acquire. More important, 
those outside the academy often view the function of the university differ-
ently than those on the inside. If members of each group measure institutional 
effectiveness based on their own views about the purpose of higher education, 
they are likely to reach substantially different conclusions about how well our 
institutions are performing.

Within the university, we find broad support for the notion that universities 
exist to foster the exchange and creation of ideas. The NAASS finds that the 
vast majority of students, professors, and administrators believe that the pri-
mary role of the university is to encourage the exploration of new ideas. In 
this regard, the major actors within the university have a shared commitment 
to academic freedom and the basic components of a broad, liberal education. 
From the perspective of those on the inside, America’s four-year colleges and 
universities are places of intellectual discovery first and foremost, and spe-
cific career training is a secondary goal at best.

Agreement within the university on the basic purpose of higher education 
is certainly an advantage for institutional decision making and strategic plan-
ning. However, colleges often have a difficult time articulating these goals to 
an outside audience. Faculty members in the liberal arts often field questions 
from concerned parents about the job opportunities that would be available to 
their son or daughter after graduating from college. In fact, the general public 
holds views and expectations of higher education that are in conflict with 
those of academics.

From a public perspective, universities exist primarily to train young peo-
ple for work after college or even for a particular career. This difference in 



perspective means that much of the activity valued and rewarded within 
higher education is viewed with some skepticism by the outside world, which 
demands that faculty spend more time teaching and less time on their own 
research and professional development. If anything, the trend in higher edu-
cation, even among small colleges, appears to be toward increasing faculty 
research and professional development. Many colleges have reduced teaching 
loads in recent years in order to encourage faculty scholarship. Professors are 
rewarded for securing outside research grants, and they perceive that research 
and publications have greater importance in tenure and promotion decisions 
than was once the case (Schuster and Finkelstein 2006). Academics tend to 
see professional activity as something that enhances their teaching, making 
them better all-around scholars. At the very least, faculty publications tend to 
enhance the reputation of the college or university, which leads to higher 
placement in reputational rankings and thus serves to attract better students. 
Yet concerns over the rising costs of higher education encourage those on the 
outside to question the use of tuition and tax dollars to fund activities that, on 
the surface, have no direct relationship to the workforce preparation they 
expect universities to provide.

While the assessment movement has caught on in higher-education circles, 
the academy has not yet come to terms with what it is the public demands. 
Most colleges and universities have begun to articulate learning objectives 
and make an effort to measure students’ progress on these goals. However, 
the assessment of education is often instituted to satisfy policymakers and 
accreditation agencies rather than to meet some immediate educational objec-
tive. Accordingly, since assessment itself is often engineered to satisfy public 
concerns over the cost of skyrocketing tuition rather than to improve the qual-
ity overall, it is unclear whether the efforts to measure students’ educational 
progress will ultimately bear fruit. Even if the academy can demonstrate that 
students have made tremendous academic progress over the course of their 
college careers, much of the public will nevertheless conclude that, given the 
high cost of tuition, the education could have been delivered more efficiently. 
To the extent that assessment is a response to public concerns over college 
affordability and efficiency, those colleges with higher price tags will need to 
offer some evidence that students gain proportionally more than their peers at 
less costly institutions.

Administrators, who can foresee this inevitable next step in the assessment 
movement and strive to demonstrate efficiency rather than mere learning, may 
be able to move their institutions into a more competitive position in the mar-
ketplace. Again, this presumes that the public is even aware of the assessment 
measurements and are making decisions on the basis of assessment results 
rather than on a school’s community outreach and long-standing reputation.
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Given their commitment to educational quality, a great many academics 
will cringe at the thought of promoting educational “efficiency.” Yet the fact 
remains that students and parents are already informally making these cost–
benefit calculations. Provided that the movement toward assessment in higher 
education continues, policymakers will most likely demand that universities 
readily disseminate this information, allowing students and parents to make 
more informed choices. Given Governor Rendell’s efforts to divert local and 
national resources away from Penn State University (siphoning the proceeds 
to Pennsylvania’s cheaper state schools and community colleges), it seems 
likely that other policymakers will seek to selectively fund those institutions 
that they deem to be both excellent and economically efficient.

Given the public’s concerns about costs, the implementation of educational 
assessment procedures may continue for the foreseeable future. Nevertheless, 
it does not logically follow that such policies are automatically in the best 
interest of the academy. If the success of a university is measured in terms of 
student outcomes alone, many functions of the modern university may suffer. 
Research activities will likely come under assault unless the academy can 
demonstrate and articulate the value of these programs directly to their stu-
dents. While graduate schools may have little difficulty justifying their re-
search expenses, undergraduate programs, particularly in the humanities and 
social sciences, may find that the public regards their research activities as 
nonessential. Programs that produce community outcomes will also be diffi-
cult to fund unless they provide measurable direct benefits to students. The 
higher-education community clearly views its worth in terms that extend be-
yond vocational training. Colleges and universities aim to foster community 
development, facilitate social change, and encourage the creation of knowl-
edge. However, the institution has, as a general rule, failed to effectively 
communicate this broad vision of purpose to the outside world.

Social Change

One of the more controversial goals of higher education is that of fostering 
social and political change. The commitment to this goal varies from univer-
sity to university and even from one college major to the next. However, it is 
relatively easy to find evidence of this commitment in college mission state-
ments and on the websites of higher-education associations, which frequently 
discuss the importance of college education for expanding “social justice” 
and an appreciation for “diversity.” The higher-education community is so 
committed to these issues that it frequently asserts them as a universal truth 
or basic human right.



The concept of social justice, however, is not universally valued in political 
circles. While some individuals understand social justice as a drive for basic 
human rights and legal protections, to others the concept is synonymous with 
a radical ideological agenda, inexorably tied to left-leaning social and eco-
nomic policies.

The academy’s flirtation with social justice is complicated by the fact that 
there is no clear, universal application of the term. For example, in the fight 
to seek social justice for America’s underclass, advocates of social justice 
could take diametrically opposing positions on President Clinton’s 1995 wel-
fare reform. Arguing that the reforms successfully moved millions of Ameri-
cans from welfare to work, supporters might claim that the program benefited 
the poor and therefore served to advance social justice. Conversely, oppo-
nents of the welfare reform could argue that restricting needy citizens’ access 
to government assistance only worsened the effects of poverty on the most 
vulnerable Americans, thus making social justice more difficult to achieve. 
Critics like Friedrich Hayek (1976) refer to social justice as a “mirage,” con-
cluding that “the people who habitually employ the phrase simply do not 
know themselves what they mean by it and just use it as an assertion that a 
claim is justified without giving a reason for it” (xi). Indeed, philosophers 
have continually argued about the use and application of the concept (see 
Miller 1999), making it unlikely that an undergraduate student would clearly 
understand its meaning.

While a working definition of social justice remains elusive, on college 
campuses the term is more often than not associated with redistributive poli-
cies and government programs designed to help various groups of disadvan-
taged people (the poor, women, minorities, homosexuals, and so on). Since 
the means of achieving social justice typically involves the implementation of 
left-leaning social programs, it is inevitable that faculty, students, and admin-
istrators will view the university’s role in its pursuit differently, depending on 
their ideological disposition.

Those who advocate incorporating social justice into the academy’s mission 
often fail to recognize that there may be a legitimate alternative point of view. 
Yet surveys of the faculty, students, and administrators reveal several areas of 
contention over social justice and related issues. For example, while equality is 
clearly an important component of social justice, two-thirds of faculty, students, 
and administrators in our survey believe that ultimately freedom is a more im-
portant value. If programs aimed at fostering social justice are framed in terms 
of trade-offs between equality and freedom—a trade-off commonly invoked in 
debates on distributional policy—many of those within the academy may find 
reasons for concern. Nevertheless, the overwhelming majority of academics 
believe it is the government’s role to reduce income inequality, a position that 

202	 Chapter 7



	 Conclusion	 203

places the academy at odds with the general public. Again, the notion of social 
justice, in and of itself, may not be controversial to the majority of Americans, 
depending on how one defines the elusive concept. Yet actual efforts to pro-
mote social justice will likely raise more specific policy objections, especially 
in cases where the application of social justice involves redistribution of re-
sources. To the extent that leaders in higher education promote the university 
as a vanguard of programmatic social justice, they will continue to clash with 
constituencies both inside and beyond the walls of the academy.

One of the most internally contentious issues relating to the academy and 
the promotion of social justice centers on race. Many within higher education 
believe that the academy has a role to play in reducing racial conflict and 
creating a more equal society. Indeed, fostering diverse learning environ-
ments is frequently listed as one of the primary objectives of universities and 
educational associations. As we argue in chapter 5, however, the academic 
community often fails to recognize that there is still some debate about the 
actual value of institutional diversity for learning and race relations. To say 
that people disagree on the issue of “diversity” is misleading, however, in that 
few people within the academy would argue that qualified blacks and other 
minorities should be kept out of predominantly white colleges and universi-
ties. Thus, it is not the goal of obtaining diversity, in and of itself, that is so 
controversial. Rather, the chief point of contention centers on the methods by 
which colleges and universities promote racial and ethnic diversity.

Given a limited pool of highly qualified blacks and the fact that many of 
them choose to attend a historically black college or university, administrators 
have argued that preferential admissions policies are necessary to admit more 
black and Latino students. It is this policy of preferential admissions that gen-
erates conflict not only among the university’s internal constituents but also 
between the academy, the general public, policymakers, and the courts.

The majority of students are opposed to racial preferences in higher educa-
tion both for student admissions and for faculty hiring. Students’ views on 
issues of race appear to be closely aligned with those of the general public, 
with both groups being overwhelmingly opposed to race-based policies that 
would lower admissions and hiring standards. Professors and administrators 
are more supportive of racial preferences than students, but when asked to 
consider the trade-offs between diversity and admission standards, the major-
ity of professors and administrators do not believe that more minorities 
should be admitted to their institutions if this would result in lower standards 
of admission. Clearly, many academics place a higher value on institutional 
reputation and student quality than they do on institutional diversity. So why 
do campuses appear to be overwhelmingly committed to increasing the diver-
sity of the student body? In short, professors and administrators do not ac-



knowledge that there is a conflict between obtaining a more diverse student 
body and maintaining current admissions standards, asserting that affirmative 
action policies have no substantive impact on academic quality.

The widely held belief that affirmative action policies will not impact aca-
demic quality is at a variance with much of the research on admission rates, 
minority yield, and student performance. Indeed, efforts to diversify cam-
puses by admitting a higher proportion of racial and ethnic minorities come 
with a cost. As we discuss in chapter 5, minority students on campus enter 
with lower test scores, fewer college preparatory classes, and lower high 
school grade-point averages. Furthermore, these differences in preparation 
are not overcome during the course of four years but rather are exaggerated. 
The stigma of being the weakest students on campus may further impede 
academic success for some minority students.

Yet college professors are rarely asked to confront these complicated re-
lationships. Although they weigh in on institutional goals and mission state-
ments, they are not engaged in the specific policies or admissions decisions 
that are necessary to achieve their objectives, nor do they engage in a sys-
tematic evaluation of how different groups of students are faring academi-
cally. For this reason, it is fairly easy for many college professors to express 
support for the university’s mission of obtaining a more diverse student body 
without having to surrender their commitment to academic selectivity and 
student quality.

University efforts to increase diversity on campus are further complicated 
by widespread public resistance to affirmative action policies, which are 
rooted in both an ideological opposition to its implementation and more prag-
matic concerns about the cost of implementing such initiatives. Colleges and 
universities that aim to increase diversity are thus caught in a catch-22. If they 
lower admission standards to achieve diversity, they run the risk of suffering 
in institutional rankings that include measures of selectivity, student test 
scores, and graduation rates. If admissions standards for minority applicants 
are radically different than those for white applicants, the university also runs 
the risk of being dragged into public debates and legal action, as whites who 
are denied admission raise objections to their treatment. If schools do not 
lower admissions standards, then efforts to attract more minorities involve 
recruiting efforts, scholarships, and other costly solutions. In this case, efforts 
to increase diversity are juxtaposed to the public’s most vocal demand that 
colleges and universities strive to contain costs.

Despite the difficulties associated with achieving diversity, college ad-
ministrators remain staunchly committed to affirmative action policies. 
Beyond their belief that diversity is an essential component of higher edu-
cation, it appears as though a commitment to activism and social justice 
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contributes to administrators’ continued support for difficult and often con-
troversial policies.

Institutions of higher education have often been arenas for social change. 
The impetus for change, however, has shifted, from student-led protests to 
faculty and administrative initiatives. College campuses are not the same en-
vironments they were during the days of the student revolutions. In fact, many 
professors lament the lack of student interest in social issues and political 
causes. Thus, the push for social change is now driven from the top down.

On the issue of race and gender discrimination, we find that students per-
ceive the college environment to be positive. This is true despite the fact that 
students are as likely as professors and administrators to report that America 
is a racist society. This suggests that students are not simply oblivious to is-
sues of discrimination, as they perceive them to be present elsewhere. Yet 
students report little direct experience with discrimination and harassment 
and perceive these issues to be minor problems on campus. Professors are 
much more likely to perceive there to be a problem with racism, sexism, and 
other forms of discrimination. To put this in some perspective, it is worth 
noting that white professors believe racism on campus to be a bigger problem 
than do black students. This explains why professors and administrators are 
more likely than students to support efforts to increase student diversity in the 
name of social change. In chapter 5, we argue that there is actually consider-
able debate about the benefits of campus diversity for student relationships 
and racial attitudes. In fact, the evidence suggests that students’ political and 
social attitudes are fairly constant across four years of college.

Consistent with other studies (Kelly-Woessner and Woessner 2006; 
Woessner and Kelly-Woessner, 2009a; Mariani and Hewitt 2008; Smith et al. 
2008), we find no evidence to support the theory of mass political indoctrina-
tion. This does not mean that academics are always professional and neutral 
in their presentation of material. However, direct examination of undergradu-
ate attitudes suggests that students are fairly resilient in their political orienta-
tions and that they tend to scrutinize or tune out information that challenges 
their preexisting beliefs (Kelly-Woessner and Woessner 2006; Woessner and 
Kelly-Woessner 2009a). The NAASS does suggest some difference in atti-
tudes between first-year students and those in their senior year, with small 
gains in acceptance of homosexuality. However, juniors and seniors in the 
survey were almost 10 percent less likely than freshman to argue that govern-
ment should work to reduce the gap between the rich and the poor. Other 
researchers do show a small shift to the left, with students associating more 
with the Democratic Party after four years of college, but note that the change 
is not large enough to constitute a major problem (Mariani and Hewitt 2008; 
Woessner and Kelly-Woessner 2009a).



In some cases, however, we see that different standards are used to mea-
sure attitude change, depending on the motivations of the researchers. When 
defending higher education from charges of ideological indoctrination, re-
searchers conclude that a nine-percentage-point change in opinion is of little 
consequence. Yet when defending higher education’s race-based admissions 
practices, researchers are quick to point to much smaller changes in students’ 
racial attitudes as signs of program effectiveness. We conclude that, in both 
cases, students are fairly resistant to attitudinal change and that they, most 
often, leave campus with similar attitudes to those they brought with them. 
This is good news for the academy on the political indoctrination question but 
presents a problem for the future of race-based admissions policies.

This is not to say that discussion of values on campus is unimportant. Even 
if students do not move from one attitudinal position to another, it appears that 
discussion of their views can lead to clarification of values and deeper contem-
plation of competing issues. This may have the effect of polarizing students, 
as those on each side of the debate become more capable of articulating and 
defending their positions. Yet some cognitive skill may be gained from these 
deliberations. It is not clear from the existing evidence, however, that the pro-
portion of blacks or other groups on campus have net positive effects on learn-
ing. While several researchers have made the claim, their motivations to arrive 
at this particular conclusion have led them to overstate their findings and/or 
ignore evidence to the contrary (see discussion in chapter 5). At the very least, 
it is safe to say that the evidence is mixed and, at this time, inconclusive.

However, in an effort to satisfy the U.S. Supreme Court’s conditions for 
race-based admission policies, leaders in higher education have declared the 
debate closed, asserting that the evidence for educational benefits is undeni-
able. We argue that this position, while useful in defending university admis-
sions policies, has grave consequences for our understanding of race relations 
on campus. Researchers tend to search only for positive benefits of institu-
tional diversity, ignoring complicated effects of intergroup relations. Even 
when honest researchers do attempt to answer difficult questions about racial 
diversity, others tend to interpret their findings to suit their own needs, point-
ing to evidence that supports their agenda while ignoring contradictory evi-
dence. On the issue of campus diversity, we find that honest dialogue and 
consideration of the evidence is difficult within the higher-education com-
munity. Given that students and the public perceive racial issues on campus 
to be of relatively minor concern, at least compared to the more pressing issue 
of college costs, the question the higher-education community will have to 
address is not merely whether diversity initiatives produce some benefits for 
students but, rather, whether the benefits they produce warrant the expense. 
The Supreme Court adds to the burden, requiring that universities demon-
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strate that the value of racial preferences to student learning is significant 
enough to override the Constitution’s color-blind imperative.

It is understandable that institutions of higher education would attempt to 
protect their current practices from external influence. However, the fact that 
higher-educational associations have prematurely declared a consensus on 
this issue makes it difficult to trust their assessment of the evidence in the 
future. If leaders within higher education were truly motivated to understand 
intergroup relationships for the purpose of addressing them on campus, they 
would be well advised to spend some time considering the large body of re-
search in social psychology on race relations rather than relying on reports 
produced by institutes charged with promoting and defending the rights and 
privileges of the academy.

Politics and Ideology in  
American Higher Education

The ideological dominance of the left in academia is an interesting but per-
haps an overly emphasized feature of American higher education. While the 
reasons for the left’s dominance in the academy are numerous and fairly 
complex (Woessner and Kelly-Woessner 2009b), the importance of this ideo-
logical hegemony is open for considerable debate. Whereas prominent con-
servative thinkers like David Horowitz and Dennis Prager portray the univer-
sity as an institution steeped in bitter ideological conflict, the results of the 
NAASS suggest otherwise.

In assessing the overall importance of politics in academia, it is important 
to acknowledge that ideology does play in important role in shaping opinions 
within the academy. On many of the key questions posed in the NAASS, the 
participants’ partisan affiliation stood out as an important predictor of their 
response. Knowing if a professor is a Republican or a Democrat was very 
helpful in guessing what answer he or she would give on a point of contro-
versy. These differences are not surprising when asking respondents to assess 
political questions dealing with the environment, abortion, and affirmative ac-
tion. Beyond politics, the underlying philosophical differences that help to 
shape respondents’ views of policy controversies also appear to play a role in 
their assessment of the university itself. Among Democratic faculty, 75 per-
cent stated that the main purpose of the university is “to encourage exploration 
of new ideas.” By contrast, only 54 percent of Republicans felt the same way. 
The perception of campus climate appears to be tied to politics as well, with 
substantially more Democratic faculty identifying discrimination based on 
race, sex, sexual orientation, and religion as a problem on their campus. Even 



the perception of academic freedom is linked to the respondents’ partisan dis-
position, with Republican faculty and administrators more apt to characterize 
academic freedom as “very secure.” Clearly partisanship/ideology is an impor-
tant dividing line on most of the major issues that confront the university.

Lost in the discussion of political schisms, however, are important differ-
ences that exist among respondents based on nonideological attributes. On 
many of the large philosophical questions that confront the academy, there 
are deeply rooted differences between respondents based on sex, race, and 
academic disciplines. In most instances, the differences are not dramatic, 
but more often than not, these fault lines are clear and predictable. For ex-
ample, among the professoriate, the value of tenure varies predictably by 
the sensitivity of their work and research. In the social sciences and hu-
manities, 41 percent of respondents described tenure as “essential” to aca-
demic freedom, whereas 27 percent of those in the professional and natural 
science majors agreed. On the issue of race, most professors do not regard 
discrimination as a serious problem. As one might expect, however, women 
and minorities consistently rate concerns over discrimination and harass-
ment as more important than their counterparts, even though a vast majority 
of respondents have never personally been the victim of discrimination. 
Perhaps the most interesting line of conflict within the institution arises 
between faculty and administrators. On most abstract political questions 
(the main exception being affirmative action), faculty and administrators 
look much the same. On any question related to the state of their campus or 
higher education, administrators are wildly optimistic compared to profes-
sors. Recognizing that ideology does play an important role in shaping 
higher education, scholars should not lose sight of the myriad of schisms 
that help to define conflict within the university. On a day-to-day basis, a 
typical professor’s support for abstract political causes like military spend-
ing, universal health care, and abortion is probably less important than his 
or her view of concrete educational issues like curricular reform, faculty 
governance, and assessment.

The fact that ideology is but one of many competing points of conflict 
among faculty, students, and administrators becomes even more obvious 
when respondents are asked whether they have ever been treated unfairly as 
a result of “race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religious beliefs, or 
political views.” Roughly 15 percent of respondents answered in the affirma-
tive, citing mostly complaints about race or gender. Of the more than 1,500 
faculty in the survey, only thirty-one individuals claimed that they had been 
treated unfairly because of their political beliefs, and of those, only nine pro-
fessors felt that the unfair treatment constituted harassment. Students and 
administrators fared even better with just over 1 percent indicating that they 
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had suffered unfair treatment because of their political beliefs. Lest one con-
clude that complaints about politics were infrequent because of the relatively 
few conservatives in the NAASS sample, it is worth noting that of the thirty-
one faculty who reported mistreatment as a result of their politics, only three 
reported that they were Republicans.

Beyond the fact that very few professors expressed concern about their 
treatment resulting from their political beliefs, it is worth noting that Repub-
lican professors appear to be satisfied with their careers. When asked, “If you 
were to begin your career again, would you still want to be a college profes-
sor?,” Republicans and Democrats gave virtually the same answer. For de-
cades social scientists have observed that, on a variety of dimensions, Repub-
licans tend to be happier than Democrats (Taylor 2008; Taylor, Funk, and 
Craighill 2006). This underling contentment means that researchers should be 
cautious not to assume, on the basis of their similar levels of career satisfac-
tion, that Republicans and conservatives have exactly the same challenges 
and difficulties within the academy. Still, the relatively positive feedback 
given by Republicans in the NAASS suggests that, at least among those who 
choose to enter the academy, Republicans are satisfied with their experiences. 
Other studies demonstrate that the same is true of students. Republican stu-
dents actually report the same satisfaction with their college careers than do 
Democrats, although they do tend to be less satisfied with courses in the hu-
manities and social sciences (Woessner and Kelly-Woessner 2009b). It is also 
possible that Republican professors find themselves at institutions that are 
more sympathetic toward conservative perspectives. In fact, Rothman and 
Lichter (2009) find that conservatives are represented in lower proportions at 
select, elite universities.

Consistent with the findings of Rothman, Lichter, and Nevitte (2005), we 
do find evidence that, controlling for various measures of professional suc-
cess, socially liberal professors tend to work at slightly more prestigious in-
stitutions than their socially conservative counterparts. The observed discrep-
ancy is relatively small, but the results are consistent across a variety of 
statistical models. In light of the fact that a similar prestige gap can be ob-
served among women and blacks, it is difficult to know if the discrepancy is 
the byproduct of discrimination or social choice. Indeed, there is evidence to 
suggest that, like women and blacks, social conservatives may be less moti-
vated to seek out positions based largely on institutional prestige. Neverthe-
less, to the extent that this modest prestige gap among women and blacks is 
a cause for concern, administrators should be mindful of the possible impact 
of ideology in the recruitment and promotion process. Even the possibility of 
favoritism based on factors other than academic productivity raises questions 
about the fairness of the academy as a whole.



The fact that ideological conflicts do not appear to dominate the academy 
does not preclude the possibly that, in selective instances, faculty, students, 
and administrators fall victim to political mistreatment at the hands of their 
colleagues or superiors, just as the low reports of discrimination found in the 
NAASS results do not preclude the occasional episode of racial discrimina-
tion. One of the challenges for conservatives, much like those for any minor-
ity, is trying to determine which mistreatment is motivated by ideology and 
which mistreatment is caused by normal human interaction. The evidence 
simply does not support claims that politics and ideology play a pivotal role 
the quality of campus life for most professors, students, or administrators. 
However, people’s perceptions of political isolation do have some impact on 
self-expression, though this is true on both sides of the political spectrum. 
Faculty appear to measure their support in relative terms, such that even lib-
eral faculty may feel isolated if their views are left of the campus median.

Hidden within the NAASS is one potentially important fact that, along 
with other surveys of academic politics, has important implications for the 
academy. Aside from the fact that members of the Republican Party are seri-
ously underrepresented within the academy, those who do serve as professors 
and administrators hardly embody the views of a typical Republican, whether 
we compare professors to Republicans in government or in the general popu-
lation. Just over half of Republican professors can fairly be characterized as 
pro-choice. Nearly two-thirds expressed a desire for more environmental 
regulations. Nearly four in ten Republican professors believe that the govern-
ment needs to work to reduce the gap between the rich and the poor. Beyond 
the shortage of self-identified Republicans, those who do work in academia 
appear to come from the more liberal wing of the party, are moderate on so-
cial issues, and are willing to embrace a greater role for the government in the 
economy. Particularly in the social sciences, where researchers consider im-
portant questions related to politics and policy, the absence of conservative-
leaning scholars in the academy may mean that right-leaning ideological 
perspectives are not being thoroughly explored and that left-leaning ideas are 
not being vigorously challenged. Maranto, Redding, and Hess (2009) argue 
that, whatever the cause, the ideological imbalance in academia “limits the 
questions we ask and the phenomena we study, retarding our pursuit of 
knowledge and our ability to serve society” (5).

Campus Dialogue

The results of the NAASS show that, on most questions, students, faculty, 
and administrators have markedly different views on issues of importance to 
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the academy. Perhaps not surprisingly, on issues ranging from affirmative 
action to control of the curriculum, students tend to be outliers. Whereas fac-
ulty and administrators hold fairly similar views on a wide range of issues, 
significant and persistent differences emerge that have important implications 
for campus dialogue and shared governance.

For the most part, administrators perceive their institutions and higher edu-
cation in more favorable terms than the faculty. This alone presents some 
challenge for dialogue. Faculty members who are critical of institutional 
practices or question educational quality are likely to find that their voices fall 
on deaf ears.

Similar to research on other organizational settings, we find evidence that 
one’s position in the institutional hierarchy impacts one’s willingness to ex-
press unpopular opinions. For students and professors, perception of ideo-
logical camaraderie appears to have some effect, with people self-censoring 
communication more often when they believe that others are ideologically 
different from themselves. With that said, the self-censorship rate among 
students is fairly low. For the most part, students perceive the campus to be a 
place for open dialogue. Surprisingly, administrators report the most self-
censoring because of concerns for faculty reactions. Yet administrators and 
professors agree that, compared to the faculty, the administration has a great 
deal of influence in institutional policy. So what does administrative self-
censorship really mean? We find that administrators’ willingness to commu-
nicate viewpoints is based not on their ideological distance (i.e., liberal vs. 
conservative) from the faculty but rather on their perception that they dis-
agree with the faculty on institutional goals. This would suggest that admin-
istrators simply elect to avoid conflict and debate with the faculty yet main-
tain control of campus decision. This view is supported by the faculty survey, 
which shows that faculty members who disagree with the administration per-
ceive themselves to have less voice in institutional matters than agreeable 
faculty members. Hence, self-censorship among administrators appears to 
reduce faculty voice and input rather than administrative voice. This finding 
is consistent with some studies in organizational communication that show 
that managers may discourage upward dissent from employees. Without 
overstating the problem, we conclude that there are forces at work in the 
academy that discourage the free and open exchange of competing perspec-
tives. While there is evidence that students and faculty are less likely to ex-
press themselves when they perceive they are a political minority, not all 
censorship is attributed to ideological difference. Rather, professors and ad-
ministrators often disagree about institutional goals, objectives, spending 
priorities, and the daily operations of the institution. In an effort to move the 
institutional agenda forward without getting bogged down in unnecessary 



conflict, administrators may simply choose to communicate with those who 
agree with their objectives, electing to work with ad hoc committees rather 
than with faculty governance and more representative bodies. This may make 
institutional decision making more efficient. However, it also has the poten-
tial to reduce deliberation and may lead to institutional groupthink and the 
devaluation of those who are critical of administrative objectives.

In our analysis, we highlight some areas of contention and demonstrate 
that different groups of people enter the dialogue with their own values, 
perspectives, and agendas. While the NAASS data are based on surveys of 
students, professors, and administrators, we also compare the survey re-
sponses and perspectives with those of the public as measured by a number 
of opinion polls. Yet these are not the only forces at work within the contem-
porary university. Alumni, for example, are an important source of revenue 
for the university and, hence, may be given a great deal of voice in university 
matters. We also have not considered the role of trustees in determining the 
future and direction of higher education, nor do we know whether large do-
nors have some voice in institutional affairs. In short, the processes at work 
to shape institutional policy and structure are complicated and difficult to 
capture in a large-scale study of the academy. Nonetheless, it is clear that 
there are multiple and sometimes competing demands on the academy. Thus, 
while change is inevitable, it is not clear what direction some of these 
changes will take. Given the variety of perspectives about American higher 
education, any institutional change will produce both winners and losers. 
Those who endeavor to influence such change should have some basic un-
derstanding of the values, priorities, and relationships within the academy 
that contribute to its ongoing evolution.
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Appendix 1

List of Questions Used  
in the NAASS Survey

1. Views of Higher Education/Quality Issues

Question 1.1a

Faculty/Administrator Question: In general, how satisfied are you with your 
career? Let’s use a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means you are “very dissatis-
fied” and 7 means you are “very satisfied.” You may use any number between 
1 and 7 to describe your overall satisfaction with your career.

Student Question: In general, how satisfied are you with your university 
experience? Let’s use a scale of 1 to 7, where 1 means you are “very dis-
satisfied” and 7 means you are “very satisfied.” You may use any number 
between 1 and 7 to describe your overall satisfaction with your university 
experience.

Responses

(1) Very Satisfied – (7) Very Dissatisfied

Question 1.1b

Faculty Question: If you were to begin your career again, would you still 
want to be a college professor?

(1) Definitely yes
(2) Probably yes
(3) Probably no
(4) Definitely no
(9) DK, etc.



Question 1.2

Faculty/Student/Administrator Question: What would you describe as the 
most pressing problem confronting (American/Canadian) colleges and uni-
versities today?

(1) Quality—General/Declining
(2) Quality—Students’ skills
(3) Quality—Teachers
(4) Courses/Curriculum
(5) Bureaucracy/Administration
(6) Funding/Need more $
(7) Tuition fees
(8) Other—Specify: 	
(9) DK, etc.

Question 1.3
Faculty/Student/Administrator Question: Compared to other industrialized 
democracies, would you say the (American/Canadian) higher-education sys-
tem is one of the very best in the world, better than most, more or less aver-
age, worse than most, or one of the very worst?

(1) One of very best
(2) Better than most
(3) More or less average
(4) Worse than most
(5) One of very worst
(9) DK, etc.

Question 1.4
Faculty/Student/Administrator Question: Overall, do you think your univer-
sity (college) does (READ LIST) job of educating students?

(1) An excellent
(2) A good
(3) A fair
(4) Or poor
(9) DK, etc.

Question 1.5a
Faculty Question: What proportion of the students in your classes are aca-
demically prepared to be in your class? Almost all, most, only some, or al-
most none?
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(1) Almost all
(2) Most
(3) Only some
(4) Almost none
(9) DK, etc.

Administrator Question: What proportion of the students at your university 
(college) are academically prepared to be there? Almost all, most, only some, 
or almost none?

(1) Almost all
(2) Most
(3) Only some
(4) Almost none
(9) DK, etc.

Question 1.5b

Student Question: How well did your own high school education prepare you 
for your university (college) work?

(1) Very well
(2) Fairly well
(3) Not very well
(4) Not well at all
(9) DK, etc.

2. Professions’ Rankings

Question 2.1

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question
(From SR’s Elite Study/Verba?—Business, Media, Women, Religious 

Leaders—All Other Items Here Added to Elite Q Version.)
Now we would like to know how much influence you think various groups 

have over (American/Canadian) life. Think of a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 
represents “very little influence” and 7 represents “ a great deal of influence.” 
Where on this 7-point scale would you place

Items

a) Business leaders
b) The news media



c) Women
d) Religious leaders
e) Union leaders
f) Ethnic and racial minorities
g) University professors

Responses

(1) Very little influence – (7) Great deal of influence with (9) DK, etc.

Question 2.2
Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Going over this list again and using 
the same 7-point scale, where 1 represents “very little influence” and 7 rep-
resents “ a great deal of influence,” please tell me how much influence you 
would like each group to have over (American/Canadian) life. Where on this 
7-point scale would you place (READ ITEM—RANDOMIZE ORDER)

Items

a) Business leaders
b) The news media
c) Women
d) Religious leaders
e) Union leaders
f) Ethnic and racial minorities
g) University professors

Responses

(1) Very little influence – (7) Great deal of influence with (9) DK, etc.

Question 2.3

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: How much respect do you person-
ally have for each of the following professions? Please use a scale of 1 to 7, 
where 1 means you have “very little respect” for that profession and 7 means 
you have “very high respect.” Of course, you may choose any number be-
tween 1 and 7. What about (READ ITEM—RANDOMIZE ORDER OF A 
THRU F. ALWAYS ASK G LAST)

Items

a) Lawyers
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b) Politicians
c) Corporate executives
d) Journalists
e) Military officers
f) Members of the clergy
(ALWAYS ASK LAST:)
g) University professors

Responses

(1) Very little respect – (7) Very high respect with (9) DK, etc.

3. Purpose/Curriculum

Question 3.1a

Faculty/Administrator Question: Using a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 is “not 
important at all” and 7 is “essential,” how would you rate the importance of 
each of the following goals of higher education? Choose any number between 
1 and 7 to describe the importance of these goals. What about (READ 
ITEM—RANDOMIZE)?

Items

a) Provide a broad, general education
b) Prepare students for employment after graduation
c) Learn about the classic works of Western civilization
d) Learn about the importance of non-Western cultures

Responses

(1) Not important at all – (7) Essential with (9) DK, etc.

Question 3.3

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Overall, do you think that all under-
graduates should be required to take “a common core” of courses in literature, 
the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences?

(1) Yes, should
(2) No, should not
(9) DK, etc.



Question 3.4

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Thinking about courses on (IN-
SERT ITEM—ROTATE A AND B. ALWAYS ASK C LAST). For under-
graduates, should these be required courses, encouraged courses, made avail-
able for those interested, or not offered at all? What about (NEXT ITEM)? 
For undergraduates, should these courses be (READ RESPONSES)

Items

a) The experience of women
b) The experience of gays and lesbians
c) The experience of racial minorities

Responses

(1) Required
(2) Encouraged
(3) Made available
(4) Not offered at all
(9) DK, etc.

4. Power Issues

Let’s turn now to another topic.

Question 4.1

Faculty Question: When it comes to the direction your institution is going, do 
you (READ LIST) with the views of your administration?

(1) Always agree
(2) Usually agree
(3) Sometimes agree
(4) Usually disagree
(5) Always disagree
(9) DK, etc.

Administrator Question: When it comes to the direction your institution is 
going, do you (READ LIST) with the views of your faculty? 

(1) Always agree
(2) Usually agree
(3) Sometimes agree
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(4) Usually disagree
(5) Always disagree
(9) DK, etc.

Question 4.2

Faculty/Administrator Question: In your view, compared to administrators, 
how much say do professors have in how this institution is run?

(1) A great deal
(2) Some
(3) A little
(4) Hardly any
(9) DK, etc.

6. CLIMATE ON CAMPUS/FAIR TREATMENT

Question 6.1a

Faculty Question: Since you have become a faculty member here, have you 
ever personally been treated unfairly because of your race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation, religious beliefs, or political views?

Administrator Question: Since you have joined the administration here, 
have you ever personally been treated unfairly because of your race, ethnic-
ity, gender, sexual orientation, religious beliefs, or political views?

Student Question: Since you have been a university student here, have you 
ever personally been treated unfairly because of your race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation, religious beliefs, or political views?

(1) Yes
(2) No
(9) DK, etc.
(IF “YES” AT Q.6.1A CONTINUE. OTHERS SKIP TO Q.6.2)

Question 6.1b

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: In what way? (PROMPT FOR SPE-
CIFIC GROUNDS—RACE, ETHNICITY, GENDER, POLITICAL, etc.)

1.________________________
2.________________________
3.________________________
*FOR EACH GROUNDS NAMED AT Q6.1.B, ASK Q6.1.C AND 6.1.D 

CONSECUTIVELY*



Question 6.1c

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Thinking of the unfair treatment 
you’ve experienced due to (GROUNDS NAMED AT Q6.1.B), was this an 
isolated incident or an ongoing problem?

1. ______________	 2. ______________	 3. ______________
(1) Isolated	 (1) Isolated	 (1) Isolated
(2) Ongoing	 (2) Ongoing	 (2) Ongoing
(3) (Happened	 (3) (Happened	 (3) (Happened 

         occasionally)	      occasionally)	      occasionally)
     (VOLUNTEERED)	     (VOLUNTEERED)	   (VOLUNTEERED)
(9) DK, etc.	 (9) DK, etc.	 (9) DK, etc.

(FOR EACH GROUNDS NAMED AT Q.6.1B, ASK:)

Question 6.1d

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Do you consider this as actual ha-
rassment or was it not quite as serious as that?

1. ______________	 2. ______________	 3. ______________
(1) Yes, harassed	 (1) Yes, harassed	 (1) Yes, harassed
(2) No		  (2) No			   (2) No
(9) DK, etc.		  (9) DK, etc.		  (9) DK, etc.

Question 6.2

Faculty/Administrator Question: Here’s a list of issues. Please tell me to what 
extent each of these is or is not a problem on your campus. What about 
(READ ITEM—RANDOMIZE)? Is that a problem on your campus? (IF 
YES: How serious would you say it is—not very serious, fairly serious, or 
very serious? (REPEAT FOR EACH ITEM)

Items

a) Sexual harassment
b) Racial discrimination
c) Discrimination against gays and lesbians
e) Discrimination against people with left-wing political views
f) Discrimination against people with right-wing political views
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Student Question: Here’s a list of issues. Please tell me to what extent each 
of these is or is not a problem on your campus. What about (READ ITEM—
RANDOMIZE)? Is that a problem on your campus? (IF YES: How serious 
would you say it is—not very serious, fairly serious, or very serious? (RE-
PEAT FOR EACH ITEM)

Items

a) Sexual harassment
b) Racial discrimination
c) Discrimination against gays and lesbians
e) Discrimination against people with left-wing political views
f) Discrimination against people with right-wing political views
h) Drug and alcohol abuse

Responses

(1) No, not a problem
(2) Yes, not very serious
(3) Yes, fairly serious
(4) Yes, very serious
(9) DK, etc

7. Tenure

Question 7.1

Faculty/Administrator Question: People debate the merits and drawbacks of 
tenure. On balance, do you think academic tenure today is . . . ?

(1) Essential
(2) Very important
(3) Somewhat important
(4) Not very important
(5) Not important at all
(9) DK, etc.

Question 7.2

Faculty/Administrator Question: What, in your view, is the main benefit of 
academic tenure? (DO NOT READ LIST—RECORD UP TO TWO RE-
SPONSES)

(1) Academic freedom—general



(2) Job security for prof’s
(3) Protect from government
(4) Protect from administration
(5) Help universities choose professors
(6) Helps avoid mediocrity
(7) None—no benefits
(8) Other—Specify: 	
(9) DK, etc.

Question 7.4
Faculty/Administrator Question: Every institution has some “deadwood.” Do 
you think your institution ought to be able to get rid of such faculty, even if 
they have tenure?

(1) Yes, should
(2) No, should not
(9) DK, etc.

8. Academic Freedom

Now, thinking about academic freedom . . .

Question 8.1a
Faculty/Administrator Question: In higher education today in this country, do 
you think academic freedom is very secure, somewhat secure, somewhat in-
secure, or very insecure?

(1) Very secure
(2) Somewhat secure
(3) Somewhat insecure
(4) Very insecure
(9) DK, etc.

Question 8.1b
Faculty/Administrator Question: How about on your campus? Is academic 
freedom very secure, somewhat secure, somewhat insecure, or very insecure?

(1) Very secure
(2) Somewhat secure
(3) Somewhat insecure
(4) Very insecure
(9) DK, etc.
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(IF RESPONDENT CHOSE SOMEWHAT OR VERY INSECURE AT 
Q.8.1A OR Q.8.1B, ASK Q.8.2)

Question 8.2

Faculty/Administrator Question: If there is a threat to academic freedom, 
where is it coming from? (RECORD RESPONSE)
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________

Question 8.3a

Faculty Question: How often, if at all, have you avoided expressing any par-
ticular points of view because you expected a negative student reaction?

Student Question: How often, if at all, have you avoided expressing a par-
ticular point of view on an issue because you expected a negative reaction 
from other students?

(1) Frequently
(2) Sometimes
(3) Rarely
(4) Never
(9) DK, etc.
(IF EVER AT Q.8.3A, ASK:)

Question 8.3b

Faculty/Student Question: When this has happened, what kind of student re-
action were you most worried about? (DO NOT READ LIST. ACCEPT UP 
TO THREE MENTIONS)

(1) Complaints to administration
(2) Poor student evaluations
(3) Lower enrollment in class
(4) Hurt feelings/confuse students
(5) Other—SPECIFY: 	
(9) DK, etc.

Question 8.4

Faculty Question: And how often, if at all, have you avoided expressing a particu-
lar point of view because you expected a negative reaction from other faculty?



Administrator Question: How often, if at all, have you avoided expressing any 
particular points of view because you expected a negative reaction from faculty?

Student Question: And how often, if at all, have you avoided expressing any 
particular points of view because you expected a negative reaction from faculty?

(1) Frequently
(2) Sometimes
(3) Rarely
(4) Never
(9) DK, etc.

Question 8.5
Faculty Question: And how often, if at all, do you think other faculty have 
avoided expressing a particular viewpoint because they expected negative 
reaction from other faculty or students?

Administrator Question: And how often, if at all, do you think other ad-
ministrators have avoided expressing any particular viewpoints because they 
expected negative reaction from faculty?

Student Question: And how often, if at all, do you think other students have 
avoided expressing any particular viewpoints because they expected negative 
reaction from faculty or other students?

(1) Frequently
(2) Sometimes
(3) Rarely
(4) Never
(9) DK, etc.

9. Attitudes on Academic Issues—Series A

Question 9

Now, please tell me if you strongly agree, moderately agree, moderately dis-
agree or strongly disagree with each of the following statements. (RAN-
DOMIZE STATEMENTS) (REPEAT RESPONSE SCALE EVERY 3 OR 4 
STATEMENTS)

Items

Question 9.1a

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Higher education should concen-
trate on challenging the brightest students to do their very best, even if that 
means leaving some students behind.
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Question 9.1b

Faculty/Administrator Question: Collective bargaining is important to pro-
tect the interests of the faculty.

*(Split sample for items [d] and [e])

Question 9.1d*

Faculty/Administrator Question: People who donate money to endow a chair 
have a right to participate in the selection of the chairholder.

Question 9.1e*

Faculty/Administrator Question: Corporations that donate money to endow a 
chair have a right to participate in the selection of the chairholder.

Question 9.1f

Faculty/Administrator Question: Students get their money’s worth for their 
education at this university.

Question 9.1h

Faculty/Administrator Question: Faculty are the best judges of the educa-
tional needs of students.

Question 9.1i

Faculty/Administrator Question: Students should be free to choose whatever 
courses they want for their degree programs.

Responses

(1) Strongly agree
(2) Moderately agree
(3) Moderately disagree
(4) Strongly disagree
(9) DK, etc.

10. Diversity Issues

Thank you. Switching topics now . . .



Question 10

Please tell me if you strongly agree, agree with reservations, disagree with 
reservations, or strongly disagree with the following statements:

Question 10.1

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: More minority group undergradu-
ates should be admitted here even if it means relaxing normal academic stan-
dards of admission.

Question 10.2

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: The normal academic requirements 
should be relaxed in appointing members of minority groups to the faculty 
here.

Responses

(1) Strongly agree
(2) Agree with reservations
(3) Disagree with reservations
(4) Strongly disagree
(9) DK, etc.
(Q10.3 IS U.S. ONLY:)

Question 10.3

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: What impact, if any, do you think 
special admissions policies for minority students have on academic stan-
dards? Do such policies mean higher academic standards, lower academic 
standards, or do they have no real impact? (IF HIGHER: would you say these 
admissions policies mean much higher or just a little higher academic stan-
dards? IF LOWER: would you say these admissions policies mean much 
lower or just a little lower academic standards?)

(1) Higher standards—much
(2) Higher standards—a little
(3) Lower standards—much
(4) Lower standards—a little
(5) No real impact
(9) DK, etc.
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Question 10.4

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: What impact, if any, do you think 
special hiring policies for minority faculty have on academic standards? Do 
such policies mean higher academic standards, lower academic standards, or 
do they have no real impact? (IF HIGHER: would you say these hiring poli-
cies mean much higher or just a little higher academic standards? IF LOWER: 
would you say these hiring policies mean much lower or just a little lower 
academic standards?)

(1) Higher standards—much
(2) Higher standards—a little
(3) Lower standards—much
(4) Lower standards—a little
(5) No real impact
(9) DK, etc.

Question 10.5a

Faculty/Administrator: Overall, would you say that female faculty are treated 
better, worse, or about the same as male faculty at your university (college)?

(1) Better
(2) Worse
(3) Same
(4) (Depends on other characteristics) (VOLUNTEERED)
(9) DK, etc.

Question 10.5b

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Overall, would you say that female 
students are treated better, worse, or about the same as male students at your 
university (college)?

(1) Better
(2) Worse
(3) Same
(4) (Depends on other characteristics) (VOLUNTEERED)
(9) DK, etc

Question 10.7

Faculty/Administrator Question: From the following four groups, who do 
you think faces the toughest time getting hired for a faculty position at the 



average (U.S./Canadian) university? (READ 4 ITEMS IN ORDER) (ONE 
ONLY)

(1) White females
(2) Minority females
(3) Minority males
(4) White males
(5) (No Difference—VOLUNTEERED)
(9) DK, etc.

11. Attitudes on Academic Issues—Series B 
(Diversity Issues)

11.1 Please tell me if you strongly agree, moderately agree, moderately dis-
agree or strongly disagree with each of the following statements. (RAN-
DOMIZE STATEMENTS)

Question 11.1e

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: This university pays too much at-
tention to minority issues.

Question 11.1f

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: No one should be given special 
preference in jobs or college admissions on the basis of their gender or race.

Responses

(1) Strongly agree
(2) Moderately agree
(3) Moderately disagree
(4) Strongly disagree
(9) DK, etc.

12. Character Traits

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Thinking about the professors at 
your university (college) . . . (RANDOMIZE ITEMS A, B, AND C).
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Question 12.2a

Please rate professors on a 7-point scale where 1 means very lazy and 7 
means very hardworking.

(1) Very lazy – (7) Very hardworking with (9) DK, etc.

Question 12.2b

Please rate professors on a 7-point scale where 1 means not approachable for 
students at all and 7 means very approachable for students.

(INTERVIEWER NOTE: For each item, if respondent is unsure or says “it 
depends,” say: “Of course there’s all different kinds of professors, but we’re 
just looking for a generalization of the professors at your school.”)

Question 12.2c

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Please rate professors on a 7-point 
scale where 1 means very underpaid and 7 means very overpaid.

(1) Very underpaid – (7) Very overpaid with (9) DK, etc.

Question 12.3a

Faculty/Administrator Question: Thinking about the administrators at your uni-
versity (college) . . . (RANDOMIZE A, B, AND C). Please rate administrators 
on a 7-point scale where 1 means very lazy and 7 means very hardworking.

(1) Very lazy – (7) Very hardworking with (9) DK, etc.

(INTERVIEWER NOTE: For each item, if respondent is unsure or says “it 
depends,” say: “Of course there’s all different kinds of administrators, but 
we’re just looking for a generalization of the administrators at your school.”)

Question 12.3b

Faculty/Administrator Question: Please rate administrators on a 7-point scale 
where 1 means very underpaid and 7 means very overpaid.

(1) Very underpaid – (7) Very overpaid with (9) DK, etc.

Question 12.3c

Faculty/Administrator Question: Please rate administrators on a 7-point 
scale where 1 means very creative at problem solving and 7 means very rigid.



13. Views on Broader Social Issues

Here is a series of different statements about some broader social issues. For 
each one, please tell me if you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat 
disagree, or strongly disagree. (RANDOMIZE ITEMS) (REPEAT RE-
SPONSE OPTIONS EVERY 3 OR 4 ITEMS)

Items

(Diversity)

Question 13.1a

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Traditional standards of merit for 
jobs and school admissions are basically affirmative action for white males.

(Politics/Left-Right)

Question 13.1c

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: The government should work to 
ensure that everyone has a job.

Question 13.1d

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: The government should work to 
reduce the income gap between rich and poor.

Question 13.1e

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: The less government regulation of 
business the better.

Question 13.1f

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: With hard work and perseverance, 
anyone can succeed in this country.

Question 13.1g

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Competition is harmful. It brings 
out the worst in people.
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(Sexuality/Abortion/Sex Roles)

Question 13.1h

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Homosexuality is as acceptable a 
lifestyle as heterosexuality.

Question 13.1i

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: It is a woman’s right to decide 
whether or not to have an abortion.

Question 13.1j

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: It is alright for a couple to live to-
gether without intending to get married.

(Miscellaneous)

Question 13.1k

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: When changes occur in my life, I 
welcome the possibility that something new is beginning.

Question 13.1m

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: (America/Canada/Québec) is a rac-
ist society.

Responses

(1) Strongly agree
(2) Somewhat agree
(3) Somewhat disagree
(4) Strongly disagree
(9) DK, etc.

Question 13.2

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Which do you think is more impor-
tant: (ROTATE STATEMENTS)

Freedom so that everyone can live and develop without hindrance OR



Equality so that nobody is underprivileged and social class differences are 
not so strong?

(1) Freedom
(2) Equality
(9) DK, etc.
Question 13.3
Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Generally speaking, would you 

say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing 
with people?

(1) Most people can be trusted
(2) You can’t be too careful
(3) (It depends) (Volunteered)
(9) DK, etc.

14. Politics

Turning now to politics briefly.
(Source: WVS—Modified for telephone)
(IF YES TO Q.14.1A, ASK Q.14.1B:)

Question 14.2

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: And what about professors as a 
whole? Politically, would you say they are to the left or right of you? (Very 
much or somewhat left/right?)

(1) Very much left
(2) Somewhat left
(3) Somewhat right
(4) Very much right
(5) (Same—VOLUNTEERED)
(9) DK, etc.
(Q.14.3A & B IS U.S. ONLY:)

Question 14.3a

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: Generally speaking, do you think of 
yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or do you have some 
other political affiliation? (IF VOLUNTEERS “NOT AMERICAN,” ASK 
TO CLASSIFY ANYWAY, OR THEN ACCEPT DK)

(1) Republican
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(2) Democrat
(3) Independent
(4) Other
(9) DK, etc.

15. Religion

And now just a few questions about religion . . .

Question 15.1

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: How important is religion in your 
life? Is it . . .

(1) Very important
(2) Somewhat important
(3) Not at all important
(9) DK, etc.

Question 15.2

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: How often do you attend religious 
services? Is it . . .

(1) More than once a week
(2) Once a week
(3) Almost weekly
(4) Once or twice a month
(5) A few times a year
(6) Seldom or never
(9) DK, etc.

Question 15.3

Faculty/Administrator/Student Question: What is your religious preference? 
Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no religion?

(1) Protestant
(2) Catholic
(3) Jewish
(4) Other—SPECIFY:__________________________________________
(5) No religion
(9) DK, etc.



16. Classification/Demo Questions/Miscellaneous

Now, just a final series of questions for classification purposes. Let me again 
assure you of complete confidentiality.

Question 16.1a

Faculty Question: All things considered, what percentage of your working 
time would you say you spend on: research, on administration, and on teach-
ing? These three percentages should add to 100%. (INTERVIEWER: AL-
LOW RESPONDENT TO THINK FOR A MOMENT. PERCENTAGES 
SHOULD ADD TO 100%.)

Research: 	 %
Administration: 	 %
Teaching: 	 %

Question 16.1b

Faculty Question: Thinking now of what you would like to spend your time 
on, what percentage of your time would you like to spend doing research, on 
administration, and what percentage would you like to spend on teaching? 
These three percentages should add to 100%. (ALLOW RESPONDENT TO 
THINK. PERCENTAGES SHOULD ADD TO 100%.)

Research: 	 %
Administration: 	 %
Teaching: 	 %

Question 16.3a

Faculty/Administrator Question: What is the highest academic degree you 
have earned? (RECORD CAREFULLY.)

Question 16.3b

Faculty/Administrator Question: In what discipline?

Question 16.3c

Faculty/Administrator Question: At what school did you earn that degree? 
(IF ANY DOUBT THAT SCHOOL IS IN CANADA/THE U.S., PROBE 
FOR COUNTRY.)
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Question 16.5

Faculty/Administrator Question: How many years have you been teaching at 
the university (college) level?

#: 	

Question 16.6a

Faculty Question: Are you tenured, in a tenure track, or do you hold another 
kind of appointment?

(1) Tenure
(2) Tenure track
(3) Other appointment
(4) DK, etc.

Question 16.6b

Faculty Question: Do you now hold, or have you ever held, an administration 
position within your institution?

(1) Yes
(2) No
(9) DK, etc.

Question 16.8a

Faculty Question: Within the past five years, and counting anything now in 
press, how many articles, if any, have you published in refereed journals, or 
as chapters in academic books? (PROBE FOR BEST GUESS IF UNCER-
TAIN)

#: 	

Question 16.8b

Faculty Question: Again, within the past five years, and counting anything 
now in press, how many books, if any, have you authored or coauthored?

#: 	

Question 16.8c

Faculty Question: Have you served on the editorial board of an academic 
journal?

(1) Yes



(2) No
(9) DK, etc.

Question 16.9b

Faculty Question: And what about international meetings?
(1) Frequently
(2) Sometimes
(3) Rarely
(4) Never
(9) DK, etc.

17. Demographics

Question 17.1

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: Gender (RECORDED, NOT 
ASKED DIRECTLY).

(1) Male
(2) Female

Question 17.2

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: In what year were you born?
19	

Question 17.3b

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: Of what country are you a citizen? 
(RECORD UP TO TWO IF APPLICABLE)

(1) U.S.
(2) Canada
(3) Other—SPECIFY: 	
(9) DK, etc.

Question 17.4a

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: Now, a few questions for data 
analysis purposes. In terms of your racial background, would you describe 
yourself as white (US: African American/Canada: black), Hispanic, Asian, or 
something else?
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(1) White
(2) Black/African American
(3) Hispanic
(4) Asian
(5) Something else—SPECIFY: 	
(9) DK, etc.

Question 17.4b

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: Do you think of yourself as be-
longing to a particular ethnic group? (IF YES: Which?)

(1) Yes—SPECIFY: 	
(2) No
(9) DK, etc.
(Q.17.5 IS CANADA ONLY:)

Question 17.5

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: What is your mother tongue? That 
is, the language you first learned as a child and still understand?

(1) English
(2) French
(3) Other
(9) DK, etc.

Question 17.6

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: And, just for data analysis pur-
poses, we’d like to be able to classify respondents who belong to the gay and 
lesbian community. Would that include you or not?

(1) Yes, gay
(2) No
(9) DK, etc.

Question 17.7

Faculty/Administration/Student Question: What is your marital status: are 
you single, married, divorced, separated, or living with someone?

(1) Single
(2) Married
(3) Divorced



(4) Separated
(5) Living with someone
(9) DK, etc.

Question 17.10

Faculty Question: And what was your total combined household income be-
fore taxes last year? (READ CATEGORIES)

Administrator Question: And what was your total combined household 
income before taxes last year? (READ CATEGORIES)

Student Question: And, thinking of your parents’ household, what was 
the total combined household income before taxes last year? (READ 
CATEGORIES)

(1) Under $40,000
(2) Over $40,000 but under $50,000
(3) Over $50,000 but under $60,000
(4) Over $60,000 but under $70,000
(5) Over $70,000 but under $80,000
(6) Over $80,000 but under $90,000
(7) Over $90,000 but under $100,000
(8) Over $100,000 but under $110,000
(9) Over $110,000 but under $120,000
(10) Over $120,000 but under $130,000
(11) Over $130,000 but under $140,000
(12) Over $140,000 but under $150,000
(13) Over $150,000 but under $160,000
(14) Over $160,000 but under $170,000
(15) Over $170,000 but under $180,000
(16) Over $180,000 but under $190,000
(17) Over $190,000 but under $200,000
(18) Over $200,000
(99) DK, etc.
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Appendix 2

Professor’s Assessment of Institutional 
Success in Educating Students

A professor’s assessment of educational success is statistically linked with 
a number of factors, the most important of which is the institution’s expendi-
tures per student. It is worth noting that research expenditures per student are 
negatively correlated with assessment of education. However, this finding 
holds only for schools classified as “master’s-level” institutions. Among bac-
calaureate institutions and doctoral institutions, research expenditures are not 
related to education.

The regression model shows that after expenditures, the professor’s religi-
osity is the next best predictor of educational rating, with more religious 
faculty indicating that their colleges are not doing as well at educating stu-
dents as their more secular counterparts.

Professors in the social sciences and humanities tend to think that their 
institutions are not doing as well in preparing students as those in the profes-
sional majors and the sciences. Faculty at doctoral institutions tend to think 
that their schools are not preparing students as well as those at baccalaureate 
institutions.

It is important to note that the model’s adjusted R2 is a mere 0.057, indicat-
ing that there is a great deal of variance yet to be explained.
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Appendix 3

University Rankings by Tier

The US News & World Report divides its rankings into two groups (national 
rankings and regional rankings), both with four tiers. The best colleges and 
universities are classified into national rankings. Schools that are not nationally 
ranked are ranked within their respective region. The NAASS tiers are based 
on modified US News rankings with the nationally ranked institutions ranked 
as tiers 1 through 4 and all the regionally ranked institutions falling into tiers 5 
through 8. Although US News reports that some of the criteria used for the 
national institutions’ rankings are somewhat distinctive from those ranked re-
gionally, within the NAASS data set these measures are combined into a single 
eight-point ranking.1 The schools are listed by tier in the following manner: 

Tier 1 Schools

Boston College, Bowdoin College, Brandeis University, Brown University, 
Carnegie-Mellon University, Colgate University, College of William and 
Mary, Cornell University, Dartmouth College, Duke University, Franklin and 
Marshall College, Johns Hopkins University, Lehigh University, Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology, Northwestern University, Pennsylvania State 
University–Main Campus, Princeton University, Rensselaer Polytechnic In-
stitute, Rice University, Stanford University, Syracuse University, Tufts 
University, Tulane University, University of California–Berkeley, University 
of California–Los Angeles, University of California–Santa Barbara, Univer-
sity of Chicago, University of Michigan–Ann Arbor, University of North 

1.  The descriptions of the tier rankings are based on notes within the “Combined Technical Notes 
and Memos about the 1999 Academic Study Survey” prepared by Dr. Ivan Katchanovski on Septem-
ber 4, 2004. 



Carolina, University of Notre Dame, University of Pennsylvania, University 
of Rochester, University of Southern California, University of Virginia, Van-
derbilt University, Vassar College, Wake Forest University, Washington and 
Lee University, Washington University, and Whitman College 

Tier 2 Schools

Auburn University–Main Campus, Boston University, Clark University, 
Florida State University, George Washington University, Gettysburg Col-
lege, Iowa State University, North Carolina State University at Raleigh, Ohio 
University–Main Campus, Ohio Wesleyan University, Purdue University–
Main Campus, Skidmore College, Southwestern University, Stevens Institute 
of Technology, University of Texas at Austin, University of Arizona, Univer-
sity of Colorado at Boulder, University of Florida, University of Minnesota–
Twin Cities, University of Missouri–Columbia, University of Pittsburgh–
Main Campus, University of Tennessee–Knoxville, University of Vermont 
and State Agriculture, and Wittenberg University

Tier 3 Schools

Alma College, Brigham Young, Coe College, Florida International Univer-
sity, Guilford College, Hofstra University, Kansas State University of Agri-
culture, Kansas State University of Agriculture and Applied Science, 
Oglethorpe University, Oklahoma State University–Main Campus, Saint 
John’s University, University of Idaho, University of Cincinnati–Main Cam-
pus, University of Maryland–Baltimore County, University of New Mexico–
Main Campus, University of Oklahoma–Norman Campus, University of Or-
egon, University of Utah, and West Virginia University

Tier 4 Schools

Ball State University, George Mason University, Louisiana Tech University, 
Nebraska Wesleyan University, New Mexico State University–Main Cam-
pus, Northern Illinois University, Shepherd College, Southern Illinois Uni-
versity–Carbondale, Tennessee State University, University of Texas at Ar-
lington, University of Central Florida, University of Houston–University 
Park, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee, Wayne State University, and 
Wright State University–Main Campus
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Tier 5 Schools

Appalachian State University, California Polytechnic State University–San 
Luis Obispo, Carson-Newman College, Carthage College, Evergreen State 
College, Florida Southern College, Lebanon Valley College, Marymount 
Manhattan College, Messiah College, North Central College, Ohio Northern 
University, Oklahoma Christian University of Science, Oklahoma Christian 
University of Science and Arts, Saint Mary’s College, Saint Norbert College, 
Seattle University, Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania, Taylor Univer-
sity–Upland, University of North Carolina at Charlotte, University of St. 
Thomas, and Valparaiso University 

Tier 6 Schools

Belmont Abbey College, California State University–Stanislaus, College of 
Our Lady of the Elms, CUNY Brooklyn College, CUNY Hunter College, 
Elizabeth City State University, Florida Agricultural and Mechanical Univer-
sity, Macmurray College, Northwestern College, Oakland University, Point 
Loma Nazarene College, Roberts Wesleyan College, Saint Xavier University, 
SUNY College at Plattsburgh, SUNY College at Potsdam, Tennessee Tech-
nological University, Towson State University, University of Montevallo, 
Ursuline College, and Wingate University 

Tier 7 Schools

Austin Peay State University, Bethany College of the Assemblies of God, 
California State University–Long Beach, Emporia State University, Jackson 
State University, Lander University, Mesa State College, Rust College, Saint 
Leo College, Southern Utah University, University of Southern Colorado, 
University of Nebraska at Kearney, University of Nebraska at Omaha, Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Stout, West Texas A&M University, Woodbury Uni-
versity, and Youngstown State University

Tier 8 Schools

Armstrong Atlantic State University, Augusta State University, Bridgewater 
State College, Central Connecticut State University, Chaminade University, 
Colorado Christian University, Columbia College, D’Youville College, East-



ern Kentucky University, Hilbert College, La Roche College, Long Island 
University–Brooklyn Campus, Metropolitan State College of Denver, North-
east Louisiana University, Shawnee State, University of Houston, Virginia 
State University, Virginia Union, and West Virginia State College
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Appendix 4

Models of Trust for Students,  
Faculty, and Administrators

The results of the regression models in the table illustrate that trust is not 
merely a function of campus-wide diversity. Indeed, for students and faculty, 
the best predictor of trust is a respondent’s race, with whites expressing more 
trust in others than nonwhites. Students who attend private schools are gener-
ally more trusting than those who attend public schools. Those who attend 
doctoral institutions are more trusting than those attending either baccalaure-
ate or comprehensive schools. Across students, professors, and administra-
tors, the only variable that consistently predicts trust is campus-wide diver-
sity, with respondents from more diverse campuses expressing less trust than 
those from more diverse campuses.

It is important to note that trust is, for the most part, rather unpredictable, 
with the models explaining less than 5 percent of the overall variance. Still, 
in ascertaining their overall level of trust, campus diversity is a relevant 
factor.
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Appendix 5

The Impact of Varying  
Exclusion Methods on  

College Satisfaction Results

When researchers construct statistical models in order to study the relation-
ship between independent and dependent variables, they must inevitably de-
cide how to account for gaps in the data. For example, respondents are noto-
riously hesitant to divulge what they consider to be sensitive information 
(race, income, sexual orientation, and so on) and thus may participate in a 
survey but simply refuse to answer what they perceive to be overly personal 
or intrusive questions. By declining to answer selective questions, respon-
dents often leave holes in the data set with which researchers must contend 
when building large statistical models. There are a number of ways of coping 
with missing data, but ultimately there is no perfect solution.

Perhaps the most common method of working with missing data is simply 
to eliminate survey respondents who failed to answer any part of a question-
naire used in a given statistical model. This exclusion method, known as 
listwise deletion, is simple in that it makes no assertions about what the miss-
ing data might have looked like had the respondent been more forthcoming. 
Perhaps because of its popularity, listwise deletion has long been the default 
method of exclusion in SPSS regression models. By contrast, when respon-
dents refuse to answer a question used in a regression analysis, the pairwise 
deletion retains the usable data, discarding “data only at the level of the vari-
able, not the observation” (McKnight et al. 2007, 147).

Although there is no hard-and-fast rule for when researchers should rely on 
one particular method of exclusion, McKnight et al. (2007) caution against 
relying on pairwise exclusion when using a “large” data set. All the regres-
sion models presented in this text rely on the listwise method of exclusion.

The table provides general replication of the results of the Rothman et al. 
(2003) model first reported in the International Journal of Public Opinion 
Research. The regression on the left utilized pairwise exclusion, while the 



regression on the right utilized listwise exclusion. The results are very similar 
in that both show academic success and religiosity to be the most important 
predictors of satisfaction among students. However, the difference in the ex-
clusion method prompts changes in the statistical significance of four vari-
ables, including the diversity measure. It is impossible to be certain which 
method of exclusion best captures the true relationship between diversity and 
student satisfaction. In either event, the results of the NAASS show either that 
diversity is unrelated to students’ overall assessment of college life or that it 
is negatively correlated to overall levels of student satisfaction.
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Appendix 6

Why Professors Think Academic 
Tenure Is Important

Based on the regression model listed in the table, a professor’s views on the 
importance of tenure are unrelated to his or her assessment of academic free-
dom on his or her resident campus. By the estimates of the standardized re-
gression coefficients, the important factors in the support for tenure are a 
professor’s years of teaching experience (with more senior professors ex-
pressing greater support for tenure) and their perception that academic free-
dom is secure overall. Partisanship and social ideology each play an indepen-
dent role in shaping a professor’s support for tenure. Those who teach in the 
social sciences and humanities are more likely to think that tenure is impor-
tant than those who teach in other disciplines.
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Regression Model: Does Professor Think That Academic Tenure Today Is Important?

Independent Variables (listed in order of importance) B
Standard

Error
Standard

Beta Significance

How many years has professor been teaching at 
the college/university level?

.086 .022 .160 .000

Does professor think that, in general, academic 
freedom is secure?

−.209 .044 −.155 .000

Party identification −.165 .040 −.111 .000
Index of liberal responses to social-ideological 
questions

.087 .028 .087 .002

Is professor in the social sciences or the 
humanities?

.173 .053 .085 .001

Is professor a female? −.132 .061 −.056 .031
Books published or in press .048 .023 .055 .036
Is professor’s school a doctoral institution? .095 .058 .046 .100
Age −.004 .004 −.042 .299
Articles, chapters published in past five years −.022 .018 −.034 .225
Is professor’s school a baccalaureate institution? −.078 .099 −.021 .431
Does professor think that, on his or her campus, 
academic freedom is secure?

.002 .043 .001 .971

(Constant) 4.199 .231 .000

n 1,523
Adjusted R2 .098
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Notes

Chapter 1: Introduction

  1.  In some instances, like Ohio State, these board members serve as representa-
tives rather than full voting members.

  2.  Recognizing the importance of transparency and accessibility in debates over 
social scientific policy, the research team will make the complete NAASS data set 
available to the public at the Roper Center six months following the publication of the 
book (http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu).

Chapter 2: Visions of the University

  1.  The AAC&U definition of liberal education is taken from the association’s 
website, February 16, 2009, at http://www.aacu.org/press_room/media_kit/what_is_
liberal_education.cfm.

  2.  Quotes are taken from http://www.aacu.org/leap/what_is_liberal_education 
.cfm, April 2, 2010.

  3.  According to the 2007–2008 HERI faculty survey (DeAngelo et al. 2009), 81.5 
percent of professors at four-year institutions believe that it is “very important” or 
“essential” to “prepare students for employment after college.” This is an increase in 
support for this goal since the 1998–1999 survey (Sax et al. 1999), when 67.2 percent 
of faculty at four-year institutions provided this response.

  4.  A comparison of HERI surveys of American faculty shows little difference in 
support for the goal of teaching students “the classic works of Western civilization.” 
In 1999, 30.2 percent of faculty rated this an important or essential goal, compared to 
34.7 percent in 2008.

  5.  The Pearson’s correlation coefficient between these two variables is .419 (p < 
0.000) for faculty and .451 (p < 0.000) for administrators.

  6.  The analysis here is based on fairly small sample sizes when broken down at this 
level. For example, the NAASS includes only twenty-five professors from liberal arts 
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colleges. This is simply due to the fact that most professors don’t teach at liberal arts 
colleges, so a representative sample of 1,500 college professors is likely to have rela-
tively few members in this category. However, all three groups of respondents show the 
same pattern, with those at liberal arts colleges ranking the educational quality higher 
than those at baccalaureate-general institutions. In addition, the difference in rating 
between professors at liberal arts and general baccalaureate schools is large enough that 
it is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level, even with the small 
sample size. The differences in assessments among students and administrators follow 
the same pattern but are not statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level.

  7.  This number combines respondents who reported that “most” students are 
prepared with respondents who reported that “almost all” students are prepared.

  8.  The minor differences in findings between the NAASS and the HERI data may 
be attributed to the fact that the HERI data include community colleges, which the 
authors of the report find to have the lowest faculty satisfaction with student quality.

Chapter 3: Perceptions of Power  
and Control in the American University

  1.  It is important to note that neither the ACE nor the AGB formally approved the 
statement but rather chose to “commend” it.

Chapter 4: Politics and Culture Wars

  1.  A Gallup Poll survey of 1,017 national adults, conducted November 22–24, 
2002, showed that 58 percent of the general public indicated that they would favor 
“invading Iraq with U.S. ground troops in an attempt to remove Saddam Hussein from 
power.” This survey was conducted within days of the Penn faculty protests men-
tioned in the following sentence.

  2.  According to a report in the student newspaper The Daily Pennsylvanian, or-
ganizers had asked faculty with prowar views to speak, but none of them accepted the 
invitation. See Courtney Schneider’s report, “Faculty Protest War in Iraq,” in the 
November 20, 2002, edition.

  3.  The minutes from the UCLA Senate meeting are available at www.senate.ucla 
.edu/SenateVoice/Issue4/Divison%20Minutes%204.14.03%20FINAL.doc. Minutes 
from the UCSB meeting are available at http://senate.ucsb.edu/meetings/
Divisional/2.24%20Minutes%20final%20draft.pdf. The Oregon State University vote 
was covered in the January 22, 2003, edition of the student newspaper, The Daily 
Barometer: http://media.barometer.orst.edu/media/storage/paper854/news/2003/01/ 
22/News/Faculty.Senate.Makes.AntiWar.Resolution-2295040.shtml. All sources were 
accessed on August 13, 2008.

  4.  From Ward Churchill, “Some People Push Back: On the Justice of Roosting 
Chickens.” The essay originally appeared on an obscure Internet Web page (see 
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original post at http://www.kersplebedeb.com/mystuff/s11/churchill.html, retrieved 
8/04/08) but became public after the Hamilton College student newspaper reported on 
the essay. The editor of the newspaper discovered the essay while researching 
Churchill, who was scheduled to speak at the college. Conservative pundits picked up 
on the Hamilton College report.

  5.  The American Association of University Professors issued a statement on Feb-
ruary 3, 2005, calling for restraint in the University of Colorado’s response and her-
alding the “freedom of faculty members to express views, however unpopular or 
distasteful” as “an essential condition of an institution of higher learning.”

  6.  Results are from the 2000 National Election Study, completed one year after 
the NAASS faculty survey. 

  7.  National survey results for the cohabitation question come from the 1998 GSS. 
Although there are slight wording differences between the NAASS faculty survey 
questions and those posed to the general public through other polls, these minor varia-
tions cannot explain the large differences in opinion noted here. Even if different ver-
sions of the question produce slightly different survey responses, we would not expect 
the faculty versions of the questions to consistently produce more liberal responses. In 
some cases, wording differences may cause the difference between professors and the 
public to look somewhat inflated, while in others it may cause us to underestimate the 
difference. For example, on the issue of homosexuality, the question posed to the gen-
eral population asks if homosexuality is “wrong.” By contrast, the survey question 
posed to faculty sets a higher standard, asking if homosexuality is “as acceptable” as 
heterosexuality. It is likely that some people would think it not wrong but still not as 
acceptable as heterosexuality. However, note that the faculty version is the one that 
should produce the more conservative response. In this case, the large difference in 
opinion between faculty and the public is, if anything, understated.

  8.  The national survey responses come from the 1998 GSS. The GSS included a 
response option of “neither agree nor disagree,” which was not available to the fac-
ulty respondents. However, even if we count all the people who responded neutrally 
as agreeing with cohabitation (the liberal response), we would still find that the fac-
ulty are more likely (76 percent) to support cohabitation than are the general public 
(65 percent).

  9.  Whereas the 1998 GSS gave respondents a middle-category label “neither agree 
nor disagree,” the NAASS question did not. It is difficult to make an exact comparison, 
as respondents had a slightly different set of choices in the two surveys. 

10.  Again the 1998 GSS gave respondents a middle-category labeled “neither 
agree nor disagree,” while the NAASS question did not. While it is difficult to know 
the exact differences between the populations, it is clear that there remain vast dif-
ferences between the views of Republican professors and Republicans in the general 
population.

11.  According to the 2009 report from the Higher Education Research Institute 
(DeAngelo et al. 2009), 55 percent of professors indicated that their views were liberal 
or far left, while 16 percent indicated that their views were conservative or far right.

12.  A simple correlation between the issues position and their “year in school” 
reveals that their views on homosexuality do vary as a function of time (p = 0.032).



13.  Recently, there is an institutional effort on some campuses to promote “sustain-
ability.” However, this was less the case at the time of the 1999 NAASS survey.

14.  Again, a simple correlation between the issues position and their “year in 
school” reveals that their views on government “reducing the gap between rich and 
poor” (p = 0.003) and government “ensuring everyone has a job” (p = 0.004) also vary 
as a function of time. As with homosexuality, the finding is consistent with a persua-
sion hypothesis, but it by no means proves that professors caused these changes in 
student views. 

15.  The gender gap for the general population is based on a Pew Research Center 
report and summarizes the partisan affiliation for men and women from 1997 to 2001. 
The report, The 2004 Political Landscape, was published on November 5, 2003, and 
retrieved August 11, 2008, at http://people-press.org/report/?pageid=750.

16.  While this might suggest that Republicans do tend to be lower achievers in aca-
demia, the results are not evidence of their accomplishments elsewhere. It is likely that 
these partisans are not representative of those in the general population and that Repub-
licans in the general population are less interested in producing “new knowledge” than 
the average Democrats. Indeed, Woessner and Kelly-Woessner (2009b) find that con-
servatives tend to steer away from pursuing PhDs in part because they have less of an 
interest in research and more of a focus on making money and raising a family.

17.  The three-part Social Liberalism Index  was calculated on the basis of the 
number of times the faculty member “somewhat agreed” or “strongly agreed” with 
the following statements: 1) “Homosexuality is as acceptable a lifestyle as hetero-
sexuality,” 2) “It is a woman’s right to decide whether or not to have an abortion,” and 
3) “It is alright for a couple to live together without intending to get married.”

18.  From a statistical standpoint, it is unclear whether a scholar’s “time on re-
search” is a measure of productivity or a reflection of the prestige of the academic 
appointment. More prestigious institutions typically have fewer demands on teaching 
and thus provide more opportunities for research. Uncertain as to whether “time on 
research” is the cause or effect, we omitted the variable in models 2, 2a, and 2b.

19.  In model 1, the relationship p value for the coefficient “Is Respondent 
Black?” is .051, placing it just outside of the 95 percent confidence bands. The vari-
able is not flagged as significant because we have only a 94.9 percent confidence in 
the relationship. 

20.  It is worth noting that, based on the standardized beta coefficients, it would 
appear that social-ideological views are the single best predictors of institutional 
prestige after the various measures of merit. Listed in descending order, the results of 
model 2’s standardized beta coefficients are articles published (.313), liberal social 
ideology (.129), sex (−.090), U.S. citizen (−0.057), and black (−0.054). 

21.  The negative relationship, predicting that black professors tend to teach at less 
prestigious institutions, turns positive, albeit the results are not statistically significant 
(p = 0.15). Since the omission of historically black colleges has the effect of exclud-
ing a large portion of the already limited pool of black faculty in the sample, our 
statistical estimates are imprecise. The results raise the possibility that black faculty 
who opt to teach outside of historically black colleges tend to hold positions at 
schools that are more prestigious than their research record might otherwise suggest.
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22.  It is necessary to eliminate all the merit variables because statistically unim-
portant factors, such as publishing books or serving on an editorial board, act as prox-
ies for the more important predictors, such as the number of published articles, once 
the important factors are eliminated from the model.

Chapter 5: Campus Diversity

  1.  It is worth noting that Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and coauthor Stewart J. 
Schwab (2009) acknowledge the lack of scientific consensus on the educational ben-
efits of diversity. The authors contend that much more research is needed, but warn 
that diversity studies are “fraught with political implications” and that this must not 
“prevent us from asking questions whose answers might disappoint us.” The authors 
acknowledge that evidence against diversity must also be considered, citing Putnam’s 
(2007) work on the negative effects that diversity has on social solidarity. Yet even if 
colleges and universities find no real evidence that racial diversity increases student 
learning, O’Connor and Schwab suggest that other state interests may be used to 
justify racial preferences. Specifically, the authors contend that children may achieve 
more when they have role models of their own race and that the need for positive role 
models in the African American community may be used, in the future, to justify 
continuation of affirmative action.

  2.  Results for Hispanic and Asian students are nearly identical to those for blacks.
  3.  We cover perceptions of discrimination due to political beliefs in chapter 4.
  4.  In fact, four heterosexual faculty and three heterosexual students did indicate 

that they had been treated unfairly on the basis of their sexual orientation; however, 
given the large sample size, the number of complaints constituted less than 0.5 per-
cent of the total respondents and thus appears in the table as 0 percent. 

  5.  A comparison with the same survey questions from the 1998–1999 HERI sur-
vey reveals surprisingly little difference in these measures between the two time pe-
riods, with nearly identical responses in the importance assigned to increasing the 
representation of women and minorities in the faculty.

  6.  In light of our earlier finding that blacks perceive normal standards to be akin 
to “affirmative action for whites,” the lack of support among blacks for racial prefer-
ences is especially noteworthy. One explanation is that blacks may merely desire ra-
cial equality, resisting what they perceive to be white privilege, while at the same time 
rejecting preferences for their own group. 

  7.  This reveals more concern for lowered standards than the similar question on 
the 2008–2009 HERI survey described earlier. This difference may be due to change 
over time or to differences in the question wording. Still, the basic conclusion that a 
sizable minority holds these views is consistent.

  8.  It is worth noting that performance on these objective indicators also keeps 
most whites from attending the nation’s highest-ranked universities. 

  9.  For a discussion of this limitation as it relates to Gurin’s testimony, see Wood 
and Sherman (2001).

10.  http://www.stanford.edu/group/diversity and Antonio et al. (2004).



Chapter 6: Academic Freedom, Tenure,  
and the Free Exchange of Ideas

  1.  As the question about the source of the threat to academic freedom was admin-
istered only to respondents who felt that there was a threat, only five hundred profes-
sors specifically identified a source. Of those who indicated a threat, only 52 respon-
dents indicated that they were Republicans. The small number of respondents in this 
category makes it difficult to generalize beyond the sample. 

  2.  Support for tenure is consistent over time. According to the 2008–2009 Higher 
Education Research Institute survey, only a third of faculty agree with the statement 
that “tenure is an outmoded concept.”

  3.  Perhaps not surprisingly, of the 260 humanities professors represented in fig-
ure 6.2, only 13 identified themselves as Republicans. Subsequently, while the results 
do indicate that Republicans tend to self-censor at similar rates to their Independent 
colleagues, the sample is too small to fairly represent the experiences of such Repub-
licans in the humanities disciplines as a whole.
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