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The Blurring of the Public and Private in Public Higher Education


Dr. Susan Gushee O’Malley, City University of New York, USA
Abstract

        Because of the increasing costs of health care and schools, State governments are not contributing as generously to public higher education as they formerly did. Some public universities now describe themselves as State assisted or are even petitioning their State legislatures to become private universities. As a result of the pulling back of public monies from public universities, students are paying more tuition and incurring increasing debt. Public universities are also paying more attention to their development offices and raiding money from alumni and from corporations, much the way private universities have for years. Public universities have also become more involved with the corporate world in the development of patents, business incubators, and corporate partnerships, in order to fill the gaps caused by the withdrawal of public money. My paper will discuss the blurring of the public and the private in the City University of New York, the largest urban university in the United States, in the context of the changing definition of the public in public higher education nationally.


In an editorial entitled “Have We Lost the ‘Public’ in Higher Education,” published in The Chronicle of Higher Education” in May 2003, Robert Zemsky states, “The immediate future then holds more of the same: more privatization of public institutions, more emphasis on higher education as a private good, and less movement toward colleges and universities as places of public discourse or initiative.” Today public universities in the United States look very different from sixty years ago. To illustrate his point Robert Zemsky describes two important higher education initiatives launched in 1945: the GI Bill of Rights that paid for higher education for returning military veterans, increasing greatly the numbers of students in public higher education to ensure the health of the postwar economy, and Vannevar Bush’s report, Science, the Endless Frontier: A Report to the President, that requested the federal government to appropriate a large amount of money to basic scientific research, which led in 1950 to the establishment of the National Science Foundation. Vannevar Bush stated that such an investment was essential because at universities, “scientists may work in an atmosphere which is relatively free from the adverse pressure of convention, prejudice, or commercial necessity.” Although the majority of higher education students in the United States today attend public colleges and universities, there has been an erosion of support for public higher education in the United States. This is particularly true in the eastern part of the United States where there are many excellent private colleges and where the perception is that if a college is private, it is necessarily better. Because of the withdrawal of state aid from public higher education, public colleges and universities have had to raise tuition; establish development offices to raise money from their alumni, foundations, and the business world; and become intimately involved with the corporate worlds in the development of patents, business incubators, and cutting edge science/technology public/private research centers moving away from Vannevar Bush’s  ideal of an “atmosphere … relatively free from the adverse pressure of … commercial necessity.” Because of the decrease of state money with the resultant increase of tuition and a turning to the private sector to make up for the loss of public money, the dividing line between public and private higher educational institutions has been increasingly blurred. 


When the Free Academy was established in New York City in 1849, the forerunner of City College, the first of the colleges at the City University of New York, it was cited as evidence of the “growing democratization of American life, which was producing a system of popular education for the common man.” The Free Academy was to educate the male children of the poor who had achieved high grades in secondary school. Higher education was seen as a public good, essential to building a strong democracy. Too often today public higher education is looked upon, not as a public good, but as a private good. If a person earns a B.A. degree, he or she will earn a higher income. Therefore, why should the State contribute public money to students who will profit individually by their education? But it may not be true that workers who do socially valuable work, such as teachers and social workers, jobs that require higher education, really earn more money than those who do not go beyond high school. The discourse of education as a public good necessary for the economic and social health of the United States has been replaced by education as a private benefit for the individual student. To illustrate this point, in the 2003 session of the Texas legislature higher education was redefined as a “personal benefit” purchased by students in order to persuade legislators to vote for deregulation of tuition and fees at public colleges and universities. If education is a “personal benefit,” then withdrawing public monies and raising tuition and fees causing students to go into debt is acceptable. So far, the New York State legislature that currently provides only 46% of the operating budget of CUNY would not describe higher education as a “personal benefit,” but it is moving away from education as a “public good.”


Last year state appropriations for higher education in the United States decreased by 2% at the same time that enrollment increased. However, states with the largest enrollment in higher education declined more precipitously: the California legislature allocated 5.9% less money for higher education, New York State 4.5% fewer dollars, Michigan 3.3% and Pennsylvania 3.2%. These decreases in state appropriations are part of a trend in the decline of support for public higher education: In 1980, 44% of the operating budget for higher education was provided by state governments; in 2002 only 32% was appropriated by State governments. Many public universities now describe themselves as state-assisted instead of state-supported because of declining state support even though enrollments have been increasing. In fact, the University of Virginia has requested its state legislature to change its status from a public to a private university because the state is providing only 13% of its operating budget.  According to the University of Virginia, the small amount of money allocated by the State does not justify the level of control asserted by the Virginia state legislature.


Even though money for the operating budgets of the City University of New York and the State University of New York, the two public university systems of New York State has not kept up with increasing mandatory costs, New York State has continued to support its private colleges through Bundy Aid, which has remained constant for many years. For each two-year associates degree granted by a New York private college the state pays the granting institution $600; for each bachelors degree $1500; for each masters degree $950; and for each doctorate $4550, for a total of $45 million last year.


To compensate for the withdrawal of state monies, public colleges and universities have had to raise tuition, causing many students to take out loans. From 1993 to 2003 tuition and fees at public four-year colleges rose by 47%, at private four-year institutions tuition and fees rose by 42.4%. These increases are an average of 2.5 to 3.5 percent above the inflation rate. In the academic year 2003-2004 the coast of attending the State University of New York rose by 27%; the tuition at CUNY increased by 25% from 2003-2004, but there had not been a tuition increase for 10 years. In 1991, tuition provided 21.4% of the budget for CUNY; in 2005 it increased to 43.5% of the budget. Because of the increase in tuition, many students, including students at public universities, have had to take out loans. Although financial aid in the form of grants or scholarships has increased by 85% from 1993 to 2003, aid in the form of loans has increased by 137%. Many students, including graduates of public colleges and universities, complete their undergraduate education with thousands of dollars of indebtedness. Scholarships have also become based more on merit than need. Formerly, admissions was “need blind”; if a student without sufficient funds was accepted at many of the top-ranked colleges, the colleges would provide grants and minimal loans to ensure that the student could attend. Today acceptance for many slots at top-ranked colleges depends on the student’s ability to pay as well as the student’s academic ability. Pure merit has become more highly prized than opportunity, a view of accountability imported from business and government and described by some as distorted.


As Vice Chancellor Selma Botman has described, New York State has a generous financial aid program called the Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) for New York residents attending either public or private colleges and universities, but every year the Governor initially tampers with the program. In the Governor’s latest scheme, one-third of the tuition money was to be withheld until the student graduated whereupon the money would be reimbursed. (The largest amount that a student could receive is $5,000.) Students were encouraged to take out loans in the interim to be paid off by the students if they did not graduate within five years. After much lobbying by students, faculty, and administrators from all of the New York higher education institutions, the financial aid money was restored and victory proclaimed. However, the cuts in money for the operating budgets of SUNY and CUNY, proposed by the Governor at the same time as the TAP cuts, were not restored. The operating budget has never kept up with the increasing mandatory costs of energy, salaries, union contracts, pensions, and health benefits. To tip the balance even more in the direction of the private colleges, 51% of the State TAP money is given to students at private institutions. Even with the increases in tuition at public universities the difference in tuitions between the publics and privates is enormous: yearly tuition at CUNY’s senior colleges is $4,000; at New York University tuition is $31,690 with an additional $11,440 for room and board. But $4,000 is a lot of money for poor students to raise, particularly of they do not qualify for financial aid. There is no financial aid for part-time, foreign or out-of-state students and for independent students the amount of aid is much smaller. Consequently, public university students appear to come from families with more money than they did ten years ago. CUNY used to have 30,000 students who were on public assistance, but this is no longer true given the changing federal and state welfare policies. CUNY used to include in its public relations material the statistic that 60% of its students came from families making less than $20,000. Today CUNY appears more concerned about students with high SAT scores or who have won prestigious award, all of which is wonderful and quite impressive, but one could argue that there is less concern with CUNY’s mission of educating “the children of the whole people of New York City.” But perhaps this changed emphasis is necessary in our attempt to secure a viable budget from the State. And many students from middle-class homes can no longer afford the tuition to attend private colleges and are choosing to attend public universities.


Some of the results of the decrease in state money to support the operating budget are the increase in the use of part-time faculty to cut costs and the emphasis on increasing  endowments by means of alumni contributions, foundation grants, and corporate gifts. There is also the increased pressure to secure large grants and to develop money-making patents which in some cases have compromised the independence or freedom to publish scientific research. Both private and public institutions have increased the number of part-time faculty over the last twenty years, but the increase is much more dramatic at public universities. At CUNY at least 55% of the course sections are taught by part-time professors although many new faculty have been hired at the two-year colleges, and the Chancellor has argued forcibly for the importance of full-time faculty. Nationally the percent of part-time faculty has risen from 22% in 1970 to 46% in the 1990s. Part-time faculty have no job security, usually no health benefits, and often cannot participate in the academic life of the college.


To attempt to bring more money to its operating budget, CUNY has launched a Campaign for CUNY Colleges to raise $1.2 billion and has already raised $625 million. Private universities have always invested in development offices to raise money from alumni, foundations, and corporations. Many have large endowments. Fundraising is a new venture for public universities that previously could depend on State monies to fund their budgets. Each of the presidents of the 19 colleges that make up the City University of New York has been instructed to establish a development office and has been given a goal of how much money to raise and will be evaluated by the Chancellor on his performance in fundraising. Similar fundraising drives are being conducted by other public universities to fill in their budget gaps.


State underfunding has also caused public universities to turn to the corporate world in what Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades call “academic capitalism,” defined as the efforts of higher education institutions to “generate revenue from their core educational, research, and service functions, ranging from the production of knowledge

created by the faculty to the faculty’s curriculum and instruction” (Rhoades and Slaughter, “Academic Capitalism” 37). With the passage of the Bayh-Dole Act by Congress in 1980, universities may now reap commercial benefits from intellectual property developed by faculty. The CUNY Board of Trustees has approved an Intellectual Property Policy that encourages faculty to bring their inventions to a committee (on which I sit) that will help them achieve a patent and realize commercial benefits for themselves and the University. The problem arises when the motivation for the development of the patent is primarily profit rather than contributing to basic research or to the social good. Patent development, however, requires much initial funding to be successful. It can also lead to limitations on scientific research. For example, Baylor College of Medicine filed a patent on a transgenic mouse but sold the exclusive use to a private company, thus preventing other scientists from using the transgenic mouse in their research (Washburn 152-153). Other instances of corporate partnering to fund research have created conflicts of interest. The University of California at Berkeley, one of the most prestigious public universities, signed an agreement with Novartis, a multinational pharmacological company in 1998 that allowed Novartis to negotiate licenses on one-third of the Berkeley discoveries, some of which had been funded by public money. Novartis also appointed two of the five members of the departmental committee that decided on how the money would be spent. A professor who opposed the Novartis research on genetically modified corn did not receive tenure even though his department had recommended him by a 32 – 1 vote.


CUNY’s ventures into the corporate world have been much more modest than UC Berkeley’s. In addition to the patent committee and soliciting corporations to invest in CUNY, a business incubator for the arts has been launched at LaGuardia Community College with a $5 million grant from the State legislature. An additional $2.5 million has been allocated to plan two more incubators. The goal of the incubator is to create jobs and to raise money for the University. CUNY is also planning a $198 million Advanced Science Research Center to be located at City College that has already attracted support from Raytheon, a corporation specializing in defense, information technology, and special mission aircraft. Other companies that have been mentioned as possible users of the Advanced Science Center are Lockheed Martin, Northrup Grumman, IBM, JDS Uniphase, Newport Corporation, and Symbol Technologies.


I entitled this paper “The Blurring of the Public and Private in Public Higher Education” because there are no longer clear distinctions between the two. Much public money is given to private universities, particularly in New York State. The money necessary to sustain excellent public universities has not kept up with enrollment growth and mandatory costs. As a consequence, public universities have started to act more like private universities by raising tuition, competing for prestigious students, raising private money from alumni, foundations, and corporations, and becoming more involved with the corporate world through the development of patents, corporate partnerships, and business incubators.


Many of the faculty, particularly those of us who have taught at CUNY for many years, are critical of these changes. We have seen the University move from free tuition to charging more and more tuition, from open admissions to a more restricted admissions policy, from reliance on State money to seeking corporate money. Having spent many days over the past three years in my capacity as Chair of the University’s Faculty Senate and the sole Faculty Trustee, lobbying the State legislature to increase CUNY’s operating budget and ultimately securing insufficient funds, I realize that CUNY has to behave more like a private university. We must make sure, however, that the mission of CUNY, to educate “the whole children of the people of New York,” by providing an excellent liberal arts and sciences education is not compromised in our continuing struggle to adequately fund ourselves.
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