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THE CONCERNS OF PRIVATE COLLEGES

My remarks today concern about one-half of the institutions of
higher learning in America. Numerically, private institutions of higher learﬁ-
ing constitute much more than half the total. Their students, however, are
less than half of the total enrolled in institutions of higher learning in
America, since the public institutions are traditionally larger and, in general,
the private tend to be smaller. While my title mentions private "colleges"
much of what I say will apply equally to private universities. Within thié
broad categor& of private institutions of higher leérning there ére, of course,
many sub-divisions such as Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish church-related insti-
tutions, non-sectarian institutions that formerly were church-related, and others
that remain church-related, although in a most tenuous and almost non-discernable
fashion. Finally, there are private institutions that are simply private with-
out aﬁy hiétorical or actual church-relatedness. One might distinguish other
differentiating characteristics, related mainly to the varying purposes of the

institutions, such as Liberal Arts colleges, technical institutes, teachers




-2

colleges, and so forth. (But despite all these different groups of private
institutions, one might attempt to view them as a recognizable group or
category. I grant the outlines of this total group are blurred, and even
the title of "private™ or "independently-supported™ is less and less categoric.
as more and mére direét and indirect public suppor£ is channeled into this
group. However, before I destroy the subject to which I am to address myself,
I trust you will, withinbthe obvious limitations mentioﬁed, allow me to attempt
a few generalizations about the current concerns of private colleges.

The most basic concern of the private college today is for survival.
This may at first sound facetious to a group of educators who realize that
never before in the history of the world have so many private colleges existed
within a single country as exist today in the United States. To speak of sur-
vival in this concrete situation might sound like speaking of étarvation in a
grocery store. My point will be better understood by looking at the relative
rather than the absolute position of private higher education today. There
ﬁas a time, roughiy from the beginning of higher education in America ﬁp to a
hundred years ago, when practically all of the institutions of"higher learning

in the United States were private. With the great growth of state institutions
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following the Morrell Act, public education in relatively short order achieved
a balance of equality in the numbers of students enrolled. As college educa-
tion flourished with the GI Bill following World War II, and even more so under
the Korean War GI Bill whiéh favored institutions of 16wer tuition, the balance
begah to swing e#en more in favor of the public institutions. The percentage
is presently about 60-40% in favor of the public institutions.

It takes no gréat imagination to predict the future. Put the obvious,
compeling factors together: larger available numbers and larger-percentages
of students attending colléges each year, the attraction of lower tuition, the
necessity of enormously costly physical plant additions to accommodate the
larger numbers, the marginal financial position of so many private colleges,
their general inability to meet the necessity of extraordinary capital addi-
tions. All of these add up to a further skewing of the percentages according
to the trend already noted. I would not be surprised to see it move further
away from equilibrium towards‘70%-30% or even 80%-20% in public versus privafe
college enrollments in the next fen yearé.

One might well suspect at this juncture that I am yearning for the

good old days of 50-50, or prebaring to decry public higher education as a
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monster that is devouring our cherished child that once was king. Actually,

I am trying to understand, not to rewrite history and historical trends. Facts,
especially historical facts and trends cannot be wished away. If higher educa-
tion becomes the legitimate desire of greater numbers of our yoﬁng people, this
is not an evil desire, and our society must be responsive to this fulfillment-
of the democratic ideal. If private higher education cannot muster the finan-
cial resources to maintain'its relative traditional strength, public higher
education cannot and should not be foreclosed from making the realization of
this desire possible.

This brings us back to the concern that I have initially mentioned:
will private higher education survive in this counfry, and what will be its
role in a new position, vis-a-vis public higher education.

First, may I say a word about its traditional role. Our American
system of higher educétion has been unique, and happily uhiqpe,‘in its balance
of public and private education. To illustrate this fact, I would recall an
incident that occurred at an international educational meeting in Mexico City
some years ago. During the discussion of a principle important to higher educa- <
tion everywhere, fhe educators from everywhere seemed to be in substantial

agreement. The American delegation, comprising presidents of public and
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private institutions, called for a vote to support the principle. To their
surprise, only they voted for it. The others said, "We have to conéult our
ministries of education before votiﬁg." They all reﬁfesented public institu-
tioﬁs, in lands that had no private univefsities, or weak private institutionms,
and consequently were not free to take a stand on educational principle without
political approbation. On the other hand, our public universiﬁy administrators
were free and’independent, precisely because alongside of them stood private
university administrators whose freedom thgy shared. But only in the United
States has this happened. For this reason, I say thatieven though it may be due
to a chance historical deveiopment, the American system of higher education has
been happily unique. And I believe that our public institutions of higher learn-
ing will continue to be frée and independent as long as there remain alongside
of them, private institutions who are by their very nature, free and independent.
But these latter must be strong to maintain this status, particularly if the
numerical balance of enrollments is lost.

So much for one important aspect of the traditional role of private
institutions of higher learning. Will this role alone guarantee the survival
of the private school? I doubt it. I do not think that any humen institution

will long survive unless—it maintainsAa meaningful function that gives continual
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rebirth to its necessity for survival. This is another way of repeating:
private institutions must be strong.

And now, let us honestly ask: What is the true and legitimate
strength of private institutions of higher learning? This, too, is another
way of asking: What should be our concerns? ,

To begin with, freedom and even sdrvival are not ultimates. One
must still‘ask: free for what, survive for what?

In answering these questions, I am con;trained to center my interest
in three directions: quality, flexibilify, and commitment.

Private colleges have always advertised their product as quality
educatidn; Many reasons have been alleged to support this claim. Private
schools are not obliged to take anyone, classes are generally small; there is
an intimate association between teachers and students, the limited and often
residential community of the private college provides an atmosphere of dedi-
cated scholarship, and so forth and so on. May I submit that no one of these
factors, or indeed all of them together, is eithér a guarantee of quality edu-
cation, nor indeed are any or all of these elements unique or proper to private

institutions alone. Quality of education is not the sum of physical factors
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or of smallness giﬁ_zs. It is interesting to note that of the top eight
institutions providing the largest number of Woodrow Wilson Fellowship

winners among their graduates, six of them are privaté instifutions, but

all six of them are large private institutions. And the two public insti-
tutions are two of the largest, California at Berkeley and Michigan.

Quality mﬁst somehow characterize thé whole attitude of an insti-
tution and become a style characterizing how it does everything that it does
educationally. Any school that in fact accepts the majority of students appiy-
ing for;entrance\will in vain protest that it cherishes quality in its student
body.@wgiasses are not automatically good because they are small. I should
rather listen to the electronically amplified voice of a stimulatiné professor
one hundred and fifty feet away than be a member of a small class where a
mediocre professor reproduces mediocrity in an atmosphere of intimacy. The
real question is who is listening to whom. Education is the action of mind
on mind. When a good mind addresses itself to other good minds, actively en-
gaged in sdmething worthwhile being said, education takes place. All the whole-
some atmoéphere of the world cannot replace this essential process: Atmosphere

may help, but it cannot substitute. May I then make one generalizatian that
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private schools must scrutinize first and foremost their students and their
faculties before making claims to quality of education. So must the public
schools, but I am concerned here with the private school being what it claims
to be, and must be, to merit survival.

Given quality in these two essential elements of faculty and stu-
dents, I am sure thé other landmarks will be present: a spirit of intellectual
curiosify, a really vital and ongoing research for truth, beauty, yes, and’
goodness too in all its legitimate forms, a sense of values above the sensate,
the purely emotional or the less than human level, and a cherishing of man at
his best, which seeks the high level of his spiritual nature, his hunger for
truth, and his commitment through love for all that is good and noble.

There will be a spirit of work and dedication too and, hopefully,
the proper‘tools with which to work, books and laboratories, and the creative
spirit which should animate the tools of learning.

My simple point here is that quality of education begins and ends
with the quality of persons, and the quality of human spirit. Nothing less
will inspire, sustain, or produce quality in the educative ﬁrocéss. Some

great physical plants are actually monuments to educational mediocrity. One
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small high quality school in the small country of Hungary produced three of
our most distinguished modern scientisté: Teller, von Neuman, and Sfizard.
Ten thousand mediocre schools have not pfodﬁced as much.

I spoke earlier of the waning numerical balance between the enroll-
ments of pﬁblic and private schools. Should this concern us? Possibly not,
if private schools are in general no better or no worse than,public schools.

In this event, survival would be merely problematic, but not a matter of ulti-
ﬁate concern. However, if private schools can maintain a fierce devotion to
quality and find within their special constitution means of inspiring and main-
taining quality, then the survival of private schools becomes enormously im-
portant to the whole of American education, however small the actual number of
private schools within the total system. We shall always need Tellers, von
Neumans, and SRQiZards.

Now & word about flexibility. This may be a matter of tactics rather
than of substance, but it may provide priﬁate colleges with a key to special
purposefulness within our total system of higher education.

Flexibility can be a great asset of private colleges if they have

the visionhand courage to use it well. Our total educational complex today

is saddled with many assumptions that need challenging. It would be a travesty
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if the private colleges boasted of fheir freedom of action and yet did not

use this freedom to cast aside the shibboleths and experiment boldly. For
example, many pri#ate educators lament in public and in private about tﬁé
requirements that State Departments of Education impose on teacher education,
but how many of them are‘bold enough to experiment with new methods of teacher-
preparation. I fear that public teachers colleges may at times feel set upon
by their privafe colleagues, but it has often been Justly remarked that these
teacher colleges would never have come to be if the private colleges had used
their freedom to show greater concern in the past for the basic educational
problem: the preparation and inspiration of great teachers on all le?els.
Private educators boast that unlike their public counterparts, they do not have
to accept all applicants - but are the student bodies of most private schools
indeed highly selected. Here again is a test of flexibility. Private educa-
tors are not bound to automatic levels of across-the-board salary increases,
but dothey always in fact make the difficult decisions about recognition of
merit in their practices regarding salary levels and promotion. Private edu-
cators are proud of not having to teach everything conceivable, but are their
curricula in fact always imaginative, substantial, and unmistakably geared to
quality. And do the private schools use their flexibility often enough to

throw away“the catalogue where superior students are concerned.
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It should be remarked here that the best private colleges and uni-
versities ére concerned with the fruitful use of their innate flexibility and
have often set the pace in e&ucational reform. But they are not alone in
doing so, for the best public colleges have alsd‘presumed this flexibility to
exist in some sense for them, too. The point here is that all of our institu-i
tions need freedom and flexibility ih the quest for quality, as the flower needs
sunlight. If private collegés evefywhere do not cherish and profit from this
great inherént and undeniable asset, then they will lose another claim to sur-
vival and the whole system will suffer. Private educators will legitimately
siéh at this point: "But all these moves cost money." Let us remind ourselves
again that while, of éourse, any pursuit of excellencé césts money, money also
follows excellence. No one backs a sinking ship or the stumbling horse. With
all our financial worries today, we are infinitely better off than our pioneer-
ing forebearers. May we be as enterprising as they were, as visionary, and as
courageous and zealous in promoting the cause of private education. Ours may
be a different age, but it needs much of the same spirit and certainly as much,
if not more, of the convinction they had for the inherent value of private edu-

cation. But there is no great virtte in assumed value; it must ring true in
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practice. Whatever else concerns us in private education, we may glory in
freedom and flexibility only to the extent that we use these assets to achieve
quality. I believe that in this endeavor, we are almost universally cheered
on by our collaborators in public education, for we can be their strongest
piedge for equal freedom and flexibility, qualities which I insist again are
not only inherent in‘the nature of private education, but essential to every
educational pursuit of excellence.

Lastly, allow me to say a few words about something special that may
and should characterize that large segment of private colleges that are classed
as church-related. Somehow, a religious spirit inspired the founding of these
colleges and perdures to some extent in their life today. What it means to
them might best be expressed by the word "commitment". This is not a striking-
ly popular word in educational circles toéay. Indeed, seme rather wellknown
educators have pointed to commitment as a deterfent rather than as an asset
to good education. In a rather naive and simple fashion, some have said that
commitment is the enemy of that free inquiry which should characterize the edu-
cational process and experience. What truth is there to this contentioh? First

of all, one must ask: "Commitment to what?" I should say that the commi tment

’l
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of private church-related colleges is to a system of values, not alien to
our society or to our culture or. to man, but indeed it is commitment to those
values that characterize all that has given the Western World a high and

noble purpose in humanity's long history. Certainly, these values are rooted;
in certain philosophical and theological beliefs that relate to man and God

and the world, and to the interrelationships between God and man, between man
and man, between ﬁan and the society in which he lives. Western culture would
be a dissicated reality if stripped of these beliefs or the values fhat derive
from these beliefs. 1In our pluralistic society there are, of course, different
varieties of ﬁeliefs and values, but all are agreed that two of the most basic
human values are freedom of conscience and the primacy of the spiritual. No
public institution in a pluralistic society can profess this or that specific
faith exclusively, but freedom of conscience permits each specific faith to
profess through its own schools its own commitment. I would strongly insist
that no one of these faiths, freely professed and sincereiy practiced, is
either alien or inimical to the strength of either our republic or our educa-
tional process. Neither is this reiigious commitment detrimental to scientific

inquiry, or growth in purely secular learning. What is important here is what
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commitment adds to the stature of man and society and education. One might
best say that what it adds is wholéness, and inspiration and strength. Many
kinds of different knowledges are learned by mény different ways. No one of
them can be neglected without loss to man, and what is true of the secular
sciences that are learned by various rational processes is also true of reli-
gious and moral knowiedge that is achieved by faith. And let us remember that
science and the secular disciplines have their commitmént, too.

Here, then, is something that is very special to private education -
commitment to religious, spiritual, and moral beliefs and values. But once
more, this commitment, proudly professed, must be practically judgeﬁ by what
we make of it. Take a case in point. One great religious and moral commitment
at the heart of Western culture is recognition of the spiritual dignity of
every human persén. No church-related college could deny this in principle,
but in practice there are private colleges that will not accept otherwise
qualified students, simply because of their race. This practice of compulsory
educational segregation, this denial of equal opporfunity, is bad enough in
public colleges operated by public funds, since it is unéonstitutional, but

the same practice is scandalous and horrendous in private colleges which are
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supposedly free to exercise spiritual and moral leadership in human affairs.
One more question§ Are students always more honest, more just, more devoted,
more dedicated to higher values in private colleges? If not, the commitment
professed by the founders has somehow been diluted ;loﬁg the way.

I realize that again I must sound very negative in all of this, but |
I do so ad#iéedly, because I believe that private educators must be interested
in these, their special stréngths, if they are to merit survival and an honored
place in our society. I believe that private education has much to offer, but
must not offer theory without practice, promise without fulfillment. Certainly,
we are free to make religious commitment a vital force in éociety. How well
we use this opportunity, how truly a vital intellectual and moral influence is
exercised by religion én the campuses of oﬁr church-related colleges, and in
the lives of our graduates, certainly should be one of our great concerns. We
cannot escape strong judgment in this matter.

In summary then, may I say that I believe fiercely in the place of
private inétitutions of higher iearning inAmodern American society. I believe
Jjust as fiercely that if private institutions develop their special sfrengths
through a dedicated, intelligent, and courageous use of their inherent free-

dom, flexibility, and commitment, not only they, but public institutions as
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well will profit to the betterment of the total spectrum of higher education.
But let us admit the fact: Many private colleges and universities are in
dire difficulty today. They are attempting to market, at a rather high cost,
that which is practically being given away down the street.

In this dilemma, the public institutions may take one of two atti-
tudes: théy mey stand by, fattened by their increasing legislative subsidies
and student bodies all on built-in scholarships, and allow the private schools
to wither aﬁd die from practically unbeatable competition. That is what is
actually happening if you look at the percentages. Or, public institutions
may say to themselves (and this may call for educational statesmanship of a
high order) tbesé privéte schools are an honored and integral part of thé
Americgn tfadition in higher education. They have in a very real sense been
the guarantors of our edﬁcational freedom‘and political independence; they have
traditionally set standards for us fo aim at; and they have been good friends
and collaboraﬁors in a common work of high endeavor. If they now need new help
to survive, if tax credits attached to their high tuitions might help, or if
scholarship assistance from the state or federal government, or building grants
or loans might keep them from disappearing from the scene of American higher

education, well, then, we are not going to play the dog in the manger, for




- 17 -

upon their survival in the best of ?Egip tradition depends our own survival

in the best of ggf/tradition, which unlike public education in other lands,

has been a tradition of politically free and independent public institutions
of higher learning.

Strangely, in the last century, the positions of public and private
higher education in ﬁhis land have been inextricably interwoven - to the
mutual benefit of both. What was once all private is now in danger of becoming
all, or mostly all, publié. I submit that while there are challenges, severe
and pressing, to the private institution;to be worthy of survival, their sur-
vival is vitally linked to the best interests and inner welfare of public in-
stitutions, too. And this is not to be seen as merely a question of percentages
of students enrolied here and there. It is more vitally a question of keeping
alive, vital, and side-by-side, this dﬁal current of higher education that has
indeed been uniquely fruitful in our nation. I submit, in conclusion, that the
ultimate outcome depends upon the educational étatesmanship of public as well
as private educators. Time may be running out on both of us. The next ten to

twenty years will tell the tale: of wisdom or of folly.
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