| REFORMING HIGHER EDUCATION__I







As If Learning Mattered



Reforming Higher Education


































































































































































understand this book’s organizational principle is to see it as exploring
two “elitist” points of reference in the debate about multiculturalism—
Matthew Arnold and the Great Books approach—and two “progressive”
points of reference— British cultural studies and the introduction of ethno-
graphic approaches into the curriculum.

As the individual analyses unfold, however, it will become clear that
those preliminary labels, which accurately depict current understandings of
the implicit political agendas of these projects, are of little descriptive or an-
alytical value when applied to moments of actual educational practice. In-
deed, the deliberative approach employed throughout the chapters that fol-
low works to detail as fully as possible what Hunter calls “the plural
assemblage of persons, disciplines, conducts and objectives that comprises
the school system” (165). For this reason, I focus less on the fugitive ideo-
logical interests roiling beneath the educational rhetoric of the reformers
than on the material practices and consequences that have followed, often
quite unexpectedly, from particular efforts to institutionalize reform. In
this way, the process of educational reform is cast as ever an uncertain pro-
ject, one that involves anticipating the constraining forces that constantly
threaten the possibilities of educational innovation and responding to the
inevitably unforeseen contingencies, resistances, and outright ruptures that
follow a plan once it is put into practice.

What I hope to show as being true of the process of educational reform
is also true of the process of studying the process of educational reform,
since my selection of cases occurred within a similarly constrained field of

' choice. That is, to do historical research on educational practice, one must
rely on what the archive has preserved, and this reliance itself is quite con-
straining— particularly if one’s interest lies with student work, which the
academy endlessly produces and endlessly discards. The cases I examine
here “paid off” as research sites because the archive could be made to release
considerable amounts of previously untapped information about these
curricular innovations: parliamentary records contain reams of testimony
concerning the British government’s reluctant venture into popular educa-
tion; much of the discussion about the issues pertaining to the creation of
the Great Books curriculum preceded the spread of the telephone and so is
preserved in detailed correspondence among the founders; the initial effort
to bring cultural studies to the masses circulated through the Open Univer-
sity’s distance learning apparatus, which left behind mass-produced peda-
gogical materials and, by chance, a record of how students evaluated the
work; and, finally, the sole extended ethnographic study that seeks to cap-
ture the whole of undergraduate life, Michael Moffat’s Coming of Age in
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Cultural Studies/ Literary Criticism/Current Affairs

ALTHOUGH THE CULTURE WARS have preoccupied the nation for the
past two decades, these impassioned debates about the function of education
have produced few lasting institutional changes. Writing with wit and preci
sion, Richard E. Miller shows why the system of higher education has been
particularly resistant to reform. Unraveling stereotypes about conservative,
liberal, and radical reform efforts, Miller looks at what has actually hap

pened when theories about education have been put into practice.

“Richard Miller writes about the history of reform in English studies with great
insight. The lesson no one wants to learn is that teachers are bureaucrats, func:
tionaries in a system that hinges on acts of evaluation and assessment (the ‘cres
dentializing’ often scorned by reformers). In sharp distinction from the herd of
commentators who see this function of the teacher as something only to be de:
nounced, Miller observes that the inescapable role of agent provides the intel:
lectual with his or her only real opportunities for doing good."—Gregory S. Jay,
author of American Literature and the Culture Wars

“As Richard Miller clearly recognizes, there was never a time when educational
systems weren't perceived as ‘in crisis’ and desperately in need of profound redi:
rection. His book is about how and why in some situations and in speciﬁc dis:
cernible ways educational practices have been changed, sometimes for the bet:
ter. The examples of diverse programs of reform—from Matthew Arnold to
contemporary ethnographies of schooling—are followed by a return to general-
ities, making visible and usable in the present the ensemble of connections that
thread across these specific historical cases.”"—Evan Watkins, Pennsylvania State

University
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