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ABSTRACT 
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departments organize and implement general education activities as 
efficiently as possible primarily to generate resources to pursue 
preferences for research and graduate programs; and competition for 
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enrollments that generate graduate student and faculty stipends. The 
research involved interviews with department heads and faculty and 
used the procedure of constant comparison. Course implementation was 
influenced by the scale of general education courses involving 
multiple sections. The extent of faculty participation in general 
education instruction was influenced by the nature of different 
fields (i.e., well-defined and codified versus not well defined). It 
is concluded that faculty involvement in general education is 
primarily managerial and is guided by the need to minimize the time 
required, given the preference for research. (SW) 
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DEPARTMENTAL DECISION-MAKING IN THE IMPLEMENTATION OF A 
UNIVERSITY GENERAL EDUCATION CURRICULUM 

Julie A. Hughes and H. Bradley Sagen 
The University of Iowa 

Introduc t ion 

General education is among the major instructional goals of research 

universities. It is also an area in vhich actual practice often appears 

to deviate from stated goals. This may occur because general education as 

portrayed to the public is an institucional function at variance with 

the social structure of academe. 

Major research universities are highly decentralized organizations 

consisting of relatively autonomous departments that are essentially aca­

demic interest groups (Clark, 1978). Academic departments may be viewed 

as prestige maximizing groups (Garvin, 1980) whose objective is to improve 

their standing within the field. Prestige is achieved by the research 

accomplishments of faculty and by the strength of graduate programs. Tba 

primacy of the disciplines and the orientation toward graduate education 

and research are reinforced by institutional policies that reward research 

and publication (Trow, 1967). However, enrollments in general education 

and other undergraduate courses typically provide much of the resources 

necessary to offer graduate level courses and to pursue research (Mayhev; 

and Ford, 1971; Jencks and Peisman, 1968). 

The general education curriculum is usually defined on an institu­

tion-wide basis (Levine, 1978) and is therefore a goal of the organization 

Presented at the annual meeting of the Association for the Study of 
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as a whole. Yet, the responsibility for defining goals in operational form 

and for providing courses typically rests with the academic departments. 

Whilf: ideally the stated goals of the institution and those of the depart­

ments are congruent, goal disp&riuies frequently appear. Several authors 

have written about the contr-idictions between the goals of general educa­

tion and those of a specialized faculty suggesting that: a university is 

an unnatural setting for general education (Clark, 1983) ; '.:he departmen-

talizacion of specialities is in contradiction to the concept of an inte­

grated curriculum (Cohen and Brawer, 1982); and, the specialization of 

faculty and the priority placed on the research and graduate education 

functions in universities rl s not compatible with efficiency considerations 

in resource allocation (Miles, 1977). 

If these observations are correct, then departments should reasonably 

be expected to organize and implement assigned activities .such as general 

education not to achieve the goals of that activity, but as efficiently as 

possible in terms of preferences for research and graduate education. This 

became the major initial speculation of the current study -- that general 

education at a comprehensive research university can be described most 

adequately as an exercise in carrying out one activity (general education) 

£3 efficiently as possible in terms of a preference for other activities 

(research and graduate education). Various authors such as Trow (1967) 

have described undergraduate education broadly along these 1 ines, but no 

one has explored the phenomenon in any depth or offered empirical evidence 

to justify the conclusions reached. 

A second initial speculation was that the typical distribution 

requirements for general education within a university constitute an arena 

of competitioM among departments for resources in the form of faculty and 
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graduate assistant lines that can be allocated in turn primarily to the 

pursuit of research and graduate education. Because resources are tied to 

the production of student credit hours, the competition is conceived to 

function as a segmented market in which undergraduate enrollments are 

recruited to general education courses so that they can generate credit 

houi'3 which in turn can be exchanged for faculty and graduate assistant 

resources. The general proposition that university enrollments constitute 

a market within which departments compete for resources has been confirmed 

by Mann and March (1978) . The current study extends that proposition in 

more detail to the area of general education. 

In summary, the literature suggests that the organization of faculty 

into departments, the emphasis on research and graduate education, and the 

market like competition for resources provide the social context in which 

general education must be implemented. Academic departments respond to the 

institutional commitment to general education while attempting to enhance 

their status as determined by the quality of their graduate programs and 

tl. research accomplishments of the faculty. Therefore, departments should 

reasonably organize and implement the general education curriculum in the 

manner that is most efficient in terms of departmental preferences for 

non-instructional (status) goals. This behavior would be mediated, how­

ever, by the need for faculty and staff resources gained in part through 

competition with other departments for general education credit hours. 

Method 

The general research strategy of the current study is described by 

its originators (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) as grounded theory, and the 

more specific methodology as the constant comparative method. In tradi­

tional niethods of data collection linked to inferential statistical analy-

-3-

6 



sis, the variables to be analyzed, and the univer'-e, and subsequently the 

sample from that universe from which data are collected, are specified 

prior to data collection. In tha constant comparative method, phenomena 

of interest are identified, and initial data are collected and then 

grouped in as many analytic categories as possible in terms of the area of 

interest. Additional data are then collected to verify or modify the ini­

tial set of analytic categories and to establish their dimensions and lim­

its. Tentative explanations of these dimensions and of the relationship 

among categories are developed and additional data collected to confirm 

these explanations and the inferences that may be dra\\'Ti from them. Expla­

nation thus emerges from, or :.s grounded in, the data rather than defining 

the data elements a priori. Likewise, constant comparisons are made 

between the tentative explanations constructed from data previously col­

lected and from the new data collected to verify, modify, ai.id extend those 

explanations. 

The concept of theoretical sampling and the use of comparison groups 

is central to the method of constant comparison. -̂s analytic categories 

and explanations are constructed, additional data are collected by expand­

ing the sample to include subjects from comparison groups whose similari­

ties and dissimilarities relative to the original subjects provide an ini­

tial verification if the new data are consistent with the original catego­

ries and explanations. Conversely, inconsistencies require modification 

of the framework and this is typical in the early stages of data collec­

tion. Data collection and sampling are thus linked by the method of 

expanding the sample specifically to secure the new data required to ver­

ify or modify the conceptual framework as it has emerged to that point. 

In the current study we have placed most emphasis on the "grounded" 
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and lesK on the "theory" in grounded theory. The area we are exploring is 

a multidisciplinary phenomenon. The constant comparative method encour­

ages the comprehensive mapping of an area by continuously exploring poten­

tial variables and relationshipj among variables. As Glaser and Strauss 

(1957, p. 2) point out, there is considerable need for studies that empha­

size, "...discovering what concepts and hypotheses are relevant for the 

area one wishes to research." 

Explanations constructed from grounded theory must obviously be 

considered as tentative. They lack the rigorous confirmation established 

by examining relationships among variables within a carefully defined 

(usually random) sample of sufficient size. (Confimation in grounded 

theory occurs in later more rigorous research designed for that purpose). 

The opportunity to formulate a more comprehensive, and with confirmation, 

a more satisfactory explanation is the compensating factor. The explora­

tion of tentative categories and dimensions of data also allows tne 

researcher to try out alternative explanations from existing theories as 

they can be linked through analytic categories to the data. 

Data Sources and Procedure 

A comprehensive research university in the Midwest which has a pre­

scribed distribution general education curriculum (the curriculum pre­

ferred by a majority of institutions according to the Carnegie Council on 

Policy .Studies in Higher Education, 1976) was the site for the study. The 

unit of analysis was the academic department. The data sources were 

interviews of chairpersoi.s and faculty, and supporting documents. Sup­

porting documents included institutional reports about general education, 

minutes of faculty and committee meetings, and newspaper articles as well 

as course and departmental material submitted by interviewees. These 
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docLiments were continually examined, analyzed, and integrated with the 

interview data during the interview process. 

Thirty department chairs and faculty representing seventeen of the 

thirty-four departments offering general education courses were inter­

viewed. Departments were orginally chosen on the basis of which offered 

the mcst and the least general education courses within a distribution 

area. The most and least criteria was used to select the original sample 

because of the contrasts between categories that might likely arise using 

these criteria. Additional departments were added during the course of 

the study as the need arose to verify or modify categories and expand 

explanations. 

The semi-structured, open ended interviews lasted from thirty to 

ninety minutes. Notes were taken during each interview and then reviewed 

and clarified immediately after each interview. As categories emerged, a 

coding system was developed and each interview was coded. Coded responses 

were grouped according to category, discipline, and distribution area. 

The process of sampling through interviews occurred in several 

stages. First, several faculty were interviewed to determine what areas 

might be appropriate to pursue in later interviews. These interviews and 

the literature about the social structure of academe, general education, 

and economic approaches to analyzing decision-making behavior were used to 

develop topical areas for interview questions. 

Second, the topical areas were developed and used as prompts for 

interviews. These included the following categories: 1) goals and 

intended outcomes of general education; 2) how (if) teaching assistants 

are used and the scope of their responsibilities; 3) desired number of 

teaching assistants; 4) course delivery format; 5) criteria for evaluation 
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of general education courses in relation to joals and intended outcomes; 

6) approximate enrollment in general education classes, undergraduate 

major classes, and graduate classes; 7) preferences for enrollments; 8) 

perceptions of their (faculty) role in relation to students in general 

education classes, undergraduate major classes, and graduate classes; 9) 

relative importance of general education courses, undergraduate major 

courses, and graduate courses; and, 10) criteria used to determine inclu­

sion, continuance, and exclusion of general education courses offered. 

As the data emerged from the second set of interviews, the categories 

generated in the first stage were sufficiently verified to begin formulat­

ing explanations and an initial framework. Also, data had emerged about 

anticipated budget reductions. Therefore, the categories were expanded to 

inclxrde questions related to the consequences of budget reductions: 

whether or not departments had sufficient teaching assistant support, and 

what courses would the department eliminate first (i.e., general educa­

tion, undergraduate major, or graduate) should that be necessary. The 

information that emerged during the third stage interviews supported 

existing categories and led to more comprehensive and explanatory catego­

ries. The twelve general categories were collapsed into seven more ana­

lytic categories. 

A fourth set of interviews supported the categories by verifying and 

expanding the information of the previous interviews. At this juncture, 

the analytic categories were firmly linked to the explanations. 

The interview data were then re-analyzed by category and by general 

education area (i.e., humanities, natural science, etc) and a summary of 

each category was written. The final categories were: 1) public justifi­

cation of general education; 2) preferences of faculty; 3) scale of '̂ en-
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eral education; 4) technology of general education; 5) management of gen­

eral education instruction; 6) resources and markets; and, 7) variations 

by discipline. 

A brief summary of the procedure of constant comparison does not 

begin to describe the false steps and revisions that took place. For the 

interested reader and to provide a reasonable means of confirming the con­

clusions reached, as suggested by Silverman (1986) , a technical paper 

incorporating more complete explications of the data and its interpreta­

tion has been prepared and is available from the authors. Briefly, and as 

discussed more fully in the technical paper, the interviews led us to 

modify our conception of general education as a single market to one of 

being influenced by multiple markets, and to explain variations in imple­

mentation in terms of differences among disciplines. The management of 

instruction was also developed as an important analytic category since 

this is a primary point of faculty involvement. Finally, public goal 

statements and rationales for general education came to be seen as public 

justification, with little or no role in implementation. 

Results 

A Model of Choice and Levels of Explanation 

The results of the study can be organized, and general education 

within a university setting reasonably explained, by placing the results 

within a traditional model of rational choice emphasizing the search for 

efficiency, and by extending the model to situations involving market con­

ditions. The explanation of general education occurs at two levels, a 

macro level of departmental-college/university relations at which general 

education is a means to an end - the acquisition of resources: and a micro 

level (course implementation) where the issue is how to organize the 
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required resources most efficiently in terms of the preferences for 

research and for strong graduate programs. In the traditional model of 

choice, one or more preferences are pursued in the face of constraints, or 

limits on what can be achieved. The agent making the choice seeks to max­

imize the attainment of preferences by selecting among possible alterna­

tives those which make the most effective use of available resources, or 

alternatively attain a satisfactory outcome while minimizing the invest­

ment of resources, if that is the preference. As it applies to general 

education, the former (effective use) appears to characterize the utiliza­

tion of teaching assistants, the latter (minimization) the involvc.uent of 

tenure track faculty. 

Departmental and Faculty Preferences 

At both the departmental-college/university and course implementation 

levels, the major explanatory factor is the preference for research ond 

for developing strong graduate programs and for the status gained for 

those activities. This leads departments to acquire resources for these 

activities and to organize general education as efficiently as possible in 

terms of these preferences. Comments such as "people are under the gun to 

publish," "the bias is away from teaching and towards research - raises 

depend on it," "every moment (teaching) is money out of the pocket," and 

"new people can't afford to teach" illustrate the primacy of the research 

and publish ethos and an understanding of its relationship to the institu­

tional reward system. The importance of graduate programs is reflected in 

comments such as ''departments view themselves as suppliers of students to 

graduate schools" and "the prestige of the faculty is tied to graduate 

courses." In the few instances where faculty were heavily committed to 

teaching general education courses, it was perceived as a personal choice 
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not supported by the reward system. 

Four additional points can be made about preferences and about the 

related topic of goals. First, the faculty preference for research and 

graduate programs is more than a preference for rewards and status. If it 

were, changing the reward system would be a potential strategy fcr reform­

ing general education. There was little evidence to support the idea that 

faculty would devote more attention to general education and less to 

research and graduate programs if the reward system were different. 

Second, the publicly stated goals of general educat:̂ on play virtually 

no role in its actual implementation. Discussions of goals, along with 

considerations of evaluation and of outcomes, generally constitute a pub­

lic justification of general education. Once justified, the actual imple­

mentation and the way faculty think about general education i^ devoid of 

references to traditional goals and outcomes. 

Third, goals do play a role in the conception of general education as 

"service courses," a term used a number of times by faculty. Once a 

department is convinced the university or another department genuinely 

desires an educational outcome, it will seek to serve that desire, even at 

some cost to the efficiency of its own operation. Tliis is particularly 

true of skills and competency areas, such as written composition and 

mathematics. These areas are understood by all faculty to be central to 

the development of strong undergraduate majors and thus the preparation of 

future graduate students. 

Fourth, the attitude of university faculty toward general education 

is not one of disdain or criticism. Many faculty believe in the goals of 

general education and its place in the university was not belittled. The 

point of major focus in the study was the discrepancy between what faculty 
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publicly profess and what they choose to implement. 

General Education as a Competitive Market for Resources 

The results confirmed the two central speculations: 1) that general 

education as a departmental function is a means to an end, a way of 

acquiring resources that can be devoted to the pursuit of other prefer­

ence; and, 2) that the acquisition of these resources occurs in a market 

like context as competition for student credit hours. The situation is 

more complex than originally envisioned, however. Competition occurs 

within multiple and interrelated markets and the goal was not the maximi­

zation of resources, but optimization. 

Departments, especially departmental chairs, were aware of the need 

to generate student credit hours through general education offerings, and 

that they must tj^ically compete with other departments for enrollments 

within their segment of the distribution requirement market. The need for 

the credit hours generated by general education was apparent in comments 

such as general education is needed for the "body count" and is the "bread 

and butter" for the department. 

Departments did not seek to maximize the number of graduate assistant 

lines or even faculty positions. Instead, they generally sought an opti­

mal number of positions. The desired number is heavily influenced by two 

other markets: the job market for Ph.D.s and the competition for qualified 

graduate students. 

The prestige of a departments's graduate program is influenced by the 

placement and career record of its Ph.D. graduates. In a declining market 

for Ph.D.s, departments tended to be unwilling to prepare students for 

underemployment and to accept less than highly qualified students. (Many 

departments link graduate enrollments and stipends directly; they accept 
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only those students for whom they are willing to offer financial support.) 

In the face of declining opportunities for Ph.D. graduates, depart­

ments were seeking generally to stabilize and in several cases to actually 

decrease their general education enrollments. Indeed, there was a general 

perception that many departments were "hurting because of an imbalance 

between graduate and general education enrollments." The decision to 

downsize graduate enrollments and consequently general education was fur­

ther exacerbated by the fact that the institution under study had been 

experiencing budget reductions and reversions for several consecutive 

years, and that teaching assistant lines were prime targets for retrench­

ment. The university was further destabilizing the market by refusing to 

automatically allocate additional resources in response to additional gen­

eral education enrollments. The effect of this was to highlight resource 

concerns and the need for appropriate market responses. As one faculty 

succinctly stated, "yo'i ''.an't discuss general education without discussing 

the budget." 

When graduate student enrollments were too low for general education 

enrollments, departments typically dealt with this imbalance by attempting 

to manipulate the student credit hour market or by iieeking non-student 

instructional resources. Departments manipulated the student credit hour 

market by: 1) using advanced placement testing to reduce overcrowding in 

some general education classes and re-allocate student credit hours to 

other courses offered by the department; 2) waiving or substituting 

requirements for graduate students thereby re-distributing faculty and 

financial resources so that general education courses, which produce stu­

dent credit hours, could be maintained; and, 3) cutting sections or offer­

ing fewer general education courses, and capping enrollments in order to 
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maintain a balance between the supply of teaching assistancs and the nec­

essary student credit hours. 

Departments with a continued surplus of demand for general education 

responded to the need for instructional resources by hiring teaching 

assistants from other departments, assigning junior or visiting faculty 

rather than teaching assistants to general education classes, and by con­

sidering various strategies to recruit graduate students. 

In addition to a shortage of graduate students affecting a depart­

ment's ability to fill allocated teaching assistantships, concern was 

expressed over the qualifications of existing graduate students. Over-

specialization of graduate students, English language deficiencies, and a 

general sense of inadequate undergraduate preparation of graduate students 

were some of the reasons cited as problems in filling allocated teaching 

assistant lines. 

Several departments were constrained from reducing general education 

course offerings significantly by the need for a pool of potential gradu­

ate students in the form of undergraduate majors. The reliance on a local 

supply of graduate students and the concurrent existence of a local market 

for undergraduate majors surprised us somewhat in view of the desire for 

national prestige in graduate education. Without comparative data we can­

not determine if the phenomenon is widespread. Certainly it is one more 

piece of evidence of the influence graduate education exerts upon under­

graduate programs in a university setting. 

Implementation of Instruction 

Once the role of general education at the departmental-

college/university level is understood as a means to an end (resources), 

as well as an accepted university function, the actual implementation of 
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general education instruction can be explained in reasonably straightfor­

ward terms. The implementation is explained primarily by: 1) departmen­

tal preferences for research and for strong graduate programs; 2) the 

nature of instructional resources (teaching assistants) acquired osten­

sibly for general education but selected and organized primarily to pursue 

other goals; 3) the scale of the enterprise; and, 4) the variation among 

academic fields which leads to variations in instruction. 

Scale. One of the most often overlooked characteristics of general 

education in most public research universities is the sheer scale of the 

enterprise. We would estimate that general education generates at least 

15,000 course enrollment a year in our site institution. The general edu­

cation component of one department alone involved well over one hundred 

sections and over sixty teaching assistants. Courses with over twenty 

sections and ten teaching assistants were the rule rather than the excep­

tion in several departments. If general education is to make efficient 

use of resources, as it does, some elements of mass production and bureau­

cracy are going to be found. Comparability of student evaluation alone 

demands some standardization. Centralized planning and standardization is 

not possible in some fields, however, and where instruction must be decen­

tralized, the need for supervision, especially of inexperienced teaching 

assistants is even greater. These factors of scale alone explain the pri­

mary general education role of faculty as one of course managers. 

Human Resources. The use of graduate student assistants as the pri­

mary deliverers of general education heavily influenced the nature of gen­

eral education. Teaching assistants were presumed to be less than fully 

prepared for college teaching; their preparation is tjrpically in a single 

discipline, and departments often experienced a high rate of turnover of 
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teaching assistants. Teaching assistants were also, of course, present in 

sizable numbers in many departments. 

Despite the public rhetoric about the interdisciplinary nature of 

general education, instruction by teaching assistants took place within 

the boundaries of a single discipline. It tjrpically occurred in small 

groups because of the favorable teaching assistant/student ratio, and was 

relatively standardized wherever possible to minimize the training 

required of a high turnover workforce. Interestingly, only one department 

in the sample dir* noi, offer small discussion group instruction in general 

education. Many of the graduate students in that department did not pos­

sess adequate proficiency in English and were used instead as research 

assistants. The faculty in turn simply offered general education courses 

in large lecture sections with no opportunity for discussion. 

There was considerable need for management and coordination of teach­

ing assistants because of the number, level of preparation, rate of tur­

nover, and need for some standardization among teaching assistants in mul­

ti-section courses. Course organization and management, not direct 

instruction, constituted the primary involvement of faculty in general 

education. Even where faculty reported greater self-interest and involve­

ment in general education, their involvement was largely through course 

organization and coordination of teaching assistants, not through direct 

instruction. 

Variations bv Discipline. The third major determining factor of the 

nature of instruction, and a confounding factor, as that some fields lent 

themselves to an efficient standardized approach to large enrollment 

courses far better than others. Elements of the term bureaucratic define 

instruction in the sciences where there is general consensus on what the 
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field is about, a well defined body of knowledge and domain specific 

skills to be transmitted, and a communality of academic preparation. 

In the sciences, course materials, instructional procedure, labora­

tory experiments, and examinations were highly standardized. Instruc­

tional roles were typically differentiated as lecturer (faculty); and lab­

oratory assistant and/or discussion leader, and test grader (teaching 

assistants). The faculty organized the course and prepared materials, and 

transmitted the body of knowledge in large lecture sections. The assis­

tants then worked directly with students in small sections in insure mas­

tery. 

In several of the social sciences, and especially in certain humanis­

tic disciplines, there is no well defined body of knowledge from which to 

draw common course content. Graduate students in fields such as history, 

for example, would be hard pressed to find a single course that they all 

share in comi.-'on. Humanistic disciplines, such as English, are also def­

ined more by the competencies and sensibilities acquired through working 

with original materials than by mastering a common body of knowledge. 

Instruction in these fields was inevitably less standardized than the 

sciences. Several sections of one general education course in the humani­

ties functioned as relatively independent courses. The teaching assistant 

was often responsible for all the instruction and has considerable auton­

omy in the selection of course materials, approaches to instruction, and 

examinations and grading. Indeed, some general education courses in the 

humanities offer subject matter varying from section to section. 

To summarize, the actual technologies or process of instruction used 

in general education are thus determined by faculty preferences and avail­

able instruction resources in interaction with the scale (large enroll-
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ments) of most courses and the nature (well defined and codified versus 

not well defined) of the academic fields. 

Management of Instruction. The final major component of general edu­

cation is the management of instruction. As reported earlier, the primary 

involvement of faculty in most general education courses was managerial 

and organizational, rather than direct instruction. The need for course 

management and the desire of faculty to use their time as efficien'zly as 

possible; i.e., minimize the time demands of course management, must be 

understood in context of the scale of general education in a large univer­

sity. Courses of twenty section and seven to ten teaching assistants are 

fairly typical, and a single course many require fifty percent or more of 

a faculty member's total professional effort. We are not typically 

describing a "flight from teaching," but rather the reasonable desire to 

maintain adequate time for research among those responsible for general 

education. Nevertheless, preferences of departments and of individual 

faculty were clear. Given the preference for research, the criterion for 

general education was to minimize the need for faculty resources. This 

leads to the interesting situation that faculty as the organizers and man­

agers of general education courses have as their criterion for efficient 

management, minimization of time spent in management. 

The nature of management varies with the technology of instruction. 

In the sciences and other fields having well defined bodies of knowledge 

as the basis for course offerings, management consisted primarily of plan­

ning and organizing the work of teaching assistants by preparing standar­

dized course materials and establishing procedures for instruction and 

grading. Although science faculty typically offered some direct instruc­

tion in the form of large group lecture, their involvement was minimal 
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once the work of others was organized. Teaching assistants in disciplines 

which used standardized course materials typically met only on an infor­

mal, irregular, and as needed basis with the faculty member responsible 

for the class. 

Disciplines involving less well defined bodies of knowledge and hence 

more decentralized and autonomous instruction, presented differei't prob­

lems in instructional management. In multiple sections of a single 

course, some communality in expectations and especially in grading was 

maintained if only to forestall inevitable complaints from students. This 

was accomplished through supervision and hence control of instruction by 

faculty management. Typically, faculty in decentralized general education 

courses acted as supervisors and did not offer instruction directly. 

Moreover, faculty minimized their involvement in management by turning 

much of it over to experienced teaching assistants who acted as course 

coordinators. Coordination and control was accomplished through training 

workshops, consultation with the new teaching assistants, and regular 

meetings. These activities were most often implemented largely by experi­

enced teaching assistants rather than faculty. The extreme in decentral­

ization occurred in multidisciplinary skills areas where much autonomy for 

each instructor was necessary and where the teaching assistants were drawn 

from several disciplines and thus had little in common as the basis for 

instruction. In one such situation, the teaching assistants were so con­

scious of their autonomy and of fulfilling the instruction roles of fac­

ulty, that they petitioned the university to be given the title and status 

of instructor rather than teaching assistant. 

-18-

21 



S'jmmary 

Before svunmarizing the results two caveats should be stated. First, 

this study did not seek to evaluate general education. We can say that 

once the primary preferences of the university and of its faculty are 

taken into consideration, general education is implemented in ways that we 

consider to promote effective instruction. Similarly, to say that faculty 

are seeking to use their time as efficiently as possible is not to say 

that they are shirking their responsibilities. General education remains 

a significant university activity and consumes major amounts of faculty 

time. Second, explanations constructed through the method of constant 

comparison should be regarded as tentative, and subject to verification 

through more rigorous research methods. 

To summarize a complex situation, universities no less than other 

organizations are guided by the social structure of the enterprise. The 

preferences of the organization, not necessarily the publicly stated 

goals, coupled with the constraints imposed by resource and other limita­

tions, shape the behavior of units and individual members. Similarly, the 

behavior within and across organizations may be coordinated not by stated 

policies, but by other mechanisms. The American economy coordinated by 

market mechanisms rather then centralized planning is the outstanding 

example of this phenomenon. 

Contemporary universities reflect the preferences of their influen­

tial members (faculty) for research and for strong graduate programs, and 

for the status and rewards accorded achievement in these areas. But uni­

versities must have resources to pursue these preferences and the 

resources must be allocated within the institution by some mechcinism. Uni­

versities engage in activities such as general education, not necessarily 
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because of a primary commitment, but to generate resources to pursue other 

preferences. Departments are allocated a significant portion of their 

resources according to their involvement in resource generating activi­

ties, but then organize the resources as efficiently as possible in accor­

dance with primary preferences. Competition for resources within a uni­

versity becomes somewhat a market competition for a share of the general 

education enrollments that generate graduate student and faculty stipends. 

The level of resources sought, however, is conditioned by factors such as 

the job market for Ph.D.'s -- an indicator of success in graduate programs 

-- and the need to generate sufficient enrollment to maintain undergradu­

ate majors and a pool of potential graduate students. 

Implementation of general education courses is likewise explained 

primarily by the preference of departments and individual faculty for 

research and strong graduate programs and the incentive to organize other 

activities as efficiently as possible with respect to those preferences. 

The primary instructional resource is teaching assistants whose l3vel of 

preparation and status effectively constrain what can be pursued in gen­

eral education. Course implementation is further influenced by the scale 

of general education courses involving multiple sections and often the 

coordination of more than a dozen teaching assistants, and by differences 

among academic disciplines. 

Large enrollment courses involving well defined bodies of knowledge 

such as the sciences are t>-pically organized around standardized course 

materials, instructional procedures, and methods of student evaluation. 

Teaching assistants often play differentiated and limited roles such as 

laboratory assistant or paper grader. Faculty participate directly in 

ir.struction as lecturers, but their primary role is to plan instruction 
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and organize the work of the teaching assistants. Once this is accom­

plished, faculty participation in instruction is minimal. 

Less well defined fields found primarily in the humanities lead to 

more decentralized and autonomous small group instruction with teaching 

assistants assuming major responsibility for planning and implementing 

instruction for their course sections. Management needs for coordination 

and a degree of standardization are met by assigning experienced teaching 

assistants as course coordinators, supervised in turn, and with relatively 

minimal involvement, by faculty. Faculty involvement in general education 

is thus primarily managerial (planning, organizing, controlling), and is 

guided by the need to minimize the time required, given the preference for 

research. 
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