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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There is a sameness about the undergraduate programs of
many of America’s colleges and universities, despite their
many differences in origin, size, and location. Even so, most
define themselves as unique by emphasizing a particular pro-
gram here or an unusual characteristic there. Yet few stray

far from the basic patterns that define their missions, organize
their faculties. and structure their curricula.

A few colleges and universities, however, are fundamentally
different. We call these distinctive institutions and are fas-
cinated by their origins and practices, for they remind us that
significant educational innovations can be initiated and sus-
tained.

‘What Is Institutional Distinctiveness?
Distinctive colleges and universities share certain character-
istics: a unifving theme or vision of what education should
be, the expression of this theme or vision in all or most insti-
tutional activities, and the striving for excellence to achieve
their purpose.

Ultimately, the distinctive institution is a product of a sccial
contract among colleagues to organize their efforts around
a unifying purpose. Institutional distinctiveness results when
both internal and external constituents support the values
and vision that drive a college or university's curriculum and
educational practices (Clark 1970: Kuh and Whit 1988).

What Lessons Can We Learn from Distinctive Colleges?
Distinctive schools often develop in response to newly emerg:
ing societal or community needs unmet by existing colleges
and universitics. Witness the founding of Berea College
inspired by the educational needs of Appaiachians or Deep
Springs founded to develop national leaders. They may also
develop from strains within academe itself, as was the case
when Alexander Meiklejohn founded the Experimental Col-
lege at the University of Wisconsin or Robert Hutchins the
undergraduate College at the University of Chicago. Threat

of collapse or university failure also can precipitate a college
developing a distinctive educational philosophy, as the history
of st. John's indicates.

Not ail distinctive colleges endure. Some such as Antioch
have a long history of distinctiveness, while others such as
Black Mountain College are an experiment that does not
endure, Some are highly prescriptive, while others give stu-
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dents almost unlimited academic choice. Some follow a pro-
gressive or whote-person approach. while others advocate
an intellectual or neo-classical philosophy of education.

The educational program of some schools such as the Col-
lege of the Adantic draws fully upon its geographical setting,
while others such as St. john's take no heed. Regardless of
their life span. degree of prescriptiveness. educational phi-
losophy. or setting. distinctive colleges challenge conventional
ideas about higher education and inspire us to engage both
students and faculty more fully in undergraduate education.

What Are the Lures and Perils of Distinctiveness?
Institutional distinctiveness is an appealing vet elusive concept
that suggests uncommon leadership and institutional excel:
fence. Distinctive colleges and universities often have pros:
pective students and faculty clamoring to join. Once there.
they find an esprit de corps that often muakes their lives more
enjovable and wlso aids in promotion and development activ-
ities and in making management decisions.

Distinctiveness also has its perils. Being highly distinctive
¢an hurt an institetion, primarily by limiting it to a very snull
murket niche. Also. the very values that unify the college may
work as a constraint against further change necessary for
survival,

Few colleges and universities tind it easy to be distinctive.
Certain factors such as public control. lack of external support
for an institution’s guiding vision. the expectations of regional
and programmudtic accrediting associations. and standardized
norms for excellence may serve to inhibit deveioping dis:
tinctive educational practices.

What Strategic Management Models May

Lead to Distinctiveness?

Commitment to a particular educational “calling”™ does not
assure that students will enroll and that foundations and indi-
viduals will donate money. Visionaries and idealists may
benefit from strategic management techniques to help ensure
the success of colleges and universities.

Strategic nuagement literature reflects two major models:
the adaptive and the interpretive (Chaftee 198+ ). Adherence
to the adaptive model. which emphasizes resource acqui
sition. environmental realities. and marke trends, may pro-
duce competitive advantage in the marketplace without creat
ing institutional distinctiveness. In contrast. the interpretive

i
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model’s emphasis on articulating values and developing a
culture warranting individuals” commitment may ignore
market realities in the highly competitive world of higher
education.

The Porter Generic Model (Porter 1983) is a commonly
used model for organizing business strategies. When applied
to strategic management decisions, the rnodel illustrates how
colleges and universities can differentiate themselves and
gdin a competitive edge. However, this approach will not pro-
duce institutional distinctiveness. In the long run the truly
distinctive school is likely to result from a merging of both
the paracligms.

What Recornmendations Can Be Made

To Leaders and Researchers?

Higher education leaders contemplating whether to pursue
distinctiveness can follow a six-step plan to determine the
viability of the strategy. Although the plan uses the wols of
adaprive strategic management, ultimately the: strategy is based
on the interpretive model of marsgement.

1.

v

i

6.

Conrduct historical and culuiral analyses to incover insti-
tutional values.

. Make a paradigm check to determine which strategic man

agement model guides their own and their institution’s
actions.

. Clarify, communicate, and act on unifying values and

themes.

. Conduct a situation analysis t¢ determine if the current

state of the college or university makes it a likely can-
didate for distinctiveness.

. Select the desired level of market exposure, whether i

e Jocal, regional, or national.

Exccute market 1escarch to uncover markets to which
the college or university’s values and educational vision
may appeal.

Combining the tools of adaptive managenient with the per
spective of interpretive management increases the likelihood
that a distinctive college or university will not only survive
but indeed thrive in the marketplace. While the henefits of
attending a distinctive college or university have not been
well researched. it appears that students, as well as faculty
and indeed the entire system of higher education, benefit
from the existence of distinctive schools (Townsend 1989).
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FOREWORD

In many respects, all colleges und academic programs are
unique, since No two instivations or faculty are alike. However,
being “one of a kind™ and being distinctive is not the same.
Generally, something is considered distinctive if it has one

or more of the following characteristics: stands out as heing
not only different. Fut better: excels in serving an obviously
desired need: is more effective in achieving its end: and hus

a style or process that is not used by others. In other words,
distinctiveness occurs when something is perceived s being
uniquely better than what exists.

If most colleges believe their programs are significantly dif-
ferent from corresponding programs at other colleges. then
why are not more programs considered distinctive? The
answer lies in having a distinctive vision and the courage to
do things differently to follow that vision.

Part of the motivating force behind the creation of a dis-
tinctive vision is a sense that something is missing that is pre-
venting achieving an end goal. In most cases. the goal or mis
sion of a distinctive program is not terribly different than the
average program, but the approach is.

One characteristic that distinguishes distinctive programs
is the clarity of their vision. This clarity comes from one or
more persons championing that vision until others internalize
the vision and it beconzes their own. They, in wirn. convinee
others of the wisdom of their vision. The enthusiasm of these
leaders are contagious, and others are persuaded that the
benefits of the vision outweigh the risks of doing something
different. As others join the process and further discuss the
vision, there develops a sense of purpose or raison d'etre that
provides an intense. passionate focus resulting in the courage
to act. Thus, a distinctive program is born.

While distinctive programs seem o fourish when they are
relatively unknown. with visibility they experience increased
pressure to return to the “normal”™ way of doing things. Over
time. most distinctive pregrams Jo not survive. mainly
because the education policy and power structure are uncom:
fortable with truly different programs. Whether it be other
faculty within the institution. legislators, accrediting agencies.
or certification boards, there is a tendency to feel that if it
differs from what has been done in the past, it may not work.

Therefore, at best. there is i demand tha distinctive pro-
grams prove that they accomplish what they claim. Since the
champions of these programs are much more concerned with

Lessans from Usaconunon Cofleges aned Unn orsities ar
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following their vision, formal assessment of these programs
seldom occurs. When the champion finally moves on. the pro-
gram soon cither is discontinued or reverts back to more com-
mon ways of conducting business.

The question remains: How can programs and institutions
become distinet and maintain a sense of distinctiveness over
time? In this report by Barbara K. ‘Townsend, associate pro-
fessor, Lovola University Chicago: L. Jackson Newell, professor.
University of Utah: and Michael D. Wiese, associate professor.
Anderson University, the concept of distinctiveness is
reviewed. The authors carefully set the stage by identifving
the characteristics of distinctiveness. Then, in great detail. the
authors examine the history of many notable programs and
institutions. This history clearly demonstrates the advantages
and disadvantages that these institutions experienced. A final
and most important question analvzed by the authors: How
can programs or institutions become more effectively
distinctive?

By using their unique strengths and focused vision, every
higher education program or institution has the capacity to
hecome distinctive. This report addresses what this means,
how great the risks and rewards. and what needs to be done
to make this distinctiveness long lived. To what degree this
direction is appropriate for a specific institution’s mission only
can be decided after all the considerations are reviewed. This
report will greatly assist in that process.

Jonathan D. Fife
Series Editor. Professor of Higher Education Administration,
and Director, ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher Education
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PINNING DOWN AN ELUSIVE CONCEPT

Like snowflakes viewed through a magnifying glass. colleges
and universities viewed through the lens of organizational
culture display unique patterns that are immensely intriguing
to institutional members and make for good reading for
higher education scholars. The same snowflakes viewed
through a motorist's windshield look very much alike,

So, too, do colleges and universities seem typical when
viewed from a systemic perspective. Standardized in confor-
mance with regional accrediting criteria and state bourd reg-
ulations, partly to ensure student and faculty ease in transfer-
ring from institution to institution. higher education
institutions exhibit remarkable homogeneity in basic missions
and educational agendas.

There are exceptions. We call these exceptions “distinctive
institutions™ and argue that they can accuratehy fay claim to
being out of the ordinary, as the word “distinctive”™ commonly
is understood to mean. We value these exceptions. for they
serve as alternative visions of higher education. prompting
others to rethink what their school can be and wh it can well
serve.

An example drawn from the development of English uni
versities illustrates this point. In the carly 1800s, Oxford and
Cambridge awarded degrees only to students who were in
good standing with the Church of England. Growing religious
and cultural diversity within British society, precipitated by
increasing industrialization and a global empire. meant that
many Evangelical Protestants. Jews. Dissenters, and others out-
side the established church had the means and desire for a
university education. When Oxford and Cambridge remained
unresponsive to the new demand. London University opened
in the 1820s to qualified students. regardless of their religious
beliefs.

A distinctive departure from academic norms of its day, Lon
don University staked out religious tolerance and the sep
aration of scientific and theological thinking as hallmarks of
its bold mission. The new London University was immediately
assailed by "Oxbridge™ dons and by established political and
religious leaders. However, although London University’s
innovations began as heresies, they shortly became orthor
doxies in British higher education (Clive and Pinney, eds.

1972). London University's story is just one example of the
influence distinctive colieges and universities can have on
the larger systems of which they are a part.

Lessons front Uncommon Colleges and {nirersitios !
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What makes some colleges and universities distinctive is
not clearly understood. Some college and university leaders
may assume their schools are distinctive because they are dif-
ferent from any other. Similarly, legislators and other state-
level officials examining their state’s higher education system
may confuse institutional variety with distinctiveness.

Assuming distinciiveness where there is merely diversity
or simple difference may lead to confused identities or poor
policy decisions based on a false sense of what a college or
university is and what it has to offer. Ultimately, confusion
over their identities can deprive individual colleges and eni-
versities as well as state higher education systems of the
opportunity to be the best that they can be. “By believing
themselves to be what they are not . . . institutions fall short
of being what they could be™ (Lynton and Elman 1987, p. 13).

To minimize the possibility that claims of distinctiveness
merehy reflect a desire for its existence. it is important to clar-
ify the meaning of institutional distinctiveness. We also need
to understand its effects—that is, how being distinctive can
serve both as an advantage and a detriment to a college or
university, and what impact distinctive institutions can have
on educational outcomes.

These and other issues prompted us to search higher edu-
cation literature as weli as literature on organizational culture,
planning. and marketing. Our aim has been to decipher the
nature and meaning of institutional distinctiveness in Amer-
ican higher education. We also focused on understanding the
concept’s usefulness for two major groups: (1) leaders and
policy makers committed to the survival of a diverse higher
education system in which colleges and universities operate
with integrity. and (2) higher education researchers interested
in organizational culture, innovation, and institutional
leadership.

In this section. we examine the concept of institutional dis-
tinctiveness as used in higher education literature and develop
a definition of distinctiveness. This definition will guide sub-
sequent section discussions of the origins and character of
specific distinctive colleges (Section 2), some lures and perils
of a quest for institutional distinctiveness (Section 3), and stra-
tegic management decisions influencing the likelihood of
becoming distinctive (Section 4).

We conclude with recommendations for institutional and
system leaders and researchers (Section 5). Throughout,

RIC




examples of distinctive colleges and universities are cited.
Occasionally we mention some institutions only in passing
and do not fully explicate their distinctiveness. Qur intent is
to provide examples from both the public and private non-
profit sectors and from all institutional types.

Characteristics of Distinctive Colleges and Universities
Although assertions of institutional distinctiveness have been
part of American higher education rhetoric since the founding
of Harvard, institutional distinctiveness as a concept has been
studicd formally only in the past few decades.

ing with organizational culture, higher education scholars
hegan 1o examine colleges and universities as organizations
manifesting particular cultures. including cultures conducive
to distinctiveness and innovation. Martin's study of the insti-
tutional character of four universitics und four liberal arts col:
leges was the first book-lengtly treatment of institutional dis-
tinctiveness (1969), while Clark's study of three private liberal
arts colleges is prohiubly the best known (1970).

Distinctiveness has been most studied in liberal arts col-
leges (Martin 198+4; Rice and Austin 1988; Riesman, Gustield,
and Gamson 1970: Whitchead. Herbst. and Potts 1991). Tt also
has heen studied in community colleges (Townsend 1989a:
Roueche and Baker 1987).

Others have applied the coneept across institutior.al types
(Grant and Riesman 1978: Kuh and Schuth 1991; Kuh, Schuh,
Whitt, & Associates 1991: Martin 1969; Puce 1974) or delin-
cated the distinetive characteristics of a particular institutional
tvpe, including the university (Trow 198+4: Geiger 1986), his-
torically black colleges (Bowles and DeCosta 1971; Butler
1977: Willie and Edmonds 1978), and women's colleges
(Smith 1990). This latter stream of literature often reflects a
desire to verify the diversity within American higher
education,

Uscful as they are, none of these works reflects or develops
acommonly accepted definition of institutional distinctive-
ness. The few explicit definitions of institutional distinctive:
ness usually cite it as a characteristic that differentiates
institutions.

Distinctiveness has been viewed as "how . . . {the institu-
tion] is sct apart from others™ (Moseley 1988, p. 2), perhaps
because of its curriculum, clientele. or values (Ewell and

Influenced by the management and planning literature deal-

R
bas been
viewed as
‘bow . .. [the
institution]

is set apart
Jrom others.”
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Lisensky 1988). Similarly, a distinctive college or university

is “one which has distinguished itself from other institutions
carrving out similar functions™ (Townsend 1989b. p. 25). Dis-
tinctive schools are those that are “unique or outstarding
compared to their institutional peers™ (Butler 1977, p. 1-4).
The usually unstated assumption is that colleges and univer-
sities are “set apart” or “distinguished™ or “unique or out-
standing” for positive rather than negative reasons (Townsend
1989b).

Not all agree that institutional distinctiveness is dependent
upon computrison o other institutions. Instead. institutional
distinctiveness may depend “on internal factors—those,
unique. innate elements of institutional iife that exist inde-
pendently of comparison™ (Chamberlain 1985, p. 14).
Chamberlain identifies eight factors or dimensions of which
the interplav contributes to a school’s distinctiveness. These
dimensions are (1) moral. (2) intellectual. (3) egalitarian,
(4) spiritual, (5) socio-political. (6) humane, (73 personal,
and (8) tradition.

tnstitutional members can be surveved for their perceptions
of each dimension’s extent and importance within the insti-
tution. A composite of individual responses yields “u distine-
tive profile of that institution™ (p. I4). Knowing how imernal
constituents ( faculty. staff, administrators, and students) per-
ceive the college or university’s culture can help its leaders
mutke decisions that deliberately wiil strengthen or diminish
these perceptions.

Linking institutional distinctiveness with institutional values
and climates, two compenents of organizational culture, is
a common theme in literature addressing institutional dis:
tinctiveness in higher education (Birnbaum 1983; Clark 1970;
Kuh. Schuh, Whitt. and Associates 1991: Kuh and Schuh 1991:
Kuh and Whitt 1988: Laramee 1987: Martin 1969, 1982, 1984:
Rice and Austin 1988; Tierney 1988).

Distinctive institutions are viewed s having value systems
that have significantly shaped and continue to shape individ-
ual und institutional hehavior. Motivated by a particular edu-
cational vision, a distinctive college harbors a common set
of values, norms. and behaviors which Lelp infuse the insti-
tution with "z character of its own™ (Morgan and Newell 1981,
p- 33) or a “strong institutional personality”™ (Hesburgh 1983,
p. 17). Birnbaum has stated this perspective well:
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[A] college or university's constituencies may bave such
unusucd values that they manifest themselves in a campus
climate sufficiontly different from that of other colleges or
unirersities that this difference is noticeable to those outside
the institution. Such institutions may be said to be distinctive
colleges or wniversities. Their distinctiveress tncreases insti-
tutional diversity in that they are markedly dif ferent insti-
tutions from all others on the dimension of values and cli-
mate (1983, p. 53).

The likelihood that most colleges and universities can be dis-
tinctive nationally in this way is slight (Bimbaum 1983). For
example, Bunker Hill Community College values cultural
diversity and individuals” ability to adapt to other cultures.
The college manifests these values by offering its students
and taculty the opportunity to participate in exchange pro-
grams with institutions in England and France and in study-
travel programs. The coilege also participates in a special
scholarship progran: that brings Central American students
to the campus (Hankin 1989).

Thus, Bunker Hill's commitment to certain values is played
out in its curricular and co-curricular activities. However, the
college is far from alone in valuing cultural diversity and adap-
tive abilities. Many two-vear as well as four-year colleges hold
these values. Bunker Hill would have to hold far more striking
values to be considered nationally distinctive.

While a national reputation as a distinctive institution is
not possible for most colleges and universities, some well
nuy achieve a degree of distinctiveness through commitment
to shared values. Talladega College is one such institution.
Founded in 1867 as the first Alabama college for freed slaves.
Talladega is committed to a liberal arts education for blacks.
In the 1930s its dean, who had been influenced by Robert
Hutchins's ideas about general education and by the Univer-
sity of Chicago’s embodiment of these idcas. proposed a gen-
eral education program for Talladega. Offering the B.A. degree
only, Talladega encourages its students not only to aim for
professions rather than for vocations but also to be conscious
of their social responsibility, especially toward blacks.

Many of Talladega’s graduates attend graduate and profes:
sional schools; upon graduation, many become part of the
educated black middle class. While “[t)here is apparently
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nothing special about the curriculum or even about the teach:
ing at Talladega,” what is special is “the quality of daily life

at the school, which is suffused with the example of the black
struggle, its dignity, and its capacity to 'go bevond ” (Gamson
and Asscciates 1984, p. 74).

Several small, private, liberal arts colleges that share a par-
ticular vision of higher education also illustrate how a coher-
ent vision and value structure can guide institutional activities.
Committed to the value of a liberal arts education and also
valuing community service, Alice Lloyd College, Berea Col-
lege. Blackburn College, Warren Wilson College, and the
School of the Ozarks share a tradition of requiring their stu-
dents to work—usually on campus—in lieu of paying tuition
(except at Warren Wilson) (Greene 1987). Aiming for the
“union of head and hand™ (Smith 1982, p. 37). this approach
“fosters an egalitarian spirit on the campus™ (Biemiller 1985,
p- 5) which it is hoped will stay with students afier they grad-
uate. demonstrating itself in commitment to public scrvice
(Greene 1987).

Wwarren Wilson College is typical of these institutions. It
began its 96-vear history as the Asheville Farm School founded
by the Presbyterian Woman's Board of Home Missions to edu-
cate poor bhoys in the North Carolina mountains. When it
merged in 1942 with two women'’s schools to become a voca-
tional junior college, it was renamed for the former secretary
of Rural Church Work for the Presbyterian church’s Board of
National Missions.

By 1969. the institution no longer was church-affiliated and
had become a four-vear college. Throughout its existence,
Warren Wilson College has maintained a4 commitment to ser-
vice through work. Working three hours a day at such tasks
as raising the vegetables served at mealtimes and tending the
college’s cattle and pigs, Warren Wilson students learned to
respect manual labor, developed a sense of responsibility for
the community, and received the financial benefit of free
room and board (Biemiller 1985).

Private liberal arts colleges such as these seem especially
suited to the development of a unifying theme, ideology. or
value system partly because of their small size. Many liberal
arts colleges are relatively small institutions with 2,500 or
fewer students (Breneman 1990). For example, Warren Wilson
had 573 students in 1991-92, and Talladega enrolled 615 stu:
dents in 1991-92 (Dilts 1991). Institutions with a small num-
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ber of faculty and students are better able than large institu-
tions to develop and maintain a distinctive culture (Grant and
Associates 1979; Rice and Austin 1988: Kuh and Whitt 1988;
Martin 1969; Watts 1972).

Although development of an institutional culture supportive
of 4 unifving theme is most likely to occur in a small. liberal
arts college. other institutional types and large colleges and
universities also can develop a unifying vision leading to dis-
tinctiveness. As an example, the University of Chicago is dis-
tinctive even among other research universities for its empha-
sis on research: "It is the research university's research
university” (Heller 1992. p. A18). Functioning as 2 “commu-
nity of scholars.™ the university believes in “learning for its
own sake™ (p. A18). By limiting its focus to excellence in
research and the love of learning, the University of Chicago
stands out from the multi-purpose research universities com-
mitted to providing something for everyone.

Brooklyn College. a comprehensive college established
in 1930 as part of the City University of New York (CUNY)
system, is another large school that has been distinctive
throughout much of its existence. As one of the CUNY insti-
tutions, Brooklyn College initially was perceived as “a poor
man’s Harvard™ and was dedicated to providing a liberal arts
education to academically talented commuter students (Hess
1985, p. 263).

In the late 1950s, Brookivn College was labeled “distinc-
tive™ for several reasons. It offered a “free” (no tuition) edu-
cation to an academically talented, primarily Jewish student
body unusually large for a liberal arts college (approximately
17.000 students at the time). Also. to accommodate all these
students, Brooklyn College had “possibly the most over-
worked physical piant in the country™; classes were held from
dawn to dusk. an atypical situation in the late 1950s (Boroff
1961, pp. 83-4).

Its tradition of “providing a first-rate education for first rate
students™ (p. 103) declined when CUNY established an open
enrollment policy in 1969, Brooklyn College’s enrolliment
jumped drastically to almost 35.000 in 1975. With the end of
open admissions in 1978, the college reinstated moderately
selective admissions standards that contributed to a serious
downsizing in enroilment.

Motivated by financial exigency and by the arrival of a new
president. Robert L. Hess. institutional members undertook
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a massive curricular revision so that Brooklvn College again
would serve its traditional purpose of providing a!l students
with a rigorous education containing a core curricular expe-
rience based in the liberal arts.

Since 1981, all students must take a core curriculum con-
sisting of two five-course tiers. Entrance into the first tier of
courses requires passing of standardized examinations in read-
ing, writing, and math; entrance into the second tier requires
completion of the first. All the courses were created for the
core and “offer both a contemporary perspective and a solid
liberal arts base” (Hess 1985). Working with a student body
in 1991-92 of 16,042 students, more than 40 percent of whom
are minority (Dilts 1991), Brooklvn College has developed
a distinctive curricutum that has been widely acknowledged
for the quality of its liberal arts experience (e.g.. Bennett
1984).

Institutional distinctiveness commonly has been associated
with highly selective colleges as in Clark’s (1970) use of
highly selective Reed. Antioch. and Swarthmore as examples
of distinctive colleges. However, excellence in achieving insti-
tutional purpose is also a hallmark of distinctive colleges and
universities (Pace 1974).

Although institutional excellence nerhaps has been the edu-
cational cliche of the 1980s. it must be emphasized that dis-
tinctive colleges and universities outshine other institutions
partly by identifying what they want to do and by doing it
well. Sometimes this excellence imanifests itself in the form
of high admissions standards, but selectivity is not a prereq-
uisite to distinctiveness. Quality in performance is a prereq:
uisite. By this equation, a non-selective college or university
can achieve distinctiveness if it achieves its desired goals.

Alverno College provides an example of one such school.
Created from institutions which had a purpose to prepare Sis-
ters of Saint Francis for the traditional female vocations of
teaching, nursing, and music, Alverno lost its primany reason
for existence when the order decided to require its future
entrants to hold a college degree. Prompted by declining
enrollments, shaky finances, and feminist questions about
the relevance of th  curriculum to women's lives, its leaders
began a reexamination which would “question . . . [Alverno's}
verv identity as an institution of higher learning for women™
(Read and Sharkey 1985, p. 197).
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The result was a commitment to Alverno as a “community
of learning™ (p. 196) valuing teaching, communal involvement
in curricular and organizational development, and research-
based innovation. Major changes were made in the curriculum
by incorporating a competence-based approach to education
in its curriculum. This commitment to education for compe-
tence reflected the sisters’ wish that they had been educated
for “worldly competence™ (Grant and Associates 1979).
Alverno faculty and administrators have developed eight
explicit outcomes or competencies for the institution’s 35 pro-
grams. To geaduate, students must demonsirate achievement
in each of the competencies. :

Alvemo also has developed an assessment model which
measures students individually in relation to their initial per-
formance in cach competency. The assessment, which takes
avariety of forms, is conducted by both internal and external
assessors. Widely praised as a pioneer in the student assess-
ment movement (Magner 1989). in 1991-92 Alverno enrolled
2,414 students with average ACT scores over 21 (Dilts 1991).

Alverno College’s distinctiveness, achieved through its
competency-based education and assessment of individual
students, developed partly through a commitment to reform-
ing education and partly through a desire to ensure survival
(Grant and Associates 1979; Read and Sharkey 1985). In the
process of developing a distinctive approach to education,
Alverno has increased its institutional status, winning acclaim
as a regional liberal arts college (America’s Best Colleges
1991).

In sum, from prior writings about institutional distinctive-
ness we can glean several characteristics often attributed to
distinctive colleges and universities. First, their organizational
cultures embody commitment to a particular educational
vision or theme. This vision or theme represents institutional
values manifested in programs, services. and other activities.

Second, distinctive schools are committed 16 excellence
in achieving a clearly defined purpose. Although one man-
ifestation of this excellence may be upholding very high
admission standards, an academically elite student body is
not essential for institutional distinctiveness. Witness Alverno
College. Additionally, large size is not a barrier to distinctive-
ness. Although distinctive institutions are often small, private,
liberal arts colleges, large, public, comprehensive colleges
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or universities also can be distinctive through commitment
to a unifving theme embodying shared institutional values.

Toward a Definition of Institutional Distinctiveness
Shared institutional values are essential to institutional dis-
tinctiveness. Drawing from some of the literature about organ-
izations in general, we shall show how intemal as well as
external constituents must be aware of these values for an
institution to be considered distinctive. We also maintain that
for a distinctive college or university 10 be successtul in the
marketplace, external constituents must not only be aware

of these values--but also value them.

Every organization has an image that “consist[s} not only
of images of ‘fact” but also images of value™ (Boulding 1961.
p. 11). ks factual images are the organization’s empirical real-
ity—what the organization is and does. Tts images of value
reflect how internal and external observers rate its factual
images in comparison to images of other institutions. For
example, among its several images, Hanard University has
the factual image of being a highly selective university. In
viewing Harvard. individuals perceive this factual image and
rate it in comparison to the same factual image of other uni-
versities. Additionally, images of value also reflect the extent
to which observers value or esteem the factual images.

Because images of value are dependent upon comparison
to other institutions, those within a school may view it us very
distinctive. even though external constituencies do not (Leis:
ter and Maclachlin 1973). Only when external constituencies
such as legislators, potential donors. and potential students
see a college or university's images of fact and view them as
special in comiparison to other institution’s factual images is
an institution truly distinctive. Ultimately. the degree of accep
tance a distinctive college or university finds in the market-
place depends on how much its factual images are also
images of value for external constituents.

To recapitulate, fustititional distinctiveness is a phenoni
enon resulting from a comnien set of ralues that shape insti-
tutional activities and nuite key coustituenicies, both internal
andd external A distinctive college or university has a unifying
set of values u ot are apparent to and esteemed by faculiy,
students, staff. alumni, and the public.

A college may enroll one type of student such as women.
men, or people with disabilities. Merely admitting a specific
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type of student does not qualify a school as distinctive, merely
as different. A distinctive college or university would admit
only students of a particular type, because limiting the student
body in this way is a reflection of certain institutional values
and of a particular approach to education. From this perspec-
tive. a women's college that does not consider the gender

of its student body in curricular decisions contributes to insti-
tutional diversity, but not to distinctiveness.

Gallaudet University and Landmark College provide
extreme examples of institutions that are distinctive because
of their commitment to a particular educational approuach svith
avery specific student constituency. Gallaudet is the oniy
American higher education institution designed exclusively
for deaf and hearing impaired students. From its inception
in 1864 as the National Deal Mute College, it has been com:
mitted to providing collegiate-level instruction in the liberal
arts and sciences to a segment of the population not normally
sought out by colleges and universities. Currently offering
more than 45 majors to over 1.900 ur.dergraduate and grad-
uate students (“On the Green™ 1980-90), Gallaudet uses a
specific teaching-learning process. Instead of using interpre-
ters, both teachers and students use American Sign Language
simultaneously with speech or mouth movement { Gallaiidet
Cnieersitynad. ).

Like Gallaudet, Landmark College is also a distinctive insti-
tution that was created from a desire to serve a very specific
and neglected constituency—individuals with dyslexia or cer-
tin learning disabilities (Mever 1986, p. 2). A two-vear coliege
established in 1985, it is the only college in the world spe-
cifically developed for these students.

In its program. Landmurk eschews such standard academic
strategies for dyslexic students as having others take notes
for the students or permitting them to take oral exams.
Instead. students undergo a highly structured liberal arts pro-
gram requiring them o live on an alcohol snd drug {ree cam
pus, attend classes every day from 8 wm. to 3:30 p.m.. and
study during residency hall quiet hours. In such an environ
ment students learn the buasic communication skills necessary
for success in any standard academic environment (Landimark
College Catclogre 198991 1989; Wald 1986). Tt is Landmark
College's restriction of admission to students with feaming
disorders combined with its educational approach toward
dyslexic students and others with related learning disorders
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that makes the college distinctive.
Finally, it is important to note that for most colleges and
universities, distinctiveness is a phenomenon that develops
slowly over time as the institution incorporates certain values
and manifests them in its activities. Recall that Alverno College
had roots stretching back to the late 19th century but did not
become nationally prominent until the 1970s and 1980s. 1t
took time for Alverno to develop a vision of itself and of edu-
cation which was sufficiently distinctive to merit national rec-
ognition. Gallaudet and Landmark were distinctive from their
inception. but most colleges and universities do not begin
as nationally distinctive. Those that do may not long endure
as is recounted in sections 2 and 3. Thus we note the aspect
of temporality in our definition of distinctiveness,

Summary

Distinctive colleges and universities exhibit certain charac-
teristics: commitment to 2 unifying theme representative of
generally held institutional values, the integrity to exclude
activities inconsistent with institutional values, and excellence
in achieving their overall purpose. Frequently, distinctive
schools are small, liberal arts colleges with a highly selective
student body. but neither small size nor an academically
talented student body are prerequisites to distinctiveness.

The link between institutional distinctiveness and organ-
izational culture. as manifested in a college or university's
values. may be the source of the usually implied connection
between distinctiveness and excellence or high quality. While
high quality is partly 2 measure of quantifiable factors such
as the ability level of the student body or the scholarly activity
of faculty, the quality also seems to be a reflection of a college
or university's organizational culture. Certain institutions have
cultures which embody and reflect values and beliefs and
assumptions conducive to high quality. Colleges and univer-
sities with such an organizationai culture emerge as distinctive
from other institutions within the same type. Additionally,
those who espouse examining the values of a school tend
to hold up for praise those colleges or universities that have
cultures supportive of excellence in the two most commonly
stated functions of higher education institutions—namely,
the teaching-learning process and research.

The role of values plays an important part in our definition
of institutional distinctiveness. We argue that institutional dis-
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tinctiveness is usually a clowly emerging phenomenon that
develops as institutional activities increasingly reflect edu-
cational values strongly held by senior administrators and fac-
ulty. This distinctiveness is maintained if sufficient external
constituencies also share these values and perceive the col-
lege or university to hold them clearly in comparison to other
colleges and universities.
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AIMS AND IDEAS: TEN DISTINCTIVE COLLEGES
AND THEIR LEGACIES

Distinctive colleges strengthen higher education in the same
fashion that biodiversity serves the natural world. They foster
practices and harbor ideas that are essential to the vitality and
responsiveness of undergraduate programs everywhere. While
distinctive colleges are vastiy outnumbered by their less
adventurous sibling institutions, they are a font of diverse
thought, a stimulus to question prevailing assumptions, and,
sometimes, a source of inspiration and courage.

Rhythms of Birthing and Ironies of Fate

Distinctive colleges and universities often emerge by respond-
ing to crises in the social order or by anticipating cultural or
demographic trends. Changes in the production and organi-
zation of knowledge, like those that came with the spread

of German-style universities in America at the turn of the cen-
tury, also can precipitate experimentat:on with new structures
and curricular forms in undergraduate education. Further, tra-
ditional institutions when faced with stagnation or decline.
occasionally transform themselves by pursuing an imaginative
new vision.

Whatever their origins, truly distinctive schools remind us
that significant educational innovations are possible and that
bold reforms often can be sustained. The best of these mav-
erick institutions keep affirming their experimental heritages
by continuing to exercise and develop alternatives to con-
ventional educational practices.

A break with tradition is never simple. Distinctive colleges
and universities are not easily launched. relaunched, or kept
under sail. New schools with distinctive philosophies most
frequently are founded when existing institutions fall noti-
ceably short of meeting societal, community, or individual
needs. The wider the gap between need and response. the
more likely knowledgeable and creative people will muster
the resources and find the courage to start something new.

It is natural, then, that many of America’s most successful
uncommon colleges and universities trace their origins to
periods of intense social upheaval or educational ferment.
The mortality among these daring institutions also runs high,
as we will see, especially in their early vears.

We now turn our attention to ten colleges that are (or once
were) simultaneously different in character and excellent in
quality. in its heyday, at least. cach of these institutions exhi-
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bited three characteristics: (1) it had a distinct educational
philosophy, (2) it inspired commitment to that philosophy
among faculty, students, staff, and alumni, and (3) it created
instructional practices consistent with its educational values.
Our purpose is to explore why and bow these colleges came
into existence and to see how their ideas worked out, not to
write their histories or fully describe their programs.

With these aims in mind, we will probe the ideas, motives,
and leaders who gave life to ten unusual American colleges.
A web of connectionsand tensions among the reformers and
their philosophies will become increasingly evident as we
proceed.

Striving to Create a New Moral Order

Two of the oldest distinctive colleges in the United States,
Antioch and Berea, came to life when the federal union was
torn by the elemental moral and economic struggles that led
to the Civil War. This mid-19th century malaise in American
life arose from the unrealized promise of the Jeffersonian and
Jacksonian visions of democracy and from unresolvable con-
flicts among citizens over the practice of slavery.

Horace Mann spoke to both issues. A former member of
Congress and continuing abolitionist crusader, he was also
an educational reformer of the first order. A champion of uni-
versal public instruction, he invested much of his life in efforts
to reorient and restructure public education.

In the carly 1850s. Mann shifted his focus to the reform of
higher education and became the founding president of Anti-
och College in southwestern Ohio (Clark 1970). The growth
and promise of the Ohio and Mississippi valleys convinced
Mann of the need for a college equal to the challenge of creat-
ing a truly democratic society in the American West.

Thousands of people flocked to pastoral Yellow Springs
to see the imposing four-story, eight-spired edifice of Antioch
Hall and hear Horace Mann's 1853 inaugural address. Antioch
College, he told the crowd, must devote itself to nurturing
demoxratic principles and to building “the Glory of God and
the service of men™ (Morgan 1938, p. 187). Foreshadowing
a 20th-century cliche, he expressed the hope that Antioch
might become a little Harvard of the West™ (Henderson and
Hall 1946).

At Antioch’s 1859 commencement, shortly before his death,
Mann delivered the supreme charge w a graduating class: “1
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beseech you to treasure up in your hearts these my final
words: Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory
for humanity™ (Morgan 1938, p. 389). Mann's college had a
mission and it was related to a new vision of American democ-
racy rather than the preservation of a socio-economic elite.

Far ahead of its time, Antioch admiued academically qualified

students without regard to their race, gender, religion, or fam- _

ily wealth. N
Encouraging interactive teaching methods instead of tra- Mann's c:oafage

ditional recitaticn, Mann hoped that Antioch would set the bad a mission

students’ “minds free from prejudice and yearning for truth” and it was

(Antioch Catalog 1990-91). Oberlin College, Antioch’s Chio related to a
neighbor to the north, initiated co-education in 1837, but Anti- gy pision o .f
och pioneered an even broader progressive mission. In American
defense of his commitment to gender equity, Mann noted

that “female education should be rescued from its present democracy
reproach of inferiority” (Morgan 1938, p. 2506). rather than
If Antioch began with a grand vision, it also struggled for the

many vears with meager results. Shortly before he died, Mann preservation
posted a sizable portion of his own assets to rescue the school "¢ f a socio-

from bankruptcy. The college survived, but it graduated only economic elite
about five students per vear until well after the tumn of the *
century.

Antioch College was on the ropes in 1920 when another
educational visionary, Arthur Morgan. presented a daring plan
to save the college. The board accepted his plan and promptly
appointed Morgan president (Clark 1970). A vigorous 42-year-
old engineer, he believed a college education should be a
complete experience involving the integration of liberal arts
study with practical work, demaocratic participation with com-
munity service, and personal commitment with social respon-
sibility. He built on Mann’s idealism, reached beyond it, and
made the plan work.

Under Arthur Morgan, Antioch experienced a new dawn
of purpose and confidence, becoming a pioneering institution
in cooperative work-study programs and student participation
in academic and community governance. Morgan's new mis-
sion for Antioch was consistent with, but extended beyond,
the historic aims of the college.

Antioch has continued to innovate, but not without trauma.
It reached beyond its limits in the 1960s and 1970s, spawning
new centers across the United States and then consolidating
them as Antioch University. Once again, in the mid-1980s,
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anew president and an awakened board teamed up to steady
the institution, trim its sails. and assure its survival among the
nation’s distinctive liberal arts colleges. Antioch College, wt
the original Yellow Springs site, remains the hub of the
pruncda but scattered, university network.

Two contemporaries of Horace Mann in the 1850s, the Rev
crend John G. Fee und Cassius M. Clay. also felt inspired to
found a schiool equal to the challenges of their time and place.
Fec wus an abolitionist pastor educated in Cincinnati. Clay,

a gentdeman farmer, was atso repulsed by slavery and dreimed
of creating a utopian agricultural community in which human
dignity might be blossom. Together they opened a Kentucky
school in 1853, formally chartered as Berea Col