Lessons from the History of Higher Education
It is easy to think that the history of higher education is irrelevant to the challenges that today’s colleges and universities face. After all, as recently as 1870, just 50,000 men and women attended college – just 1.7 percent of the college aged population. Today, in stark contrast, 20.5 million attend a postsecondary institution. That’s over 40 percent of 18 to 24 year olds. In fact, the history of higher education is filled with important lessons for those interested in envisioning the future of postsecondary education. Let’s look at some lessons.

Lesson 1. Debates over the mission and meaning of higher education are longstanding.

At various points in time, several definitions of the purpose of higher education prevailed: To form character, refine the sensibilities, and immerse students in the best that has been thought and said; to think critically and reflectively about values, politics, and society; and to provide an opportunity to grow and mature personally and intellectually. As higher education’s student body has expanded and grown increasingly diverse, any consensus about college’s primary purpose has eroded.

Today’s dominant view, presents an uneasy mixture of goals: On the one hand, to serve the needs of workforce development and economic and social mobility; on the other, to nurture democratic citizenship, global perspectives, critical thinking, and community service.  

Lesson 2. Transformation is as much a part of the history of higher education as continuity.

The half century stretching from 1865 to 1915 witnessed the emergence (or invention) of many characteristics that still define traditional colleges and universities: The popularization of letter grades, departments, electives, majors, and the credit hour. The faculty role, too, shifted profoundly over time. Tenure, academic freedom, and shared governance are largely products of the first half of the twentieth century. 

The academy is often viewed as the institution most resistant to change, but we are in the midst of another era of dramatic transformation.  Pedagogy, delivery modes, instructional staffing, and assessments are all being rethought – driven in part by advances in the learning sciences, and a new generation of students with distinct interests and needs. 
Lesson 3. The student body has never been homogeneous.

American higher education was never as exclusively elitist as is sometimes assumed.  Even in the colonial era, the student body included sons of farmers, like John Adams, and other non-elites, like Alexander Hamilton.  As the student body gradually expanded, distinct subgroups emerged.  By the early twentieth century, these subcultures included frat boys, sorority girls, strivers, bohemians, rebels, radicals, and various outsiders. Today, the fastest growing segments of the student population consists of non-traditional students:  low-income students, full-time workers, working adults, parents, and those seeking continuing and professional education. As a result, higher education needs to adjust to better meet needs that are very different from their predecessors.

Lesson 4. Forms of pedagogy and assessment have changed to meet the shifting needs of the time.

During the nineteenth century, an older form of pedagogy, emphasizing recitation and memorization gave way to an approach centered squarely on lectures. A particular mindset well-suited to the Industrial era involved a “mass production,” “one-size-fits-all” paradigm, which assumed that all students should acquire the same information at the same pace, and a “transmission” model of instruction, in which a content expert delivered a body of information to passive students. This was accompanied by an increasing reliance on standardized tests and a sink-or-swim mentality in which the role of grading was to rank students. 

Already, it seems that the Information Age is bringing a fresh approach to pedagogy that is more personalized, immersive, interactive, self-paced, adaptive, and experiential, stressing collaboration and active learning – and more inquiry-driven and learner-focused.
Lesson 5. Many current debates have a long, contentious history.
Controversies surrounding grade inflation, town-gown antagonisms, fraternities, general education, and vocational versus liberal education are nothing new.  A knowledge of history can help us understand whether present-day concerns are exaggerated or accurate, and what is novel about contemporary anxieties and apprehensions.
abridged version

Source: https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/higher-ed-gamma/11-lessons-history-higher-ed

