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Editor’s Introduction 
 

I am excited to welcome readers to our eleventh volume of Higher Education 
in Review. As I reflect on the past year of serving as Editor of Higher Education 
in Review, I recognize that change and adapting to it was rather central to this 
volume. At the close of a highly productive and successful tenth anniversary of 
the journal, there were many exciting goals brought to the table. We were able to 
grow the journal’s reach through our online presence, continue our outreach to 
graduate students, and discuss how to better involve our graduate student 
community in our journal.  

As the journal continues to experience change and the editorial board seek 
opportunities to serve graduate students across the globe, I invite you, our 
readers, to be a part of this journal’s journey.  

In what we hope will become a tradition, our journal, for the second year in a 
row, was featured at the 2013 annual meeting of the Association for the Study of 
Higher Education (ASHE) at the graduate student luncheon where copies of the 
journal were shared with the participants. Our aim is to continue to build our 
readership, increase quality submissions, and publish the work of outstanding 
graduate students in our field. It is through outreach opportunities like the 
luncheon where we can better achieve our goals and better serve our community. 
In the spring, at the 2014 American Educational Research Association (AERA) 
conference, I hosted a working meeting with other editors of student-run journals 
to discuss best practices and ultimately to create a community of editors to 
support each other’s work. The meeting resulted in resource sharing and laying 
the foundation for building relationships with graduate student editors across the 
country. It is my hope that the Higher Education in Review editorial board plans 
to continue to network with fellow colleagues who are engaging in such 
important work. 

In regards to the substance of our journal, the editorial board holds true to its 
mission in our developmental approach to providing feedback to the authors, 
resulting in comments that we trust strengthens each author’s manuscript. During 
this volume year, over forty manuscripts were considered for review. As a result 
of the feedback, as well as the intriguing topics of the work submitted to the 
journal, we accepted three manuscripts that we believe are important discussion-
starters in higher education. I am proud of our journal’s commitment to bringing 
graduate student perspectives to a larger scholarly audience and look forward to 
hearing about our authors continuing to share their work.  
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Our first peer-reviewed article, “Leave Your Discipline At the Door”: 
Matching Expectations for Interdisciplinary Collaboration among Faculty 
Members, Daniel Boden, Lisa McNair, and Maura Borrego utilized discourse 
frame analysis to situate how an interdisciplinary team engages in work together. 
The authors found that team members who engaged in integration, meaning that 
they learn something about the other’s discipline, were more likely to succeed in 
the interdisciplinary collaboration. Given increased shifts in higher education for 
collaboration, this article is a good tool to a better understanding of how we can 
effectively engage in and manage our interdisciplinary research. 

In our second peer-reviewed article, Understanding the Backlash Against 
Race-Based Affirmative Action, Jessica Baron explores her perception of Whites’ 
lack of understanding about race-based affirmative action. Given the recent 
federal courts decision to uphold the University of Texas’ use of race in 
admissions, this piece is both timely and important. With a focus on critical race 
theory as the anchor to understand the positionality of White students, Jessica 
Baron seeks to encourage greater understanding of the role of affirmative action 
as a means for justice.  

In our final peer-reviewed article, Academic Capitalism and the Social 
Charter between the University and the Public, Allison Palmadessa poses an 
important question of the purpose of higher education in relation to neoliberalism 
and academic capitalism. This hot-button issue is presented as an exploration of 
literature on the ways higher education institutions can continue to serve the 
public good. This article will undoubtedly spark debate and continued 
discussions about institutions and their changing priorities and ever-shifting 
missions. 

I cannot take full credit for the success of this volume, for there are many 
other people whose dedication resulted in this completed product. The consulting 
editors dedicated numerous hours to serving as first-level reviewers of each 
manuscript. I am grateful to each of them for their continued service to our 
journal. Our external reviewers, all of whom have completed a doctorate, served 
as expert reviewers and provided invaluable feedback for each manuscript. We 
are especially appreciative of these reviewers and their support of our journal, as 
their contribution is vital. Last, but certainly not least, the effort committed by the 
senior editorial board was very much appreciated – without them, the journal 
would not exist.   

Allie Goldstein (Managing Editor) served as first contact for HER for 
incoming manuscripts and she managed all communication with authors using 



 
 

iii 

care and professionalism. Frank Fernandez (Associate Editor for Digital Content) 
had very interesting ideas about moving our online presence forward, and has 
worked to revamp our online presence.  I encourage you to visit our website at 
www.higheredinreview.org if you have not seen it recently.  Michael Flaherty 
(Associate Editor for Production) worked diligently to edit and format this final 
product. My last acknowledgement goes to the incoming Editor, Mark Umbricht, 
who was instrumental in the development of this volume.  He assumed the role of 
Editor well before the official transition, helping to ensure that this volume made 
it to production on time. It is without a doubt that Mark will work seamlessly 
with the editorial board to continue to produce an excellent collection of peer-
reviewed articles in our twelfth volume. I feel more than confident in turning 
over leadership to Mark and know that Higher Education in Review will thrive 
and continue the legacy of excellence in sharing promising work from our 
graduate student colleagues in higher education.  

 
Talia K. Carroll 

Editor 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
“Leave Your Discipline At the Door”: Matching Expectations for 
Interdisciplinary Collaboration among Faculty Members 
 
 
 
Daniel Boden 

Western Kentucky University 

 

Lisa D. McNair 

Virginia Tech 

 

Maura Borrego 

University of Texas at Austin 

 
This study explores why interdisciplinary collaborations succeed or fail. We used 
Tannen’s (1993) discourse method of frame analysis to uncover individuals’ 
implicit assumptions toward interdisciplinary collaboration and mapped these 
expectations to one of three stages in Amey & Brown’s (2004) model of 
interdisciplinary team development. In analyzing meetings between an 
established team and four potential collaborators, we found that potential 
collaborators who interacted with the team at their current stage of development 
engaged in long-term collaborations, while others interacted at an earlier stage 
and were not asked to join the team. The findings can guide academic 
researchers in becoming better interdisciplinary collaborators.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Boden, D., McNair, L. & Borrego, M. (2014). “Leave Your Discipline At the 
Door”: Matching Expectations for Interdisciplinary Collaboration among Faculty 
Members. Higher Education in Review, 11, 1-29. 
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Introduction 
 

Despite being organized primarily along disciplinary lines, higher education 
institutions and their faculty members are increasingly required to work in more 
integrative, cross-disciplinary modes. Institutions seek to increase ratings and 
competitiveness by emulating research universities (Aldersley, 1995), impacting 
faculty members, for example, through increased pressure to publish (Henderson, 
2011; O’Meara & Bloomgarden, 2011). Emphasis on increasing external funding 
levels has resulted in a proliferation of new structures such as organized research 
units, including interdisciplinary research centers (Bunton & Mallon, 2007; 
Corley, 2005). In fact, the sharpest increases in institutional funding rates in 
recent decades have been linked to interdisciplinary research centers (Stahler & 
Tash, 1994). These emphases change the nature of faculty work (Boardman & 
Bozeman, 2007; Bunton & Mallon, 2007; Corley, 2005), forcing many faculty 
members to collaborate across disciplines and engage in new modes of 
knowledge production (Boardman & Bozeman, 2007; Nowotny, Scott, & 
Gibbons, 2003), often with limited guidance. The net result is scientometric 
evidence that research is indeed becoming more interdisciplinary, as defined by 
integration of knowledge from multiple disciplines (Leydesdorff & Rafols, 2011; 
Porter & Rafols, 2009; Wagner et al., 2011). 

Despite a proliferation of publications describing first-hand the challenges of 
interdisciplinary collaboration, the theory base describing the nature of these 
challenges and how interdisciplinary teams overcome them is underdeveloped 
and underutilized. To begin to fill this gap, we present an analysis of one 
interdisciplinary faculty team’s experiences seeking new collaborators, which 
combines a developmental stage model of interdisciplinary collaboration with 
methodology from linguistics. We explore the broad question of why do some 
interdisciplinary collaborations succeed while others fail? Our purpose is to 
better understand how expectations for interdisciplinary collaboration, as 
revealed through discourse events, impact collaboration success or failure. In 
exploring a process for observing these potential links, we also attempted to 
operationalize theoretical claims through discourse analysis methods; in this way, 
this study is a methodological exploration of combining theories. With results 
from this case study, we propose a model of communication and collaboration, 
and we offer initial observations about the nature of discourse and team-building. 
The results will augment the interdisciplinary collaboration skills of faculty 
members and other researchers in academia by more clearly explaining how 
differing perspectives, if not navigated carefully, can lead to failure in 
collaboration.  

The challenges faculty experience when attempting interdisciplinary 
collaboration are often attributed to disciplinary differences in language (Fry, 
2001; Salter & Hearn, 1996), culture and/or epistemologies (Bromme, 2000; 
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Gooch, 2005). However, at least part of the problem may arise from assumptions 
about how one’s own disciplinary perspective will contribute to, if not guide, an 
interdisciplinary project. To understand and explain differing expectations for 
interdisciplinary collaboration, we employ Amey & Brown’s (2004) three stages 
of faculty interdisciplinary collaboration emphasizing a shift from individual 
contributions of expertise to adaptive modes of approaching problems. In this 
stage model, individual behaviors lead to “conceptual” (as opposed to 
“instrumental”) collaboration in which participants integrate disciplinary 
perspectives (Amey & Brown, 2004; Salter & Hearn, 1996). Building on this 
model of teaming behaviors, our study examines patterns in conversations in 
which speech is used as a means to understand individuals’ expectations of 
interdisciplinary collaboration and their impact on team-building decisions. We 
specifically explore differences in terms of the depth of disciplinary integration at 
which individuals are willing to engage.  

Focusing on an existing interdisciplinary team seeking to expand its 
membership, we have systematically analyzed speech patterns that may have 
played a significant role in team building. Specifically, we examined an 
interdisciplinary team’s conversations with four potential collaborators, two of 
whom were later asked to join the team and two of whom were not. Frame 
analysis was used to track how individuals expressed their expectations of 
interdisciplinary teamwork. Amey & Brown’s stages of interdisciplinary 
behaviors were used to compare these expectations and determine whether they 
aligned with the collaborative dynamics of the team.  

 
Literature Review 

 
In this review of literature, we describe some of the challenges of 

interdisciplinary research in higher education, followed by a summary of Amey 
& Brown’s developmental model, which was constructed to describe stages of 
interdisciplinary collaboration. We then describe two more theoretical 
frameworks, Tannen’s discourse analysis approach that focuses on frames of 
expectations, and Öberg’s (2009) conceptualization of “common ground” that 
proposes the solution of uncovering implicit assumptions in interdisciplinary 
collaborations. These frameworks form the basis of our inquiry and closely 
inform the methods used in this study to explore how teams use communication 
in interdisciplinary settings.  
 
Challenges of Interdisciplinary Research in Higher Education 
 

While the ambitions of institutions place pressures on faculty members to 
publish (Henderson, 2011; O’Meara & Bloomgarden, 2011), affiliate with 
interdisciplinary research centers (Bunton & Mallon, 2007; Corley, 2005), and 
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otherwise engage in new modes of knowledge production (Boardman & 
Bozeman, 2007; Bunton & Mallon, 2007; Corley, 2005; Nowotny et al., 2003), 
faculty reward systems have not always kept pace with these new demands. The 
challenges typically cited arise from the additional time necessary to work across 
disciplines, the demands of working across two organizations (as in a joint 
appointment), and the disciplinary orientation of review criteria and peer 
reviewers. Interdisciplinary scholarship often takes more time due to 
communication and negotiation with collaborators and reviewers (Committee on 
Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, 2004; Pfirman, Collins, Lowes, & 
Michaels, 2005a). When faculty are jointly appointed across two organizations, 
there may be a high administrative expectation for faculty meetings and 
committee work, as well as expectations for “face time” in each department 
(Pfirman, Collins, Lowes, & Michaels, 2005b). Finally, review committees are 
often composed of individuals representing various disciplines, who may devalue 
contributions outside the discipline and question contributions to team projects 
(Payton & Zoback, 2007). The resulting conventional wisdom is that 
interdisciplinary endeavors should be delayed until tenure (Mallon, 2006). While 
enthusiasm for interdisciplinary scholarship is high, and a handful of publications 
offer best practices for mitigating the early career risks (Committee on 
Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, 2005; Payton & Zoback, 2007; Pfirman et 
al., 2005b), there are few empirical studies describing how successful 
interdisciplinary researchers overcome these challenges.  

The intellectual (as contrasted with organizational) challenges faculty 
experience when attempting interdisciplinary collaboration are often attributed to 
disciplinary differences in language (Fry, 2001; Salter & Hearn, 1996), culture 
and/or epistemologies (Bromme, 2000; Gooch, 2005) as researchers attempt to 
integrate knowledge from disparate domains to produce new insights (Boix 
Mansilla & Duraisingh, 2007; Lattuca & Knight, 2010; Repko, 2008). The 
constructive advice for overcoming these challenges is dialog focused on 
developing common ground, which includes uncovering implicit assumptions 
(Öberg, 2009; Olson & Olson, 2000). Yet very few qualitative, long-term studies 
exist to understand how common ground forms in interdisciplinary teams, and 
those that do support claims that interdisciplinary collaboration is particularly 
arduous and not always successful (Amey & Brown, 2004; DuRussel & Derry, 
2001; Gooch, 2005). The explanations offered are variations of a common 
ground argument (i.e., lack of common ground led to misunderstandings and 
weakened trust). Amey & Brown (2004), to our knowledge, offer the only stage 
model that may explain how common ground develops over time in 
interdisciplinary faculty teams.  
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Stages of Interdisciplinary Collaboration 
 

Based on their long-term observations of an interdisciplinary faculty research 
team, Marilyn Amey and Dennis Brown (2004) present a developmental model 
comprising three stages of interdisciplinary collaboration (Table 1). 
 
 
Table 1 
Three-stage Model of Interdisciplinary Collaboration and Faculty Work. After Amey & Brown  
(2004, p. 13) 
 
 Stage One Stage Two Stage Three 

Discipline Orientation Dominant Parallel Integrative 

Knowledge Engagement Expert Coordinated Collaborative 

Work Orientation Individual Group Team 

Leadership  Top-Down Facilitative,  
Inclusive 

Web-like, servant 
leadership 

  
 

In Stage 1 of the model, faculty view themselves as individuals more than as 
members of a team. Leadership is based on a hierarchy, with senior, tenured 
members directing the project from the top down. Other collaborators have little 
stake in the ultimate goals of the project and are viewed (by all) more as expert 
consultants than team members. Efficiency is a key value in this stage, as work is 
completed in an assembly line fashion with minimal interaction. Individuals 
receive assignments that map to their specific domain expertise and then pass 
their completed work on to the next collaborator. Differences between 
disciplinary approaches are viewed as roadblocks to accomplishing a task rather 
than building blocks that enrich the outcome by understanding alternative 
perspectives. Individuals in Stage 1 are often unwilling or unable to see problems 
through any other than their own disciplinary lens, and as a result, the ability of 
the group to accept potential limitations of one method or approach and the 
possible advantage of another is hampered (Amey & Brown, 2004, p. 27).  

As groups continue to work together, they may increase their level of trust 
and responsibility, thus moving to Stage 2. This transition occurs as team 
members begin to recognize the potential benefits that different disciplinary 
lenses offer. While individual disciplinary perspectives can persist, they compete 
less with each other and coexist, often facilitated by the group developing 
“intellectual neutral space” or “a demilitarized zone” (p. 44) where disciplinary 
perspectives can peacefully “exist parallel to each other” (Amey & Brown, 2004, 
p. 42). Leadership in Stage 2 focuses on enabling collaboration among group 
members. Teams meet more frequently for thinking and discussion than 
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accountability checks (p. 35). They begin to engage in “more dialoging and less 
debating” (p. 47) which is important, since this is how teams create shared 
visions and work processes. However, this stage is also when individuals become 
worried about their status within the larger institution and fear potential penalties 
for wandering too far from the norms and values of their home discipline.  

Movement from Stage 2 to Stage 3 occurs when team members accept 
multiple perspectives. In this stage the variation between different disciplines 
becomes indistinct; “disciplines [do not] compete for dominance” but rather seek 
to “complement each other” in an effort to address the research problem (p. 50). 
Leadership roles are dictated by the demands of the task. While one individual 
may carry an administrative leadership title, in Stage 3 the team as a whole is 
involved in “setting the agenda, reviewing the work, and developing future tasks 
and direction” (Amey & Brown, 2004, p. 53). Stage 3 team members value “the 
philosophy of collaboration,” (p. 52) and are “open to the free uninhibited debate 
of issues.” (p. 53) Debate and disagreement are no longer viewed as potential 
roadblocks to success but rather as opportunities to better understand the issues at 
hand (p. 55). An important note about the movement from stage two to stage 
three is that it does not require team members to abandon their existing 
disciplinary lenses but rather allows them to take on “adaptive lenses” (Amey & 
Brown, 2004). 

 
Discourse Frame Analysis 
 

This study combines frame analysis, a discourse theory and method, with 
Amey & Brown’s model to examine ways in which group dynamics are 
dependent on individual expectations of interdisciplinary collaboration. 
Theoretically, frame analysis explores the concept that individuals use prior 
experiences to structure, or frame, their expectations and understanding of events 
(Tannen, 1993). Based on these expectations, individuals engage in “presentation 
of self” (Goffman, 1959) by using systems of linguistic choices in discourse 
events such as meetings. As a simple example, consider the discourse event of a 
waiter serving a customer in a restaurant, in which the customer and the waiter 
may have different and similar ways of framing the event. They each expect a 
certain order of events (waiter brings water, tells about specials of the day, takes 
order, brings food, etc.),  and the customer may, for example, expect quick 
service and a certain quality of food, while the waiter expects a generous tip but 
is accustomed to a slow cook. The ways that the waiter and the customer 
negotiate their expectations may affect the outcomes. For example, if the waiter 
informs the customer that the kitchen is slow and then offers advice on what to 
order, the customer may adjust her expectations. If the waiter does not 
communicate this information, the customer may be dissatisfied and leave a poor 
tip.  
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Importantly, individuals usually employ frames unconsciously, and different 
individuals in the same group often employ different frames. For example, 
frames can overlap yet still be different enough to preclude collaboration or cause 
conflict. These differences are often implicit, yet can be gleaned through detailed 
discourse analysis. Since the expectations that individuals hold for 
interdisciplinary collaboration are often implicit, discourse frame analysis is 
employed to systematically uncover the linguistic evidence of expectations. 
Discourse analysis is the study of context-specific language that uses linguistic 
features to reveal human interaction as “both a reaction to the world and an 
intervention in it” (Johnstone, 2002, p. 196). In other words, during conversations 
people are both conforming to social conventions and contributing to specific 
instances of making meaning. Frame analysis proposes that people bring 
different expectations and attitudes to conversations, which then affect how 
meaning is co-constructed. As they interact linguistically they navigate 
expectation structures, or frames (Tannen, 1993). These negotiations are 
analyzed linguistically by coding speech at a very detailed level.  

Many common types of linguistic evidence are used by researchers 
conducting discourse analysis; they can include examples of word choices, tone, 
pauses, and body language. Both the detailed level of speech and the broader 
level of frames must be examined together; as Tannen explains, “all these levels 
of knowledge structures coexist and must operate in conjunction with each other 
to determine how the events […] will be perceived and then verbalized” (Tannen, 
p. 22). By examining frames and speech in concert, researchers can better 
understand how expectations are revealed in interactive communication.  
 
Common Ground 
 

Finally, we use the concept of common ground to orient our discourse 
analysis of interdisciplinary expectations in relation to Amey & Brown’s stage 
model. Common ground, is defined, beyond the cliché, as “a collaborative 
process in which the participants mutually establish what they know so 
conversation can proceed” (Olson & Olson, 2000, p. 157). Creating a common 
ground of valuing integrative collaboration is essential for interdisciplinary teams 
(Kockelmans, 1979), yet common ground can be difficult to build, in part, due to 
unconscious assumptions (Öberg, 2009). In exploring the process of creating 
common ground, we propose the model depicted in Figure 1, where the varying 
sizes of circles indicate differing priories, awareness and strength of expectations.  
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Figure 1  
Establishing common ground for interdisciplinary research 
 
 

Individuals enter into discourse events with both differing and similar frames 
of expectations. In order to reach common ground for interdisciplinary 
collaboration at Amey & Brown’s Stage 3, participants must negotiate their 
frames of expectations through interactive communication within each discourse 
event. It is no coincidence that this foundation of common ground does not fully 
develop until the third and final stage.  
 

Method 
 

Setting and Participants 
 

This study was set at a large public research university on the east coast of 
the United States. The core team that forms the subject of this study consisted of 
five members (Table 2) and was formed two years prior to this study for the 
purpose of teaching an interdisciplinary project course. We chose this team due 
to their frequent and explicit discussions concerning their teaming philosophy, 
which focused on working across disciplinary boundaries by dropping 
assumptions and being open to learning new ways of teaching and conducting 
research, hence their mantra of  “leave your discipline at the door.” 
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Table 2 
Team Members and Potential Collaborators. 
 

Pseudonym Role College Rank 

Brad Team Member Architecture Professor 

Belinda Team Member Business Associate Professor 

Ted Team Member Engineering Associate Professor 

Nate Team Member Architecture Associate Professor 

Matt Team Member Architecture Professor 

Chris Potential Collaborator – did 
not join team Liberal Arts Assistant Professor 

Jan Potential Collaborator – 
joined team Architecture Assistant Professor 

Sean Potential Collaborator – 
joined team Engineering Assistant Professor 

Robin Potential Collaborator – did 
not join team Engineering Assistant Professor 

 
 

Throughout our data collection, this team sought to expand its membership 
and expertise. In these initial meetings with potential collaborators, the team 
articulated their underlying values and how they worked together, explicitly 
establishing their teaming philosophy and expectations for interdisciplinary 
work. Of the weekly team meetings observed by the authors, three particular 
meetings were chosen for this analysis because these were the initial meetings 
with four potential collaborators (Table 2), and discourse frame analysis revealed 
individuals’ expectations for collaboration. The team was working on a series of 
research and educational projects that revolved around industrial safety grants 
and grant proposals, and was seeking team members to write, conduct research, 
and design curriculum (We limited the details of their research area to protect the 
identities of the participants.). In each meeting, one team member introduced a 
potential collaborator(s) to the rest of the team. The newcomer proposed a 
research idea to the team; they discussed the potential project and then adjourned. 
Belinda introduced Chris, a university research center administrator, to provide 
additional information about an internal proposal process as well as to discuss 
potential opportunities to collaborate. Brad introduced Jan, a colleague in his 
department, to propose a research idea and to discuss specific grants that should 
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be targeted. Ted introduced Sean and Robin, two assessment experts, who 
proposed ideas for an interdisciplinary course project. From these three meetings, 
two of the four potential collaborators, Jan and Sean, engaged in long-term 
interactions with the team while the other two, Robin and Chris, did not.  

The authors attended both weekly private and potential collaborator meetings 
over a 19-month period where they took observational field notes, supplemented 
by audio recordings that were later transcribed verbatim. The data collection for 
this study was approved through human subjects (IRB) review. Each participant 
was assigned a pseudonym.  
 
Data Analysis 

 
The first two authors used NVivo qualitative analysis software to code all 

three transcripts in detail using Tannen’s (1993) sixteen types of linguistic 
features. They cross-checked their results for consistency, and when 
inconsistencies were noted they were discussed and transcripts were reexamined 
for that specific code, with the third author also reading the transcript and helping 
to make a judgment. In this stage of analysis, patterns emerged in which seven 
types of linguistic features were differentially used by participants who 
eventually collaborated with the team and those who did not (Table 3).  

The next step was to compare patterns of language use. Researchers counted 
individual features and examined the ways in which the features were used and 
responded to by others in the discourse. Finally, these patterns were mapped to 
characteristics in Amey & Brown’s model to determine how potential team 
members may or may not align in their approaches to collaboration. Specifically, 
the way that individuals used linguistic features in context was mapped to 
Discipline Orientation, Knowledge Engagement, Work Orientation or Leadership 
in Table 1, which was characteristic of one of more of Amey & Brown’s stages. 
 

Results 
 

In this section we first describe the core team in terms of Amey & Brown’s 
stage model, finding that they were operating at Stage 3. Then, we present our 
analysis of discourse events indicating the stage expectations of each of the four 
potential collaborators.  

 
Collaborative Development of the Core Team 
 

We used observational data to determine that the interdisciplinary team under 
study was operating at Stage 3 of Amey & Brown’s model of interdisciplinary 
collaboration. The team took an integrative approach to both their research and   
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their teaching collaborations. For example, in terms of Discipline Orientation 
(Table 1), each member learned a component of the other’s discipline: the 
engineer learned methods for teaching marketing and value propositions; the 
business professor learned to teach design principles, and the architecture 
professor learned how to write computer programming code. In terms of 
Knowledge Engagement, each member of the core team and members who 
worked with the team served not as content consultants, but rather as facilitators 
who helped the entire team write proposals and conduct studies. For example, a 
safety engineer who worked with the team not only offered knowledge about 
current applications, but also brainstormed technical solutions and marketing 
approaches. The Work Orientation of the team was collaborative and conducted 
for general goal attainment versus individual progress; all members took 
responsibility for the team’s outcomes. For example, the team carefully examined 
each project goal for its worthiness to the entire team, order of authorship was 
rotated for each publication and each article and proposal was co-written with 
contributions by all members and drafts changing hands multiple times. Finally, 
the Leadership model was “web-like.” For example, leadership rotated according 
to who had time, connections, or initiative to spearhead a particular project. In 
the course that the members co-taught, they created the syllabus and calendar 
together and actually co-taught each class with each member in the classroom 
whenever possible. The leadership ethos was one of servant leadership. The team 
had frequent open discussions of how interdisciplinary work might impact 
promotion and tenure, and senior members prioritized team decisions that would 
put focus on how a project could help junior members in their career 
development. The team often joked that whichever member was absent at one 
weekly meeting be the team “leader” for the next week. Overall, as stated above, 
the team adopted the motto of  “leave your discipline at the door”—that is, their 
expectations of team members was for everyone to contribute their expertise, but 
(more importantly) be ready to think outside the structure of their discipline to 
find new and creative ways of conducting research and teaching design.  
 
Analysis of Discourse Events in the Team Meetings 
 

We used the linguistic features listed in Table 4 to guide our analysis. As 
Table 4 indicates, some features were used more by certain members than others. 
However, frequency of use is not as important as the way in which a feature was 
used, so the following sections provide descriptions of each context. 
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Table 4 
Use of Linguistic Features by Participants 
 
Linguistic Features Use by participants 

Backtrack 
Used most often by participants who continued with the team. 
Used to retrace statements and clarify meaning. 
 

Hedges and Hedgelike Words 
and Phrases 

Used most often by participants who continued with the team. 
Used to create conversational space for negotiation of meaning. 
 

False Starts 

Used most often by participants who did not continue with the 
team. Used to change the direction of sense-making or to 
control the meaning of a concept. 
 

Interpretations 

Used most often by participants who did not continue with the 
team. Used to represent a situation in terms of their own 
disciplinary lens. 

Repetition 

Used by both categories of participants. Continuing members 
used to foster better understanding. Non-continuing members 
used to emphasize their own viewpoint. 
 

Generalization 

Used by both categories of participants. Continuing members 
used to find a common area of understanding. Non-continuing 
members used to over-generalization or stereotype. 
 

Modals 

Used by both categories of participants. Continuing members 
used modals such as “could” and “would” indicate possibility 
and acknowledgment of contingency. Non-continuing members 
used modals such as “should” indicated a desire for events to 
occur according to the speaker’s expectations. 
 

 
 

The following results examine the linguistic features of each of the potential 
collaborators’ expectations of interdisciplinary collaboration, showing that the 
two eventual collaborators (Jan and Sean) engaged with the team primarily at the 
level of Amey & Brown’s Stage 2; and that the two who did not continue 
working with the team (Robin and Chris) approached the meetings with 
expectations aligning with Stage 1. In each meeting, the potential collaborators 
presented their qualifications in terms of their experience and knowledge. 
However, the mode in which each person presented their qualifications varied, 
and these variations reflected different expectations of what their role in the team 
project would be. 
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Stage 1 interactions—Chris. We begin by describing how Chris used 
generalization and repetition to indicate his expectations of working with the 
group as a Stage 1 disciplinary expert, which is a reasonable starting point for a 
team that was new to him. Unfortunately, this was inconsistent with the group 
members’ Stage 3 uses of hedges and interpretation indicative of a more 
integrated, collaborative team.  

At the start of the meeting, Belinda introduced Chris, who was already 
known by reputation to the team. Because of his position on the internal judging 
panel for grant proposals, Chris was both a potential collaborator and gatekeeper. 
He presented himself as a scholar and participant in the industry under 
discussion, and generalized his experiences to a substantial sector of this 
industry:  

 
Chris: I’m, ah, I’m writing a paper right now on the addressing the digital 
divide in the […] industry. And, ah, the claim is that most papers that you 
read about the use of technology and computing the […] industry say the 
same thing. People assume that we are not high tech, but we are high tech, 
with some problems, but we are high tech.  

 
Chris presented himself as an expert when he stated that he is writing a paper that 
disputes a common claim about digital cultures; however, he made no effort to 
interpret his experiences in terms of collaboration with the team’s goals of 
building a collaborative product. In terms of Amey & Brown’s model of 
interdisciplinary collaboration, Chris’s Discipline Orientation was discipline-
dominant and his Knowledge Engagement that of expert consultant (Stage 1). 
Additionally, it can be inferred from his first-person pronoun usage that his Work 
Orientation was individual (also Stage 1)(‘I’m writing a paper’)(When he said 
‘we are high tech,’ he was extending his expertise to the entire subsector of his 
industry and not referring to the team he might join.). 

Several minutes into the meeting, after Chris summarized the ideas the team 
has offered, he also repeated some of his main points. First, he repeated the 
research that he has done and then, using a negative statement beginning with 
‘but’, pointed out problems with the presence of technology in the industry: 

 
Chris: But the actual delivery has been difficult because of how do we 
implement this? How do we go and bring workers to a cave-like environment 
so they can be in virtual reality? Or how, or even worse, how do we take this 
cave environment with glove and goggles and everything to the [work] site? 
So delivery is a problem. I mean how, how do you actually get the training. 
 

From this exchange, the team was given a problem to work out, and the questions 
did not support integrative problem solving but rather a charge to figure out 
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something that has not been accomplished yet in the industry under discussion. 
And since Chris was serving on the review panel, the team did not interpret his 
statement as an invitation to collaborate but rather as a potential issue to address 
in a proposal. This exchange further supports the conclusion that Chris’s frame of 
expectations was characteristic of Amey & Brown’s Stage 1, in which Work 
Orientation is individual and Leadership is top-down. His Knowledge 
Engagement was as an expert consultant offering a problem to be solved, and his 
role in the work was as an individual—not part of the group or team. In this 
scenario, he positioned himself as a top-down leader who will act as a consultant 
and decision-maker. 

At the end of the meeting, the parting discussion with Chris highlights his 
status hierarchically in relation to the potential proposal project, with Belinda 
tentatively asking him if he is interested (and with repetition that indicates that 
her question is unexpected). Belinda’s hedge, ‘I know you’re so over-extended’, 
reflected her interpretation that Chris is not interested, based on his actions 
moments before when he began putting away his pen and notebook: 

 
Belinda: Chris, are you interested in something like this? Is this a project that 
would be of interest to you? I know you’re so over-extended. 
Chris: Hum, well, I would like to but you know if it’s mostly content based 
we have to see where the resources are going to come from. Who is going to 
do--  
Belinda: Right 
Chris: --the work and that’s my concern because--  
Nate: Yeah 
Chris: --I have other, I have many other-- tasks to do for this big proposal. 

 
Chris’s question of ‘who is going to do the work’ implies that he will not be 
doing the work, and thus positions his Work Orientation as an individual separate 
from the team (Stage 1) and his Leadership model as top-down (Stage 1:  they 
will acquire resources and pay someone else to do the work). Also, Chris 
repeated the statement ‘I have other, I have many other tasks to do’ to emphasize 
that his input would be limited. Again, Chris presented his role as a discipline-
specific expert consultant—putting his Discipline Orientation and Knowledge 
Engagement at Stage 1 of Amey & Brown’s model. Chris’s agreement to 
participate in the project would thus be determined by the efficiency of the 
project plan—an approach again characteristic of Amey & Brown’s Stage 1 in 
which individuals contribute their expertise in a linear fashion. 

Stage 2 interactions—Jan. Jan’s initial interactions with the team were very 
different from those of Chris. Jan used interpretations, generalizations, 
repetitions, hedges, conditional modals and false starts to build her ideas from 
the team and gently disagree when necessary. The team members also engaged in 
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false starts and conditional modals in similar ways. The common ground of 
expectations at Amey & Brown’s Stages 2 and 3 built further consensus and 
resulted in a positive invitation to join the team as a collaborator.  

At the outset of the meeting, Brad briefly introduced Jan, who then explained 
her background to the team. She concisely explained her area of technical 
expertise, interpreting her experience in relation to the interdisciplinary team, 
and then immediately generalizing toward integrating her work with the team’s 
work: ‘Brad was talking to me about what you’re hoping to do with this 
technology, it’s very exciting, and I have some ideas that I could share with you 
guys.’ Jan’s use of the subjunctive modal ‘could’ indicates a tentativeness 
contingent on whether or not the team is interested in hearing her ideas. She 
started out by presenting her ideas as potentially fitting in with the work the team 
is already doing. Brad then used a false start to push the conversation forward: 
‘Because Jan was especially talking about how … how particulates might not be 
the low hanging fruit…’. In this way, Brad and Jan were already engaging with 
the thought process of the team—that is, trying to figure out a good place to start 
applying their technology to a new content area. So, in terms of Amey & 
Brown’s (2005) model of interdisciplinary collaboration, Jan’s Discipline 
Orientation and Knowledge Engagement was a “parallel…coordinated approach” 
(p. 25, Stage 2) in which she took into account the team’s ongoing work and 
offers to ‘share’ her own ideas in that context.  

As the meeting progressed, Jan used repetitions to state disagreements and 
reinforce her point. For example, Jan explicitly repeated her disagreement with 
the team on a particular type of monitoring device: 

 
Jan: See, this is, the reason I keep, um, balking at this whole idea, is that we 
already know that particulates are a problem, so we don’t need to collect any 
more data to monitor that and we can, we already have controls-- 
 
Brad: yeah 
 
Jan: --for that. Where it's breaking down is that they're saying that they don't 
want to buy the controls, so if they’re not even wanting to buy the controls, 
they wouldn't buy the monitoring. 
 

Although Brad has also mentioned this difference at the beginning of the 
meeting, the team kept going back to the idea of monitoring. Jan explained her 
position several times, repeating in more direct terms until the team 
acknowledged her point: 
 

Jan: you know, it would, I can’t, they- I can't see them voluntarily buying an 
additional technology that would then reveal that they're exposing their 



Boden, McNair, and Borrego 17 
 

employees to something 
 

Brad: but, the, if they’re asked for information they have to provide it. Or 
they don't get the insurance. 
 
Jan: so, it would have to be the insurance company 
 
Belinda: Well, it would be an implicit force […] It’s, it’s it’s a monetary  
 
Brad: exactly, it’s kind of like workman's comp is an indirect incentive 
 
Jan: because, see they are already not responding to that incentive  
 
All: [laughter] 
 

This exchange occurred in a consistently conditional modality—all speakers used 
the modals ‘if’ and ‘would’ in order to avoid shutting down each other’s 
perspectives and emergent ideas. Note that Jan’s hedge, conditional modal and 
false starts ‘you know, it would, I can’t, they-’ indicate that she was 
uncomfortable with dismissing the entire idea that the team was pushing. 
Furthermore, Belinda’s false start and conditional modal shows that she was 
attempting to understand and verbalize the concept that Jan is trying to explain, 
and Jan is putting forth a marketing argument (that insurance companies would 
be more likely to buy monitoring technologies than industry companies). Brad’s 
conditional ‘if’ also helped maintain the open-ended tone. In this way, different 
perspectives are considered in parallel, through a dialog versus a debate format. 
This dialog style of verbal exchange reveals a frame of expectations that aligns 
with Amey & Brown’s Stage 2. That is, the Disciplinary Orientation was 
parallel—engaging perspectives of business, engineering, and 
architecture/building construction. The Knowledge Engagement was coordinated, 
with participants both contributing and listening, though not yet collaborating. A 
clear leader is not identifiable; rather, the Leadership was distributed and 
inclusive. 

As the meeting concluded, Nate directly asked Jan to join the proposal 
project. She agreed but also hedged by mentioning that she is an assistant 
professor, implying that she is a junior faculty member and needs to be involved 
in proposals. Both Nate and Ted responded by emphasizing her importance to the 
team: 

 
Nate: So the, um, you know again, if I'm pushing this thing but, you know, 
we're this, we're this […] but I'm assuming that, um, from your dis-, from our 
discussion here that, that if we were to submit a proposal, you'd be willing to 
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be on it? 
 
Jan: Oh, yeah [laughter] 
 
Nate: OK 
 
Jan: Granted, I'm an assistant professor 
 
Nate: I wanted, I guess I wanted to hear a yes because frankly, I don't think 
we're going anywhere without you...on this. 
 
Jan: Cool 
 
Ted: Yeah, yeah, yeah, so, I view this group, I view this group as we're kind 
of a core that can reach out in a bunch of different directions 
 
Jan: That's great. 
 
Ted: And we're going to have to grab 
 
Nate: Yeah-- 
 
Ted:  I mean, in order to be successful we're going to have to grab other 
people  
 
Nate: --Right, and this one-- 
 
Ted: and bring them in. 
 
Nate: --is set up perfect. 
 
Jan: Collaboration is fun, you know what I mean? 

 
The seamless switches between the ‘I’ and ‘we’ pronouns demonstrated Nate’s 
and Ted’s integrative team philosophy—a Work Orientation at the team (Stage 3) 
level with a Leadership model that was at least facilitative and inclusive (Stage 
2). Also, they noted that the team needs different perspectives in order to be 
successful, and that Jan would be part of a team that values ‘reaching out in 
different directions’—indicating the integrative Stage 3 of Discipline Orientation. 
If Jan decided to participate in the proposal project, it was clear that she was 
joining a collaborative enterprise of knowledge engagement in which all 
disciplines are valued and leadership is distributed. Jan’s last line, ‘Collaboration 
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is fun, you know what I mean?’ highlights her collaborative Stage 2/3 
Knowledge Engagement and continues her hedgelike approach in which she 
continually sought cohesion with the other members at a team (Stage 3) level of 
Work Orientation.  

Contrasting interactions—Sean and Robin. Sean and Robin were 
introduced to the team in the same meeting, which provides an opportunity for 
direct contrast of their Amey & Brown stage expectations and how their use of 
linguistic features evidenced these expectations. Like Chris, Robin portrayed 
himself as an expert on engineering design who could act as a consultant to the 
team, reflecting Stage 1 of Amey & Brown’s model. In promoting the idea of 
outcomes assessment, he used an engineering example: 

 
Robin: Right, OK. So now I have a concept sketch of it. How the heck would 
I know whether it worked? So, do you want a plan that would say, OK, 
here’s what our design looks like. When we build it we’re going to run these 
tests to make sure it’s in compliance here. I’m going to push the button and 
turn it on and it’s going to go up and then I’m going to push the button and 
turn it off and it’s going to go down and that will constitute success.  
Ted: Is it acceptable to the user is what you’re saying. Like…  
Robin: Yeah 
Ted: How do we know that’s acceptable? 
Robin: How do you know? It’s some kind of performance test. So--  
Nate: Well, no, I’m not hearing “is it acceptable to the user” I’m hearing 
“does it work.” 
Robin: Well, but acceptable to the user, I mean you can define … a 
performance test anyway, when you do the design, at the beginning.  
 

Robin’s interpretation of success was based on an engineering model of 
functionality, and he generalized this definition to an interdisciplinary project. In 
terms of Amey & Brown’s model of interdisciplinary collaboration, Robin 
communicated Knowledge Engagement as an expert who could advise the team 
about something outside of their expertise (Stage 1); and by using engineering as 
a translation metaphor, he positioned engineering as dominant with respect to the 
other disciplines represented in the meeting, thus taking a Stage 1 Discipline 
Orientation. Nate used a negative statement to disrupt the narrative and 
backtracked to Robin’s initial statement about whether something ‘worked’, 
indicating that his expectation of what is ‘acceptable to the user’—a user-
centered industrial design or marketing model—was not being met. Likewise, 
Robin’s use of ‘anyway’ indicates that his expectation was also not met, but he 
tried to push forward without resolving the point. At this point, Sean, taking a 
different approach, attempted to bring together the differing perspectives by 
backtracking to Nate’s earlier objection about what is “acceptable” (thus 
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indicating an integrative (Stage 3) Discipline Orientation by bringing in another 
disciplinary perspective) and she hedged with the words ‘I think’ and ‘because’ 
which could indicate she is less confident in asserting her expertise over others: 
  

Sean: I think there’s a distinction here, because I’ve sat in with design people 
before, and ‘acceptable to the user’ is not just that it will work. Like— 
 

At this point, Robin interrupted to repeat his engineering example and, when 
pressed by other members to consider other criteria for success, used an 
interpretive comment to characterize Nate’s discipline’s contribution: ‘Right, 
does it look good, is it aesthetically… does it fit the room décor…’ This 
prompted Ted to immediately label Robin’s characterization as ‘pigeonholing.’ It 
is probable that Ted had interpreted Robin’s comment as dismissive, again 
contributing to an impression that in terms of Discipline Orientation his 
expectation of the project is that the engineering discipline is dominant (Stage 1). 
It is worth noting that Ted is an engineer, but as a member of a Stage 3 team, he 
was comfortable defending his architecture colleague’s perspective.  

Robin and Sean also used repetition to make their points, but in different 
ways. While Robin repeated the engineering example described above, Sean 
repeated the idea of outcomes assessment but instead based it on the team’s 
course, beginning with the hedge ‘you know’ and the connective ‘so’: 
 

Sean: You know, so, do you want them to learn how to communicate better 
in interdisciplinary teams, yes or no? 
Nate: Absolutely 
Matt: Yeah 
Sean: OK, that’s an outcome 
Nate: Got ya 
Sean: And, and we’ll do--  
Nate: I get your drift 
Sean: --some product, like a report or a, or a proposal or something like that-- 
Nate: And that will 
Sean: --will demonstrate  
Nate: prove  
Sean: --the outcome 
Nate: the outcome. Demonstrate the outcome 
Sean: Prove the outcome 
 

Sean again used a type of hedge ‘some product, like a report or a, or a proposal 
or something like that’ to indicate that this is not her territory but rather that the 
details would be determined through a team effort. Her and Nate’s language 
meshed in a dialog characteristic of Amey & Brown’s Stage 2, a frame of 
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expectations in which Knowledge Engagement is coordinated and speakers work 
as a team contributing from their disciplines in a parallel versus a dominant 
mode. 

The result of the meeting with Robin and Sean was the most ambiguous, 
perhaps due to their very different modes of interaction with the team. After Sean 
discussed a specific course activity that she and Matt both had experience with, 
Matt recalled:  

 
Matt: They had, um, a person who was responsible for arbitration and, ah, 
maybe it’s time to, pull out some of those, some of those documents 
again…and spread them out on the table, when we talk about our syllabus, 
see if there’s anything useful. 
 

By using the pronoun ‘we’, Matt indicates that he might like to follow up on 
Sean’s idea, perhaps even in collaboration (Stage 3 of Knowledge Engagement). 
Sean nods at this suggestion, but yields to Robin in the adjournment of the 
meeting. On the other hand, Robin pushed for “next steps” and started to assume 
a leadership role based on his own source of funding: 
 

Robin: that, the first thing I’d like to, to sort of try to figure out and 
accomplish, is what we need to do for the summer and what the schedule’s 
going to look like. And I think that the thing that, that I have summer money 
for and sort of what happens there is to help plan and organize the class and 
talk about specific interventions that we’re going to do. And I know you have 
a couple and I think there’s a couple more that are going to emerge. 
 

However, Nate replied with the hedge ‘just’, saying that he wants ‘just one more 
time talking before we talk about doing this.’ Note again the pronoun usage in 
Robin’s language, which is heavily based on ‘I’. Even though his statement 
begins with a hedge ‘sort of’, his frame of expectations was based on a 
hierarchical structure undergirded by his financial input, which aligns most 
closely with Amey & Brown’s top-down leadership orientation of Stage 1. That 
is, his Knowledge Engagement would be as an expert consultant (Knowledge 
Engagement at Stage 1), with the Disciplinary Orientation dominantly being 
educational assessment. Although his Work Orientation was somewhat group-
based (Stage 2: ‘specific interventions that we’re going to do’), and his view of 
Leadership facilitative (Stage 2: he was willing to self-fund), there is a definite 
sense that he was attempting to establish his individual work role and schedule. 

Summary. These four potential collaborators verbally indicated their 
expectations of working with the team, and these expectations aligned with 
different stages in Amey & Brown’s model. Reflecting Stage 2 and 3 in Work 
and Discipline Orientation and Knowledge Engagement, Jan and Sean attempted 
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to integrate their experience with the team’s goals, and they presented their 
expertise in a way that implied coordination with all disciplines represented. 
Since the team was already operating at Stage 3, the common ground of 
expectations facilitated ongoing collaborations for Jan and Sean with the team. 
On the other hand, Chris and Robin exemplified Stage 1 by presenting 
themselves as expert consultants with a singular disciplinary stance. In Robin’s 
case, this provoked an immediate negative response from multiple team 
members. In both cases, the mismatch on expectations with respect to Amey & 
Brown’s interdisciplinary team stages was too strong and neither Chris nor Robin 
continued to work with the team.  
 

Discussion 
 

This Stage 3 interdisciplinary faculty team emphasized integration of 
disciplines while eschewing traditional leadership structures—this was the 
enduring frame, or structure of expectations, necessary for working with them. 
As the team met with potential collaborators to pursue a safety-related project, 
they were explicitly looking for someone who could “leave their discipline at the 
door.” The two potential members who collaborated long-term with the team 
engaged in discourse in ways that demonstrated willingness to work toward 
common understanding as well as respect and integration of everyone’s 
contribution. These approaches to teaming are consistent with Stages 2 and 3 of 
Amey & Brown’s model.  

We analyzed the discourse using seven linguistic features that could help 
researchers gain insight into an individual’s expectations of interdisciplinary 
collaboration. Although quantity of usage was not taken as an indicator in this 
qualitative study, we did note a few patterns. Individuals who became 
collaborators used linguistic features of expectations such as dialogic repetition, 
backtrack, and hedgelike words and phrases more often than those who did not 
collaborate with the team. Their language use signaled willingness to adapt and 
shift expectations in a shared discourse, as well as alignment with the Stages 2 
and 3 of Amey & Brown’s model, characterized by increased integration, 
collaboration, teamwork, and distributed leadership. Furthermore, in these 
instances, both team members and the potential collaborators were working 
towards the creation of common ground both in terms of content and in terms of 
collaborative behaviors.  

On the other hand, when potential members came to the meeting expecting to 
contribute primarily as domain experts, perhaps for a shorter period of time, they 
did not work as successfully to create common ground. Their expectations were 
evidenced by the extensive use of debative repetition, false starts, and 
interpretations. This evidence of expectations signaled an approach dominated 
by contributing disciplinary expertise through repetition of one perspective, 
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interruption of narrative, and interpretation through discipline-centric lenses. 
These speakers’ attempts to describe other disciplinary perspectives were viewed 
as stereotypes (‘pigeon-holing’) by the team members. In addition to this 
dominant Discipline Orientation, in terms of Amey & Brown’s model, these 
speakers emphasized other Stage 1 characteristics through their Knowledge 
Engagement as experts, individual contribution to Work, and a top-down 
Leadership model. We argue that, since the core team was operating at Stage 3, 
these discourse behaviors contributed to the outcome of not establishing common 
ground nor ongoing collaboration. 

The implications of these findings are less about specific discourse strategies 
(e.g., hedges, interruptions, etc.) than they are about aligning expectations for 
interdisciplinary collaboration. When the expectations of two parties align, both 
are more committed to compromise and collaboration. This occurs as individuals 
explicitly seek to clarify epistemological and ontological differences and work 
toward a creation of common ground—through communication. The significant 
barriers to interdisciplinary research have a greater chance of being overcome if 
they are addressed rather than ignored, especially if participants are aware that 
their own expectations may or may not match the expectation frames of others. 
This leads to two additional observations: first, as noted previously, expectations 
are more often implicit rather than explicit; and second, differences can be 
productive, especially if consciously managed. In fact, differing perspectives are 
actually one of the advantages of interdisciplinary collaboration. When people 
expect differences, they often take extra effort to explain themselves and their 
position (Öberg, 2009). On the other hand, when collaborators appear similar on 
the surface, implicit differences can serve as a weak foundation upon which to 
build interdisciplinary collaboration. Therefore, we recommend that 
interdisciplinary researchers reflect on their own frames of expectations (e.g., 
which stage of Amey & Brown’s model they are most comfortable with) and 
make efforts to explicitly clarify expectations with their potential collaborators. 
Specific questions about collaborative processes (e.g., meetings, writing) and 
what constitutes quality work can help uncover others’ expectations (Öberg, 
2009). 

 
Limitations 

 
This case study is limited in scope in that the data is pulled primarily from 

only three meetings. However, the core team involved in each meeting was 
observed over a long-term period of over 15 months before and after the 
meetings, so we were able to observe the team as it evolved. Also, each meeting 
was audio-recorded and completely transcribed to ensure accuracy of language 
use.  
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We also undertook the challenging task of using three theoretical models that 
relate to human interaction: 1) Tannen’s discourse analysis approach that focuses 
on frames of expectations; 2) Amey & Brown’s stage model of development that 
focuses specifically on interdisciplinary collaboration; and 3) Öberg’s 
conceptualization of “common ground” that proposes the solution of uncovering 
implicit assumptions in interdisciplinary collaborations. Finding ways to 
synthesize these theoretical views of interaction has been a complex task. 
However, we believe that the attempt is worthwhile because: 1) using discourse 
analysis methods rather than open coding is more effective in identifying implicit 
frames of expectations embedded in conversations; 2) a model of developmental 
stages provides a useful structure for mapping different levels of collaborative 
behaviors in interdisciplinary contexts; and 3) a conceptualization of how 
common ground is created provides an accessible way to think of how and why 
people should navigate implicit and explicit beliefs. In order to more clearly 
illustrate how these theoretical conceptualizations interlock, we have created a 
visual model that shows frames of expectations negotiated through discourse to 
establish common ground. This model depicts an ideal scenario that results in a 
common ground at Stage 3 of Amey & Brown’s Interdisciplinary Collaboration 
Model.  

Using this linked interpretive analysis, we have posited in this study that the 
potential collaborators who eventually joined the team had expectations that 
aligned with those of the team; however, it is beyond the scope of this data to 
speculate whether the two potential collaborators who joined the team adjusted 
their expectations to the team, or whether their previous experiences influenced 
their expectations and ways of interacting. In other words, the issue is more one 
of “fit” in terms of team and prospective members’ expectations (e.g., Stage 1, 2, 
or 3 interaction) than privileging Stage 3, particularly since Amey & Brown 
hypothesize that all interdisciplinary teams pass through Stages 1 and 2 to 
achieve Stage 3. Perhaps the other two potential collaborators would have been 
more welcome if and when the existing team was operating at Stage 1.  
 

Conclusion 
 

We offer two findings that have resulted from this study. First, we have 
presented a model (Figure 1) that synthesizes three conceptualizations of how 
explicit and implicit expectations impact human interactions across differing 
perspectives. Our model depicts a process in which people may be able to 
negotiate common ground for successful teaming by communicating their 
implicit expectations of interdisciplinary collaboration. Our second result is a 
recommendation for practice: we argue that in order for interdisciplinary 
collaborations to succeed, participants must identify their own expectations, 
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negotiate those expectations with others, and remain open to different ways of 
conducting work and pursuing knowledge.  

This research represents an important step forward in combining theoretical 
perspectives and methods from higher education, linguistics, and psychology 
toward enabling interdisciplinary collaboration. The implications of this research 
for interdisciplinary collaborators emphasize awareness and respect for different 
perspectives, as well as the communication skills to build common ground. This 
study reveals no simple approaches for successful collaboration, but presents 
some intriguing findings and hypotheses to be explored in future work. Similar 
in-depth analyses of specific interdisciplinary teams can elucidate the 
relationship between fit (alignment of expectations) and respect of multiple 
disciplinary perspectives in sustaining interdisciplinary collaboration, and 
eventually these concepts may be formalized in larger-scale survey studies of 
many interdisciplinary teams. 
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Introduction 
 

In February 2012, the US Supreme Court heard a case that would reexamine 
the constitutionality of policies that consider race in admissions decisions at 
public postsecondary institutions (Richey, 2012). In a decision that resulted in 
little legal change on its face, the Court ruled that “strict scrutiny” must be 
applied to any admissions program that considers race and that the lower courts 
which heard the case had not applied this measure (Fisher v. University of Texas 
at Austin, 2013). This ruling leaves race-based affirmative action as an option for 
admissions in public higher education, but only under careful and detailed review 
by the courts and the government, which could make it more difficult to 
implement. In this particular case, the lower court ruled that the admissions 
program could stand after applying the “strict scrutiny” measure, with one of the 
three judges on the panel dissenting (Somin, 2014). However, in April 2014, the 
Supreme Court upheld a ban against affirmative action in Michigan institutions 
of public higher education, making similar bans in other states legal if voted on 
and approved by the citizens of that state (Liptak, 2014). Two years earlier, a 
federal appeals court rejected an attempt to remove a similar ban on considering 
race at all public institutions in California, a ban which was voted on by the 
public in Proposition 209 (Egelko, 2012). These decisions come after Supreme 
Court opinions in both Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v. Bollinger, which 
together made clear that public colleges and universities could use race as a 
determining factor in admissions decisions only in so far as it contributed to a 
diverse student body and after controlling for equal standards in all other 
categories (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2012; Richey, 2012).  

Since these decisions reduced the robustness of race-based affirmative action 
policy in higher education and with further challenges to affirmative action 
policies possibly coming in the future, research has been conducted on the 
attitudes of Whites toward the concept of affirmative action. This research 
investigating the perceptions of Whites has shown that they often believe 
affirmative action to be unfair (Cabrera, 2011; Norton & Sommers, 2011; 
Shteynberg, Leslie, Knight, & Mayer, 2010; DiTomaso, Parks-Yancy, & Post, 
2011; Moore & Bell, 2011; Oh, Choi, Neville, Anderson, & Landrum-Brown, 
2010). 

Why do Whites believe the policy is unfair? What accounts for this legal 
backlash against affirmative action policy? As a White graduate student studying 
higher education, I became interested in the emergence of a backlash against 
affirmative action in higher education while studying multicultural issues. From 
my perspective, affirmative action policy serves a great purpose in higher 
education and in society; yet it seems that courts are ruling as if it is no longer 
needed. In this study, I inspect the historical framework and the recent research 
on attitudes toward affirmative action in order to illuminate the progressive 
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perception of the policy. To understand the current backlash, especially in the 
perceived post-racial moment of Barack Obama’s presidency, Critical Race 
theory will be used to highlight the disparity between students of color and 
Whites in higher education (Norton & Sommers, 2011; Yosso, Parker, Solórzano, 
& Lynn, 2004). The employment of Critical Race theory in higher education by 
administrators and educators as it applies to affirmative action will also be 
discussed.   
 

Affirmative Action Policy Through a Critical Race Theoretical Lens 
 

According to Delgado and Stefancic (2012), Critical Race theory has two 
basic propositions from which all other ideas emerge. The first proposition 
maintains that racism is the norm in US society and that current color-blind 
notions of understanding race do not acknowledge the racism that exists 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). The second proposition suggests that the 
perpetuation of racism benefits the dominant group, Whites (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2012). Therefore, Critical Race theory proposes that race as a way of 
categorization is socially constructed and that the attempt to categorize people 
based on race is a way of assigning traits to social groups that will benefit the 
dominant racial group (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). In what many people 
consider to be a post-racial moment, Critical Race Theorists point to research 
showing how race impacts contemporary US society, including a critical 
examination of racial data in fair housing; employment and unemployment; 
credit and loan applications; public suspicion; consumerism; prison population; 
executive power in all sectors of government, business, and academia; poverty; 
and health care (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). If we are in a post-racial society, 
these disparities would not exist along racial lines as they do (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2012). 

In light of the propositions of Critical Race theory, examining the history of 
affirmative action policy provides a context for current attitudes. In the 1960s, 
Presidents Kennedy and Johnson created affirmative action policies in education 
through executive orders after the court decision of Brown v. Board of Education 
and in the midst of the Civil Rights movement (Plaut, 2011). The purpose of the 
policies in higher education was to recruit and admit students of color, 
proactively considering race as an important factor in admissions decisions 
(Crosby, Iyer, & Sincharoen, 2006). Affirmative action policy is distinct from 
equal opportunity in that the policy actively attempts to increase representation of 
racial minorities (Crosby et al., 2006). The policy presupposes that “structural 
impediments to true equality do not always take the form of overt discrimination” 
(Crosby, Iyer, Clayton, & Downing, 2003, p. 95). 

The rulings made by the Supreme Court since Brown v. Board of Education 
have altered the legal arguments surrounding affirmative action policy in higher 
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education over time (Crosby et al., 2006). Yosso et al. (2004) contend that three 
legal arguments have been made both for and against affirmative action policies. 
In the first argument, affirmative action as a remedy and community service, the 
policy is important as it compensates for past and present discrimination against 
applicants of color (Yosso et al., 2004). This argument acknowledges the 
structural racism that Critical Race theory studies and illuminates. The second 
argument presents the notion that “color-blind” is the most equitable way to 
admit students, as race-neutral policies will not adversely affect any students 
(Yosso et al., 2004). This argument ignores structural inequities in institutions 
and culture that permeate the lives of both students and admissions personnel. 
The third argument used in legal proceedings is the idea that diversity is an 
important factor in educating students who will be competing in a global 
marketplace and working with diverse others (Yosso et al., 2004). This argument 
is the current legal rationale supporting higher education affirmative action 
policy as prescribed by the Supreme Court, allowing students to be evaluated 
based on race only as part of a holistic package of admissions criteria that may 
include test scores, G.P.A., essays, volunteer work, socio-economic status, and 
other factors (Crosby et al., 2006). However, the diversity rationale, when 
examined through a Critical Race theory lens, explains the benefits of diversity 
as they apply to White students, discounting the education of students of color 
and how they may contribute to society after college (Yosso et al., 2004). Yosso 
et al. (2004) make a case for the continuation of the remedy and community 
service argument. Affirmative action policy is still needed if racism still exists in 
contemporary US society and the research shows that it does. If more students of 
color have access to higher education, then systems of power in place that benefit 
Whites would be exposed, which in turn would result in changed socio-economic 
statuses and increased societal power for historically underrepresented racial 
groups (Crosby et al., 2006). 

However, Whites may not be able to recognize the privilege they hold when 
applying to institutions of higher education, making affirmative action policy 
seem like “reverse racism” (Norton & Sommers, 2011). Dyer (1997) argued that 
images of the White race are ignored in contemporary US media and cultural 
representations. This absence is a result of the power dynamics in play with 
Whites as the dominant racial group; therefore, other racial groups are marked as 
raced and Whites are inherently “human” (Dyer, 1997). Dalton (1995) 
maintained that this disconnect is based on the power of individualism in US 
culture, which finds fault with social communities as categorizations that have 
any marked effect. He stated, “race obliviousness [for Whites] is the natural 
occurrence of being in the driver’s seat” (Dalton, 1995, p. 17). The consequence 
of this “race obliviousness” is that Whites cannot see the privileges that being of 
the dominant racial group confer upon them (Dalton, 1995). In a landmark work 
attempting to make these privileges visible, McIntosh (1988) listed privileges 
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that she recognized as being a result of her White race and even in her writing 
claimed, “I repeatedly forgot each of the realizations on this list until I wrote it 
down” (p. 99), making invisibility a factor even in the act of acknowledgement. 
In light of the concepts of privilege and Critical Race theory, attitudes toward 
affirmative action are situated within constructed systems where the White race 
is dominant and therefore invisible by Whites. 

Based on these premises and the history of affirmative action in higher 
education, I developed several integrated ideas to guide my thoughts regarding 
the intersections of affirmative action, Critical Race theory, and White privilege 
in order to understand the current backlash against the policy. First, affirmative 
action policy may represent a threat to Whites, who believe the tables have 
turned and people of color have an unfair advantage in contemporary US society. 
This perceived threat may come from seeing a person of color in the most 
powerful position in our society, namely the US Presidency. Second, the invisible 
nature of White privilege can affect the attitudes that Whites have toward 
affirmative action policy, believing that it elevates students of color over Whites 
in the admissions process, primarily because people of color in power are 
inherently more visible. Third, Critical Race theory brings to light the implicit 
self-innocence that Whites may assume when arguing against affirmative action 
policy, determining that they may not feel implicated in the system from which 
they benefit. Lastly and most importantly, the factors besides race that 
admissions counselors take into consideration when deciding to admit a 
particular student exist within the constructed framework of a racist society. 
Therefore, if race were eliminated as a factor for consideration, students of color 
would likely not be represented in higher education at the rates they currently are. 
In states that have banned affirmative action in public higher education, this has 
proved true (Fessenden & Keller, 2014). However, the disconnect Whites often 
feel between the individual and society perpetuates the ideology that if 
affirmative action is eliminated any change in higher education demographics is 
the fault of the individual not society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 
 

White Attitudes Toward Affirmative Action Policy 
 

Many research studies have been conducted on Whites to determine their 
attitudes toward affirmative action policies and the beliefs Whites hold about 
race. DiTomaso et al. (2011) reviewed the research on White attitudes toward 
affirmative action and summarized that the overall perspective, White comfort 
with equal opportunity but discomfort with affirmative action, remained clear for 
a White majority, but the reasoning behind this view remained unclear. In an 
attempt to clarify the reasoning behind Whites’ views toward affirmative action, 
the researchers conducted a qualitative study and found that the participants 
believed their circumstances to be products of their own efforts, with the 
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privileged position that society grants to them based on race remaining invisible. 
As Critical Race theory and White privilege illuminate, Whites cannot see the 
system from which they themselves benefit. They may not be aware of the 
disparities within society along racial lines, or if they are, they may determine 
that those disparities are a result of cultural or individual differences, not racism. 
DiTomaso et al. (2011) concluded that two themes emerged from their research; 
first, that the respondents had not settled on a position until the researchers 
presented them with the policy issues, not immediately seeing how affirmative 
action policies could be relevant to them. The second emergent theme was 
psychological in nature and related to the disconnect between the personal and 
the systemic, for the respondents and for racial minorities. The respondents in 
DiTomaso et al.’s (2011) study attributed their success or failure to their personal 
characteristics and actions and discounted the societal, systemic, or constructed 
factors that contributed to their life outcomes. They held these standards for 
people of color as well, suggesting the invisibility of the systems of power in 
which Whites participate. Critical Race theory points out that structural racism is 
by its very nature invisible, as it is not individuals who perpetuate racism but 
systems.  

In a quantitative study of students and working adults, Shteynberg et al. 
(2010) found that although Whites’ reactions and attitudes toward affirmative 
action policies were not consistent, negative perceptions of affirmative action 
policies correlated to high markers regarding two beliefs. The researchers defined 
the first belief, modern racism, as the idea that people of color are no longer 
discriminated against in contemporary society and actually receive special 
treatment based on their race. The researchers defined the second belief, 
collective relative deprivation, as the notion that Whites are placed at a 
disadvantage in contemporary society. When taken in concert, an individual who 
scored highly in the research as having both of these beliefs perceived affirmative 
action policy as unfair. The researchers maintained that these beliefs about 
society cannot be separated and that trying to provide a singular explanation for 
White attitudes toward affirmative action policy is not possible. The idea that the 
tables have turned may have emerged from more prevalent cultural 
representations of people of color in positions of power, such as the US 
presidency. Because Whites see themselves as without a race as Critical Race 
theory and White privilege concepts suggest, people of color who have achieved 
substantial positions of power are more visible, and therefore, must have had 
advantages in order to achieve those positions. 

Oh et al. (2010) examined college students of all races to determine 
differences between group self-interest and racism beliefs as they relate to 
affirmative action. The researchers found that Whites were more likely to believe 
that affirmative action policies were unfair compared to student participants of 
color. Students who believed that anyone could be the victim of racism were 
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similar to those who believed that racism was no longer a problem for 
contemporary US society in that both tended to oppose affirmative action policy. 
These students need to be exposed to the systems in place supporting structural 
racism, and higher education is the place to do this. In addition, the difference 
between racism and discrimination needs to be explored. When using a Critical 
Race theory framework, Whites hold the power and privilege in our culture, in 
our institutions, and in our social order. Therefore, they cannot experience 
racism. Any discrimination that individual Whites may experience is likely based 
on other factors of their identity, such as sexuality or socio-economic status, as 
the structures in place support and benefit them as Whites. Oh et al. (2010) found 
that students who had a critical consciousness of the systems at work regarding 
racial dominance and subordination were more likely to believe that affirmative 
action was needed and positive. This critical consciousness is what we need to 
encourage in our students. 

Norton and Sommers (2011) conducted a study to test a hypothesis that 
Whites may perceive racism as a “zero-sum game,” meaning that as bias is 
reduced for Blacks it increases for Whites. The researchers asked both Black and 
White participants to rate anti-White and anti-Black bias through the decades of 
the twentieth and into the twenty-first century. Whites perceived that over time 
anti-Black bias declined steadily while anti-White bias increased steadily, 
resulting in more anti-White bias in the last ten years than anti-Black bias. Blacks 
perceived that bias against Whites remained fairly low and steady over time, 
whereas anti-Black bias decreased since the 1960s, but not at the same rate that 
Whites perceived. The revelation that Whites believed there to be more bias 
against Whites than against Blacks affects how Whites perceive policy such as 
affirmative action, as benefitting those who are already enjoying freedom from 
discrimination. This ignores the research that Critical Race theory illuminates 
about various social inequities along racial lines. This “zero-sum game” attitude 
may result in eliminating and reducing the reach of affirmative action policy, as it 
threatens the perceived earned resources of Whites. 

Moore and Bell (2011) examined the discourses surrounding affirmative 
action policy among students at elite law schools. These students may have the 
power to create change in affirmative action policy through their future careers. 
They found that, through their qualitative interviews with White law students and 
in the legal language in affirmative action cases, White normative stories of 
affirmative action emerged. The notion of “color-blindness” in discussions of the 
purpose of affirmative action policy as it related to the “diversity” argument 
surfaced, revealing an implicitly racist viewpoint of the White students 
interviewed by the researchers. The innocence of the White individual was the 
second theme to emerge from Moore and Bell’s (2011) study as it related to 
White privilege and individualism. When Moore and Bell (2011) interviewed 
students of color at elite law schools, students expressed frustration with the 
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affirmative action narrative as limiting the perceptions of their abilities. The 
researchers proposed that this discomfort was not a factor of affirmative action 
itself but of the White reframing of the affirmative action story. This proposal, 
using Critical Race theory, is similar in scope to the way that the “diversity” 
argument benefits White students. Moore and Bell (2011) concluded that the 
dominant racial discourse in elite law schools had an enormous effect on 
affirmative action policy, as it put students of color in the position of defending 
their right to be in law school in the first place. Therefore, law schools 
perpetuated the racialized systems of dominance and subordination by not 
addressing the discourses surrounding the concept of affirmative action, with 
students or in the law. This is where these arguments originate, in our institutions 
of higher education, and especially our institutions of law. Yet these institutions 
exist within a racist society, so the discourse that law students are forced to 
engage in also exists within that society, not above or outside of that flawed 
system. 

Cabrera (2011) conducted a study on White male college students regarding 
racial ideology. He found four themes emerge from his interviews: first, his 
interviewees saw Whiteness as normal; second, those he interviewed viewed 
racism as having little to no importance; the view that US society is a 
meritocracy emerged third; and the fourth theme to emerge based on the first 
three was that race-conscious policy is racist or unfair. Cabrera (2011) also found 
that White men in college showed no significant shift in racial ideology after 
their first year of college, regardless of whether they were in a predominantly 
White institution or an institution with a majority of students of color. He 
theorized that the enforcement of racial ideology that occurs precollege may 
affect White males’ participation rates in activities that promote cross-racial 
interaction and de-value the hierarchal racial system. The lack of ideological shift 
for these young men further enforces the concept of structural racism as having 
an extensive influence on individual attitudes. Cabrera’s (2011) research began to 
build the bridge from racial ideology of White men in college to implications for 
education that will affect students’ attitudes toward the concept of race generally 
and the policies of affirmative action specifically. In another article discussing 
the same research, Cabrera (2012) focused on those White males in his study that 
were struggling toward taking on an allied identity by beginning the process of 
critiquing the privilege they carry and becoming conscious of a racialized 
society. He found that although these students were particularly primed to take 
on social justice pedagogy because of previous experience with marginalization, 
multicultural education played a significant role in these students grappling with 
these issues. It is this multicultural education that higher education should 
embrace and require of its students to combat this backlash against affirmative 
action policies.  
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The research presented in this section, which has been conducted in the last 
several years to add to the body of research on White attitudes toward race and 
affirmative action policy, emphasizes that US culture is not operating currently in 
a post-racial framework (Cabrera, 2011, 2012). This supports my position that 
the factors admissions counselors consider besides race exist within a racist 
society, there is no “color-blind” way to admit students to institutions of higher 
learning. This necessitates continuing some form of affirmative action that 
considers race. If the courts continue to strictly scrutinize the ways in which 
public universities do this, we may move toward admitting fewer and fewer 
students of color, making multicultural education for all students difficult and 
perpetuating the systems of power and privilege indefinitely.    
 

Challenges and Implications 
 

The intersections of higher education, affirmative action, and what is just 
remain at play in the legal system, in the media, and in individuals following 
these cases. They also remain at play on our campuses, in the minds and hearts of 
our students, and for other institutional stakeholders. As the demographics of 
higher education shifts, so too must our conversations about what is ethical. If the 
goal of higher education is to foster a more just society, it is important that White 
students and students of color feel able to voice their arguments against and/or 
interests in affirmative action admissions policies. How can we create campuses 
where these conversations - dealing with the very fabric of our society and the 
ways in which people have access to education in order to improve the quality of 
their lives - are possible? As educators, what is the best way to negotiate our 
responsibility to facilitate change in these systemic inequities?  

We may be able to facilitate conversations with students using Critical Race 
theory’s social justice pedagogy. Social justice pedagogy builds community 
among students while challenging social norms and listens and learns from the 
racialized lived experiences of all people in order to counteract racism 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Solórzano (1997) offered four exercises to use in 
classrooms based on the five core premises of Critical Race theory. He 
challenged educators to critically analyze with students the concepts of “race, 
racism, and racial stereotypes” (p. 14), being sure to include various macro and 
micro examples, so that students can recognize the pervasiveness of racism in our 
society (Solórzano, 1997). He offered a second exercise, critiquing media to 
bring to light stereotypes associated with race, and his third exercise suggested 
critiquing professional stereotypes found in print, including school textbooks 
(Solórzano, 1997). Finally, Solórzano (1997) asked educators to work with 
students to “find examples within and about Communities of Color that challenge 
and transform racial stereotypes” (p. 15). This type of critical analysis will assist 
students in seeing the constructed framework of our society, making privilege 
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and racism more visible, and individual circumstances less individually 
determined. Out of this pedagogy, both White students and students of color may 
see why affirmative action is still needed as a remedy for discrimination.   

Hughes and Giles (2010) advocate a pedagogy they call “CRiT walking” that 
uses social critique, lived experiences, and history to illuminate structural racism. 
After analyzing with students the lived identities they hold in relation to 
introductory writings on Critical Race theory, CRiT walking asks instructors to 
physically or metaphorically walk through their campuses or communities with 
their students, addressing the inequities students experience or those inequities 
that may be invisible in application (Hughes & Giles, 2010). Using pedagogy 
such as CRiT walking may challenge students’ views of society and help to 
foster conversations across race dealing with the inherent difficulties of 
affirmative action for both students of color and White students. 

It is also important for the leadership of an individual institution to truly 
engage in and provide space for the difficult conversations regarding a policy like 
affirmative action for admissions, and my sense is that leadership is hesitant to do 
so. This hesitancy may be a result of a media-driven attitude of higher education 
as being inherently liberal or left-leaning politically. Leadership may have 
concerns that any programming that encourages discussion of affirmative action 
may sway public opinion against the institution. However, leadership may also 
respond to a groundswell of students and educators demanding that they are able 
to voice their concerns if those concerns come with a balanced plan for 
discussion. Currently, there is little opportunity for students and educators of 
various racial backgrounds to safely address the difficulties associated with 
racism in college generally and affirmative action admissions policy specifically. 

If more states ban affirmative action in public higher education and the 
courts strictly scrutinize programs in other states, Critical Race Theorists will 
have larger hurdles to jump in changing the attitudes and perceptions of Whites 
toward affirmative action policy, as the authority of the law will negate the need 
affirmative action now fills. Educators should keep the discourse alive regarding 
access to higher education for racial minorities, even as the dominant group may 
be silencing that discourse. This silencing comes at a moment when a person of 
color holds the most powerful position in our society, and I believe that this is not 
coincidental. President Obama’s visibility as a Black man could be the proof 
many Whites need, believing that people of color have the upper hand in US 
society. It is his race that makes him so visible, and this visibility is itself proof of 
structural racism. 

Privilege and the systems that maintain the status quo perpetuate the idea that 
affirmative action is unfair. Educators who are committed to Critical Race theory 
maintain that it is the system of higher education admissions that is inherently 
unfair because it exists within an unfair society and that affirmative action policy 
is the current remedy for that systemic discrimination. The way to begin a 
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paradigm shift is to bring both ideological groups together to begin the 
conversation. 
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Institutions of higher education in the United States face great challenges in 
the 21st century.  The public institution is called to serve the public by educating 
its citizens for service and share new knowledge gained for the benefit of all, as 
well as assist the nation’s economy by producing an educated workforce and 
commodifiable knowledge.  This dual role challenges the American public 
university of the past -- the university charged with educating future civic leaders 
and producing knowledge for the benefit of the public -- with a duty to preserve 
and support a capitalist market, a market that is globalized and dominating 
ideological norms. This new role of public universities to support the market is a 
challenge to the traditional social purpose of the university and thus forces a 
renegotiation of the social contract between the university and the public it 
serves.  In this renegotiation not only does the social contract stand to suffer but 
what it means to be a public institution and who comprises the public that is 
served is also challenged.  At this juncture, in a time when market ethos dominate 
what it means to be a public good, the question arises, can the traditional social 
contract of public service for the benefit of all be revived, or will the social 
contract succumb to neoliberal discourse and create a public institution that 
serves only the private interests of the populace? 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the role of neoliberal capitalism and 
the subsequent development and domination of academic capitalist efforts in the 
public university and the resulting impact on the social contract between the 
university and the public as well as what this means for higher education in the 
21st century.  To meet this goal, the impact of neoliberalism on higher education 
is defined and academic capitalism’s origins, impact, and future are discussed at 
length to reveal a paradox of purpose and situate the need for a renegotiation of 
the social contract.  This paradoxical situation that the public university faces – to 
educate the American public and produce commodifiable knowledge products 
and human capital – stands perhaps to be a defining moment in American history 
and the future of one of its greatest social institutions, the public university, is of 
utmost concern.  As Readings (1996) states, “[i]t is no longer clear what the place 
of the University is within society, nor what the exact nature of society is, and the 
changing institutional form of the University is something that intellectuals 
cannot afford to ignore” (p. 2).  As a result, how the influences of hegemonic 
ideological norms through academic capitalism renegotiate the social contract 
between the university and the public stands to have a profound impact on the 
function and purpose of higher education. If neoliberalism and academic 
capitalism prevail, the public university will no longer be a beacon of knowledge 
for the public good.   
 

Neoliberalism and Higher Education 
 
Neoliberalism is an ideology that supports globalization in the marketplace. 
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For this ideology to be realized, proponents of neoliberalism call for a reduction 
in border constraints on market involvement to increase speed, amount, and type 
of commodities in trade, a regulatory system governed by systems other than the 
traditional nation-state, increased privatization to increase value and exchange of 
commodities including knowledge or technical commodities, and ‘selective 
deregulation’ to support a free market system based in idealistic capitalist ethos 
worldwide (Torres & Rhoads, 2006).  To achieve this deregulated world 
marketplace, public institutions are pressured to commodify their outputs and 
join the neoliberal movement by becoming market actors (Jessop, 2002). 

Neoliberal ideology has permeated modern public and private spheres, 
blurring the lines between these two historically separate realms.  This new 
capitalism (Jessop, 2002) often embodies contradictory principles requiring 
significant regulation and oversight in the name of market capitalism.  Close 
regulation, added restrictions, and oversight are antithetical to capitalist, laissez-
faire and democratic principles.  Instead, neoliberalism supports market value 
over cultural or social value, perpetuating social inequity (Grummell, Devine, & 
Lynch, 2009).  This causes the university to change its values and structure from 
free flow of knowledge and shared governance to secrecy, competition, and 
hierarchical management.   The greatest risk involved with this change in the 
university is the fact that it no longer focuses on the social purpose of higher 
education – to facilitate social and moral progress through knowledge and 
teaching.  Rather, the focus is directed toward commodifiable technical 
knowledge that supports the market (Schugurensky, 2006), establishing the 
university as a market actor through academic capitalism (Slaughter & Rhoades, 
2004). 

Supporting the neoliberal knowledge-based economy (Jessop, 2002) is not 
only a detriment to the traditional university, but also creates an impossible task 
for higher education (Shore, 2010).  The public university as an institution is 
being expected to meet often contradictory outcomes; outcomes that were 
typically fulfilled by institutions other than the university in the past.  Now that 
neoliberalism is arguably the publicly accepted norm, the government can control 
funding to reinforce the expectation for state funded institutions to meet the 
demands of the market and the consumer culture.  This is reinforced through 
governance structures and policies within the university, creating a culture of 
accountability facilitated by standardized performance evaluations of 
academicians and staff members, as well as funding structures based on those 
policies and evaluations.   
 

Academic Capitalism Defined 
 
The market culture resulting from the neoliberal knowledge-based economy 

takes form in the public university as academic capitalism.  Academic capitalism 
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is defined by Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) as the method by which the 
university has become integrated into the new economy, the university’s “pursuit 
of market and market-like activities to generate external revenues” (p. 11).  This 
pursuit is led by both faculty and researcher-entrepreneurs (Slaughter, Archard & 
Campbell, 2004) and the university as an institution (Rhoades, 2006).  At the 
institutional level, academic capitalism encourages the university to 
commercialize the knowledge it produces, encourages academicians to be 
entrepreneurs, subsidizes corporate research and development efforts, and infuses 
the regional economy (Jessop, 2002).  With higher education facing this pressure 
and challenge, it is placed in a paradoxical situation (Barrow, 2010; Metcalfe, 
2010). The university is expected to alleviate the economic challenges of its 
service region, but yet it is not funded by the very political body that expects a 
return without proper investment (Barrow, 2010).  Instead, this foundational 
public institution must turn to private entities and market involvement to fulfill 
its duty and obligation to the public.  

Academic capitalism is not a 21st century phenomenon.  Its roots lie in the 
early 1920s when universities began patenting technological innovations after the 
First World War.  Patents were popularized as progress in science and 
technology moved to the forefront of economic and political prowess throughout 
the tumultuous 20th century (Welsh, Glenna, Lacy, & Biscotti, 2008).  With 
industrial growth and scientific discovery and a changing economy and global 
relationships after the Second World War, funding structures swiftly changed, 
and the lines between the public and private spheres began to cross.  With the 
emergence of neoliberalism, rooted in the 1970s, solidified in the 1980s, and 
unquestionably the norm by the 1990s, interests of both the public and private 
spheres began to merge (Jessop, 2002).    

Academic capitalism challenges the traditional purpose of higher education 
to provide open access to knowledge for the betterment of society to create an 
engaged, active, and educated populace (Welsh, et al., 2008).  If this purpose is 
challenged by economic demands, folded into discourse that calls for economic 
growth in the name of public benefit, researchers and the public that education is 
to serve must decide if this new purpose is in opposition to the traditional 
purpose of creating an engaged democratic citizenry, or if academic capitalism is 
in fact the new norm in higher education (Kezar, 2004; Slaughter & Rhoades, 
2004).  If this is the case, the social contract between the university and the 
public must be rewritten (Kezar, 2005).  Renegotiating the traditional expectation 
and service of the university and redefining the public it serves is disconcerting. 
If it is renegotiated to meet neoliberal, academic capitalist demands, the mission 
of the public university will no longer include service to the public. In this 
challenging point in the history of higher education, can the traditional social 
contract be revived, or will it succumb to neoliberal discourse and create a public 
institution that serves only private interests? 
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Academic Capitalism in University Practices 
 
The result of the blurring of the lines between public and private interests and 

the focus on third party external funding led to individual institutions creating 
internal policies regulating academic researchers’ and teachers’ outputs.  The 
policy that most directly intermediates between the market and the individual 
researcher is the intellectual property policy of the university.  Intellectual 
property policies vary by institution, but one aspect is consistent.  The university 
retains rights over knowledge discovered or created, and maintains some form of 
ownership for profit (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2005).  Although faculty researchers 
and other entrepreneurs are not lost in this negotiation as they gain wealth as a 
result of royalties, what does this process of research for capital do to the 
integrity of their work?  Rider (2009) identifies three areas of profound negative 
change that have caused the success of universities to be measured by outputs 
rather than processes, a key attribute of neoliberal ideology.  First, teaching and 
learning are sacrificed in favor of skilled labor and marketable research, 
measured by patents.  Second, the university is now seen as an economic agent; 
the market value of knowledge trumps academic freedom and inquiry, both 
central to democratic education.  Third, economic success is tied directly to 
politics in the neoliberal market system.  As a result of the competition for 
research for teaching and learning and research for profit, Rider argues the lines 
between democratic academic inquiry and the market economy are blurred.  Thus 
research agendas are greatly influenced and the ecosystem of the university, even 
with its faults, is ultimately destroyed.  Further, what happens to the public when 
the search for knowledge for social benefit is no longer a foundation of an 
institution created to provide capable leaders and citizens in a civil society 
(Rider, 2009; Shore, 2010)?  

 
Impact on Faculty 
 

With the change in focus to research for profit over democratic inquiry, 
neoliberal policy makers, corporate leaders, and administrators in higher 
education expect faculty to change their function.  Faculty are expected to 
function independently as agents in the market competing as contributors to the 
global market economy, not contributors to their community, organization, or the 
institution of higher education.  This is in direct opposition to traditional 
academic inquiry which requires research to be free from political or economic 
forces or interests; academic research is supposed to represent and support civil 
society, all of society, not aimed purposefully at one area or group (Rider, 2009).  
Therefore, as Rider posits, free enterprise research is the exact opposite.  Free 
enterprise research has a particular interest to meet the demands of the consumer 
or customer, with success being measured by economic relevance.  With dual 
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research agendas, traditional and entrepreneurial, conducted simultaneously in 
the university, competition arises between departments and individual 
researchers. This dual role of educating citizens as well as infusing the economy, 
placing greater value on potential economic gains, contributes significantly to 
internal competition (Rider, 2009).  This furthers the salary gap between 
professors in the liberal arts and the sciences, reinforcing the university’s 
migration to becoming a “quasi-private” institution (Weerts & Ronca, 2006, p. 
936). 

While the university as an institution creates an environment of competition 
for funding and profit, and industry positions itself to be the most attractive 
bidder and supporter of higher education, the faculty and their decision to join 
entrepreneurial efforts must be evaluated (Renault, 2006).  Renault determines 
that there are three main institutional influences on faculty decisions in regards to 
entrepreneurial activity.  First is the issue of ethics and the fact that faculty differ 
in opinion as to the purpose of the university in the market; second, the fields of 
science have changed significantly over the last 25 years; and third, university 
policies are often contradictory in how they support or hinder academic 
involvement in academic capitalist efforts.  The results of Renault’s (2006) study 
indicate that there is a direct correlation between faculty beliefs in academic 
capitalism, faculty beliefs in the purpose of the institution of higher education, 
and their involvement in commercial efforts.  
 
Influence on Policy 

 
Policy is also determined to have significant influence on how aggressive 

faculty researchers are in the transfer of knowledge.  University policies are often 
contradictory as a result of the institutions support of academic capitalist efforts 
and the traditional and stated mission of the institution.  Renault (2006) argues, in 
favor of academic capitalist efforts, that until policy and mission are reconciled, 
and spin off companies are recognized as contributions to scholarship, 
universities are not going to be able to provide the economic development 
expected of them.  In contrast to this favorable assessment, Welsh, et al. (2008) 
argue that university policy, intellectual property policies in particular, are simply 
a reflection of how embedded neoliberal discourse is in research universities.  
Furthermore, how faculty members view these policies is clearly polarized based 
on field of study, whether science or liberal arts faculty, reinforcing the private 
nature of academic capitalism and reinforcing an environment of competition 
among members of the faculty (Welsh et al., 2008). 
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Competition 
 

Not only is there competition within the university, there is competition 
between industry and the university.  This is not a collaborative process; it is a 
process of competitive private interest with economic aims.  Rider (2009) warns 
that if the public institution of higher education is taken over by private interest, 
taxpayers and citizens will have no responsibility or obligation to support the 
university.  It reduces the university to a factory that mass produces knowledge 
capital (Rider, 2009).  In addition to the mass production of commodifiable 
knowledge, the university also produces human capital as a result of hegemonic 
neoliberal ideology in the academy.  The reliance on business for higher 
education funding, and research agendas drafted to gain corporate support, has 
forced higher education to abandon its purpose to serve and preserve a civil 
society.  According to Giroux (1999), this is unquestionably embedded in the 
university as curriculum is vocationalized and decisions are based on consumer 
satisfaction models, whether the consumer is industry or the student.  Vostal, 
Silvaggi, and Vasiliki (2011) support Giroux’s analysis of curriculum and human 
capital arguing that once a student completes a plan of study, the university 
awards degrees that essentially state a person is marketable based on the 
university’s stance in the knowledge economy.  Graduates then hold degrees that 
confirm them as items to be traded.  Education is no longer viewed as a public 
good, sought after by those who wish to apply their knowledge to become leaders 
for the populous; instead it is a private want that students pursue with the hope to 
gain more capital return on their investment (Giroux, 1999; Vostal et. al, 2011). 
 

Academic Capitalism: Friend or Foe? 
 

Reliance on market activity and business connections raises the question as 
to whether or not the added funds resulting from academic capitalism and 
business/industry connections are beneficial to the university as a whole, or if it 
creates more complications than it is worth.  Based on the literature discussed, it 
is clear that academic capitalism is becoming an integral part of the university’s 
funding model in the wake of constrained state budgets.  What is highly 
contested in higher education scholarship and literature from other areas of 
academe is the value or detriment of academic capitalism on the academy.  The 
debate is focused on two issues. First, whether or not higher education entered 
the market economy willingly, or was forced by political and economic 
pressures; second, if the result of higher education’s involvement in academic 
capitalist ventures have a positive or negative impact on the institution 
(Mendoza, 2009).  According to Mendoza (2009), the extant literature 
concerning the role of the academy in its engagement in market activity is 
polarized.  Contributing to the polarization is the fact that there is little research 
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that involves organizational and discipline specific culture in relationship to 
capitalist ventures in academia.  Second, the purpose of the university comes into 
question, opening an additional forum for debate that often distracts critics and 
researchers from the issue of involvement (Mendoza, 2009). 

 
The University as a Willing Participant 

 
At the forefront of research regarding academic capitalism, Rhoades and 

Slaughter (2006) argue that the university willingly adopted market functions and 
the commercialization of academic knowledge (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2005); an 
adaptation that is not going to change in the foreseeable future (Rhoades & 
Slaughter, 2006).  Rather it was encouraged by both policy and the private sector, 
but was driven by entrepreneurial actors within the academy.  While 
understanding that this position is contested by many others in the field, 
Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) stand by their assertion.  As a result of American 
higher education being the dominant model worldwide, and its powerful 
economic position in the global marketplace, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) 
argue that higher education embodies and defines the global political economy.  
Higher education therefore drives the neoliberal market and, in these scholars’ 
opinion, rightly so as the market economy and its commodities are information-
based, creating an entrepreneurial university that increases competition in the 
global economy.  With this dual role the university’s transition to seeking 
academic capital over democratic inquiry and being a competitive economic 
actor is perhaps now the norm (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2006). 

 
The Pressures of Neoliberalism 
 

Schugurensky (2006) counters Slaughter and Rhoades’ (2006) determination 
that universities willingly became market actors.  Schugurensky instead contends 
that higher education was dominated by both the state and the market through 
policies and accountability measures.  This forced adaptation caused culture 
within the academy to change, leading the university to transition from being an 
autonomous public institution to a heteronomous institution subject to scrutiny by 
both the public and private sectors.  The resulting expectations of multiple 
stakeholders cause the internal functions of the university to align with the 
external stakeholders’ organizations and methods, creating a corporatized 
academy.  The more corporatized the university becomes, argues Schugurensky, 
the more issues will arise within the academy causing the public to ultimately 
suffer from this shift in focus.  The integration of the university into the new 
global knowledge based economy does create a paradox for higher education as it 
is expected to be both a public good that supports the welfare of the citizenry but 
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at the same time is expected to seek capital interest for the institution as well as 
private partners, placing market value over social value (Schugurensky, 2006).  
 
The Emergence of a Market Model 
 

As a result of this shift to market principles and changing dynamic and 
relationship between higher education and society, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) 
suggest that the academy has shifted its focus from first being defined as a liberal 
learning regime, to a public good regime, to an academic capitalism learning 
regime in the 1990s, and finally to being defined as an academic capitalist 
knowledge/learning regime.  This theory explains the process of integration of 
the university into the new economy, how the process was supported or even 
initiated by the institution of higher education, and how the actors involved use 
state resources in various ways to create the link between higher education, 
business and industry, and society.  “The academic capitalism 
knowledge/learning regime values knowledge privatization and profit taking in 
which institutions, inventor faculty, and corporations have claims that come 
before those of the public” (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004, p. 29).  As a result, the 
knowledge “created in the public university may be construed as a private good, 
valued for creating streams of high-technology products that generate profit as 
flow through the global markets” (p. 29).  This market model undoubtedly 
initiates a renegotiation of the purpose and future of higher education. 
 

The Paradox of Purpose 
 

With higher education being viewed as an investment by both individuals 
and industry, and the dependence of the university on industry for third party 
funding as well as the state apparatus that regulates it, a paradox emerges 
challenging the purpose of higher education (Barrow, 2010; Metcalfe, 2010).  
This dependent relationship among the university, business and industry, and the 
state creates what Etzkowitz (1994) calls the triple helix.  This dependence 
results in a “‘second academic revolution’” that  requires the creation of a new 
social contract “between the university and the wider society, in which public 
funding for the university is made contingent upon a more direct contribution to 
the economy” (Etzkowitz, 1994, p. 167).  The state recognizes its dependence on 
education for economic growth and as a result understands that it must give 
education autonomy within the context of neoliberal hegemony to create 
commodifiable knowledge (Jessop, 2002).  The problem is that this creates two 
conflicting strategies.  The first “involves a reaffirmation of the state functions of 
education as a ‘public good’, while the second subjects education to the 
disciplines of the market and the methods and values of business and redefines it 
as a competitive private good” (Marginson, 1999, p. 122).  Regardless of noted 
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conflict, the fact is simply that the accumulation of knowledge for the purpose of 
supporting the global knowledge based economy is the prominent influence on 
decisions of the state, business, and the university to pursue academic capitalism 
(Jessop, 2002). 

 
Crisis of Rationality 
 

The call for academe to more directly support the economy results in what 
Barrow (2010) describes as a rationality crisis.  The rationality crisis in higher 
education considers the dichotomous situation of the university as both a cause of 
and solution for the economic crisis in the market economy.  As a result of being 
a part of the state apparatus, the university is not exempt from the economic 
problems facing the state, placing it in the midst of an ideological battlefield.  
This forces agents of the state to make a very difficult choice; either restore 
democratic systems causing upheaval, or take the easier route of alleviating 
pressures on the state by privatizing and commodifying public goods and 
services.  Recognizing this precarious position, Barrow asserts that higher 
education is thus functioning by fictitious rationality exemplified by the 
institution’s decision making processes.  Barrow (2010) defines fictitious 
rationality as “the structural ideological effect of occupying a position within the 
administrative system where managers exclusively monitor and regulate the 
academic labor process, rather than produce educational values, such as teaching 
(learning) or research (information and knowledge)” (p. 321).  Therefore, as 
Barrow explains, “fictitious rationality is the ideological illusion of individuals 
who observe the academic labor process, but are not directly a part of the 
process” (p. 321).  This forces administrators in higher education to regulate 
labor closely in order to operate efficiently to reduce costs as more value is 
placed on cost effectiveness and efficiency than those who produce academic 
capital.  
 
Changing Purpose 
 

Close regulation and reduction of costs for knowledge production requires a 
large and coercive administrative apparatus.  Corporate model recommendations 
to alleviate fiscal crisis by adding layers of bureaucracy reinforces Barrow’s 
assessment that higher education is in the midst of a rationality crisis.  Applying 
corporate managerial modes of bureaucratic leadership and processes only 
intensifies the contradictions, making the crisis even more dangerous as 
administrators then must bury the contradiction and fight to legitimize their 
actions. At this point, the rationality crisis also becomes a political crisis both 
within and outside of the university as administrators attempt to legitimize 
coercive managerial practices under the auspices of technology transfer to fuel 
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the global economy.  This, according to Barrow (2010), is leading to 
disorganization and an eventual functional collapse of the university system. 

While equally disturbed by the challenges this relationship poses, Shore 
(2010) posits not a failure of the university system as a whole, but a dramatic 
change in culture and purpose of the university, creating a schizophrenic 
university.  The schizophrenic university must challenge its own purpose and 
identity and determine what its obligation is to society and how to meet that 
obligation in a hegemonic neoliberal context.  Functioning under the same 
pretense of crisis of identity, Newfield (2010) approaches the dichotomous 
relationship between greater society and the state from the perspective of funding 
allocation.  Newfield focuses on the irony in higher education funding and the 
pressure for universities to assist in alleviating the current economic crisis.  
According to this assessment, higher education is responsible for past economic 
success and market domination and now the state refuses to adequately fund the 
very institution that allowed for economic success.  Thus, undermining education 
through lack of funding undermines the status of Western capitalist nations in the 
neoliberal global market.   

Newfield (2010) describes global capitalism as “a race between innovation 
and exploitation” (p. 613).  Unfortunately, it is determined that exploitation is the 
victor without an educated populous, and innovation for the greater good cannot 
happen without state support.  Without funding, education is not available to all, 
and universities must turn to private entities for support.  This alters not only 
research agendas but access for students, a fact noted as a matter of concern by 
Slaughter and Rhoades (2005).  This creates tension between faculty who 
compete for research funds not equally allocated, as well as students to study in 
their field.  More state funds go to smaller, higher tech, and higher revenue 
streaming programs (sciences and health) than larger programs that serve 
hundreds of students per year (humanities and liberal arts).  The programs with 
the most state funding are also the same programs that attract private sector 
support and attention.  Ignoring the foundation programs alters the purpose of 
higher education and, as Newfield (2010) argues, is leading to the end of 
traditional higher education for the public good. 
 

Higher Education and the New Public Sphere 
 

Now that higher education is in the paradoxical situation of being a potential 
solution for economic ills, but has historically been an institution dedicated to 
public service and regarded as inefficient in operations, the mission and purpose 
of the institution is challenged.  Not only is the purpose of higher education as a 
whole challenged, but defining what it means to be part of the public versus the 
private sphere and where different institutions are situated within those spheres is 
being re-evaluated.  The result is a renegotiation of higher education’s social 
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responsibility. Is it to provide knowledge for the betterment of society, or 
alleviate the economic pains facing society (Kezar, 2004)?    

Challenging not only purpose but social, political, and economic worth 
places the university beyond a paradox, but in a crisis of rationality (Barrow, 
2010) that will redefine the institution as a whole (Shore, 2010), as well as what 
it means to be part of the public sphere (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2005).  This 
creates a precarious situation for the university as it means that the university is 
expected to meet its traditional mission of supporting the public and creating 
contributing citizens as well as meeting demands of the market and the state, 
which are nearly inseparable in neoliberal ideology (Schugurensky, 2006).  The 
unfortunate imbalance within institutions of higher education (Rhoades, 2006) is 
reflective of greater societal issues resulting from corporate culture and 
expectations dominating Western society (Giroux, 1999). 

Simplifying the paradox to either change the purpose of higher education or 
redefine what it means to be public glosses over an important debate.  As 
Mendoza (2009) suggests, it is difficult to determine if academic capitalism is in 
fact in opposition to the purpose of the university, the free and open sharing of 
knowledge for the public good.  Again, Mendoza reveals polarized literature 
concerning this caveat; either research agendas fueled by industry needs are 
secretive and challenge traditional missions, or they are in support of the 
traditional purpose as applicable creations of knowledge that in the long term 
positively impact the public.  A middle way is suggested that both viewpoints are 
occurring and traditional academic research is not lost as most industry research 
is kept in house to avoid potential conflicts with intellectual property policies at 
the university.  Regardless, as Mendoza (2009) is careful to address, academic 
faculty are to create scholarship that is “free from political, economic, and social 
interventions, and that faculty have the responsibility to disseminate new 
knowledge for the public good” (p. 303).  This is open to interpretation as well, 
as for those who support ventures in academic capitalism could effectively argue 
that research that can be readily applied for public benefit is the result of 
“engaged scholarship” (p. 307). 

The question of purpose of scholarship led Rhoades (2006) to determine that 
higher education is out of balance, and this is not something easily remedied.  
Shifting the focus from commodifiable knowledge to social benefit through 
discovery of knowledge will take a revocation of many policies and change in 
decision-making processes in the institution of higher education.  At this point, as 
Slaughter and Rhoades (2005) are careful to highlight, higher education policy 
reflects the willingness of the institution to engage in market activity.  This does 
not mean that it has become a private entity, instead, “it entails a redefinition of 
public space and of appropriate activity in that space” (Slaughter & Rhoades, 
2005, p. 306).  Further, since public funding is lacking for the public institution, 
what it means to be public must in general be redefined.  In complete opposition 
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to the suggestion that the public should be redefined, Rider (2009), Schugurensky 
(2006), and Shore (2010), among others, reject the notion that the public sphere 
should be redefined; rather there is a call for the university to reconcile its moral 
obligation to society that is lost in academic capitalist ventures that allow the 
university to be managed as a corporate, market entity, rather than a public 
institution founded to support and prepare leaders in a civil society. 

 
The University: Public or Private Good? 

 
With the rise of academic capitalism and the university’s involvement in the 

global marketplace, the focus and purpose of the university has changed.  Now 
there is greater competition between institutions, among faculty, and corporations 
to make connections that lead to market contributions.  This competition and 
focus on economic growth changes the relationship between higher education 
and society; as well as questions whether higher education is a public or private 
good.  The traditional mission and values of higher education are challenged by 
both a global economy and local trends causing a disconnect in the charter 
between higher education and society.  The traditional mission and purpose of 
the university is to educate the populace to be civically engaged, support a 
democratic system, create future leaders for the public sector, preservation, 
advancement, and creation of knowledge, intellectual development, and access to 
knowledge in communities (Kezar, 2004; Shore, 2010).  With the acceptance of 
global economic trends, an industrial or corporate managerialist model of the 
university has emerged, focusing on market goals.  If this continues, not only will 
the traditional purpose be lost, but there will be a greater disparity in wealth and 
less civic engagement as a result of lack of access and inability to produce 
educated workers to compete in the global market (Kezar, 2004).  This means 
that the public institution meant to be open to the populace for either admission 
or communal benefits of knowledge growth will now succumb to market 
pressures and perpetuate the disparities of wealth synonymous with capitalism.  
Thus the university loses sight of its moral obligation to society in order to 
perpetuate inequality of society through research goals rewarded by market gains 
(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2005). 

Over the course of history, the social charter between higher education and 
society has been revised and changed through a process of negotiation. With the 
dominant neoliberal economic discourse defining the public good as a private 
good, the fear is that the renegotiated charter will sacrifice democratic goals for 
market gains. The public institution has always served the labor market, whether 
intentionally or not, by producing educated graduates, but now the university is 
called to make facilitating private, industry benefits at the heart of the 
institution’s purpose.  This infringes upon academic freedom, inquiry and 
progress; if not balanced, the public good will be lost (Kezar, 2005).   
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Not only will the public suffer from this potential complete loss of focus, the 
academy and the integrity of the work produced will also suffer.  Altering 
research agendas, teaching, funding, and the campus environment for faculty, 
staff, and students in order to support private interests in turn challenges 
academic values of service, academic freedom, search for knowledge, truth, and 
equality.  Public service is no longer a priority; the value of public service has 
declined in general as a result of neoliberal economic discourse.  Instead, as 
Kezar (2005) writes, “It could be argued that higher education’s service role is to 
the market, but it is important that legislators and educational leaders decide if 
that is the only or predominant service role of the academy” (p. 36).  Academic 
freedom for members of the academy also changes with revisions to the social 
charter.  The public will hold the university and its faculty accountable to profit 
gains, not to mention the intrusion business and industry in research agendas and 
outputs.  When academic freedom is restricted, what knowledge is sought and 
valued is restricted.   Restrictions on research and academic freedom require 
significant oversight and increased internal regulations.  The overall environment 
of the university changes, there is less open dialogue, and students have less of an 
experience in the academic community.  This causes equality to be compromised 
for both faculty and students (Kezar, 2005). 
 

Conclusion 
 

Whether or not the university is in a paradoxical situation by force or 
compliance (Newfield, 2010), regardless if the institution is in the midst of a 
crisis of rationality or not (Barrow, 2010), the fact remains that what it means for 
the university to be a public institution is changing (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2005).  
Academic capitalism is dominant in higher education as a result of economic 
crisis in the Western world, and arguably, globally.  Higher education losing 
sight of academic inquiry as a means to preserve civil society (Shore, 2010) in 
the name of economic growth results in the domination of hegemonic code that 
will inevitably seal the notion that higher education in fact defines the global 
political economy (Cerwonka, 2009).  Poised as the entrepreneurial university 
valuing commodifiable knowledge and the creation of human capital (Giroux, 
1999), the institution supplies the market with what it needs to service the private 
needs of the public.  As a result of this focus on knowledge capital the public 
university must redefine how it serves the public (Kezar, 2004); a service in a 
neoliberal context that supports the public through economic growth (Slaughter 
& Rhoades, 2004).   

The traditional public university with a focus on education for an engaged 
citizenry and the free sharing of knowledge for the benefit of the public at large 
is becoming an historical entity.  The dominance of academic capitalism in the 
public university challenges the social purpose and duty of the university by 
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replacing the public obligations with private interests.  Thus the social contract 
between the university and the public must be renegotiated.  The challenge the 
public university faces in this ideologically paradoxical situation is whether to 
adhere to traditional values of public service for the promotion of a civil society 
or to fold to market demands and fully commit to the private interests of the new 
economy.  If neoliberal ideology prevails in the public university, a beacon of 
American social and cultural history, the institution of higher education will be 
forever changed and will no longer serve the public for the benefit of all.   
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