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The Era of the Student Bureaucracy and the Contested Road to the
 Harvard Redbook, 1925 - 1945

“Successful general education . . . requires great teachers. Teachers of this 
caliber are not now to be found at Harvard in sufficient number to support 
a truly effective general education program. Many people consider that 
overemphasis upon scholarship and publication as a prerequisite to faculty 
appointment is responsible for the shortage, and the Committee fails to 
consider where the proper balance between scholarship and teaching 
ability lies” (Harvard Student Council, 1945, p. 5).

Thomas Kuhn, Class of 1944
Student Response to the Harvard Redbook

Introduction

In 1962, Thomas Kuhn published his landmark work, The Structure 
of Scientific Revolutions, introducing “paradigm shifts” into the history of 
science lexicon and forming the intellectual foundation of post-positivist 
epistemology. Two decades earlier, he was but an editor of the Harvard 
student newspaper, the Harvard Crimson. In 1945, Kuhn was invited to 
offer the student position on the recently released General Education in 
a Free Society – commonly referred to as The Harvard Redbook. The 
Harvard Redbook proposed curricular reforms to the elective system, 
specifically calling for underclassmen to receive a breadth of knowledge 
in the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences. The aim of 
general education reform was to address students’ singular focus on career 
preparation, and to nurture leading citizens who could confront the steep 
challenges of the mid-twentieth century. The publication was disseminated 
to colleges and universities across the country, where it served as a steering 
document of general education reform. 

Traditional narratives of The Harvard Redbook have given much 
of the credit to President James Bryant Conant and the Harvard faculty 
curriculum committee for crafting this visionary report (Keller & Keller, 
2001; Lucas, 2000; Rudolph, 1962; Thelin, 2004). This interpretation 
obscures the critical role students played in reforming undergraduate 
education at Harvard and across the country. Students had their own ideas 
and concerns regarding the academic life of higher education, and hoped 
that the Harvard report would serve as an opportunity to address their 
grievances. As Kuhn’s response illustrates, the main apprehension was 
the growing preeminence of research over teaching. Kuhn’s comments 
were not his alone; he drew on thirty years’ worth of reports, hearings, and 
ideas on curricular reform created by an emerging student bureaucracy. 
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Between the wars, students would use positions in student governments 
and newspapers to pressure administrators and faculty to improve teaching 
and learning at Harvard and beyond. 

We argue that the curricular reform movement at Harvard, reaching 
its pinnacle with the publication of The Harvard Redbook, was born from 
the contested exchanges of institutional leaders and students. Through the 
efforts of the Harvard Student Council (specifically in the years 1926 and 
1938-1945), students developed their own reform agenda and achieved 
modest success in changing the course of undergraduate education. 
From its inception in 1908, the Harvard Student Council matured into an 
intricate bureaucracy that met regularly with faculty and administrators, 
commissioned studies and surveys of the student body, and penned 
numerous reports. These publications called for curricular breadth, 
improved instruction, and the equal valuing of teaching and research.  
Cohorts of students argued that attempting to obtain general knowledge 
outside the major brought routine disappointment, as the rigid disciplinary 
structure ensured most courses were created with the specialist, not the 
generalist, in mind. The students wanted general courses, not introductory 
content for the aspiring specialist, but classes that offered a broad coverage 
of the field. As for instructors, they wanted professors trained in the art of 
teaching, who were committed to student learning, not solely focused on 
research agendas.1

The educational values of students conflicted with the changing norms 
of the academic profession. At leading institutions, advancing knowledge 
became the core professional value, the bellwether of faculty success, and 
the key factor in hiring, promotion, and tenure. As Geiger (2004) argues, 
the new German-inspired universities of John Hopkins, Clark, and the 
University of Chicago offered faculty members generous compensation 
packages and coveted resources and support to pursue research agendas 
and instruct graduate students. In competition for the best faculty, colleges 
premised on the traditional model of undergraduate learning and cultural 
development mimicked the research university schema by skewing tenure 
and promotion rules towards research and recruiting productive scholars 
trained in the best graduate programs. College leaders worked to eliminate 
permanent instructors, who may have been capable teachers, but produced 
little scholarship (Geiger, 2004). Students mourned the loss of favorite 

1 The history of the Harvard Student Council has been constructed from 
numerous primary sources, including articles in the Harvard Crimson Student 
Council committee reports and documents. These primary sources are cited 
throughout the article. For a discussion of our methodological approach please 
see the appendix.



teachers and argued like Kuhn for a proper balance between teaching 
and research on college faculties. The Harvard Redbook incorporated 
numerous ideas from the student bureaucracy in their final report, but 
there would be no redress to the concerns over promotion and tenure 
criteria. This history reveals how students’ nascent bureaucracy countered 
trends that worked against their educational interests and values, while 
at the same time illustrates the limits of student power to deflect the all-
encompassing force of the research university ideal.

The Era of the Student Bureaucracy

Laurence Veysey (1970) argues that professors and students, during 
the first decades of the twentieth century, were separated by an “awful 
chasm” (p. 294).2 Professors were delving deeper into laboratories and 
libraries, and students were embracing extracurricular activities as the 
centerpiece of their collegiate education (Rudolph, 1962; Veysey, 1970). 
The classroom was where both met and where neither wanted to be. 
During his presidency at Princeton (1902-1910), Woodrow Wilson stated, 
“the work of the college, the work of its classrooms and laboratories, 
has become the merely compulsory side of its life . . . ‘undergraduate 
activities’ have become the vital, spontaneous, absorbing realities for 
nine out of every ten men who go to college” (cited in Axtell, 2006, p. 
239). The “sideshow had swallowed the circus,” exclaimed Wilson, as he 
witnessed fraternities, intercollegiate athletics, and the quest for “school 
spirit” dominate the college campus of the 1910s and 1920s (p. 239). 
Levine (1988) notes the number of fraternity houses increased nearly 
threefold between 1920 and 1929, and nearly half of the male students 
at state universities were fraternity men. Thelin (2004) calls the college 
of the era an American “city-state” run by students, where membership 
in fraternities, skull and bones societies, or football teams marked the 
pinnacle of collegiate achievement (p. 164). It was the era of green dinks, 
heavy drinking, big men on campus, and inviolable student traditions.3

Most undergraduates remained fixated on their extracurricular 
pursuits, and with the persistence of the “awful chasm”, there was little 
interest in forming student governance organization to work with faculty 
to improve institutions. In fact, student self-governance at the turn of the 
century was little more than a collection of customs tribunals that upheld 

2 Lawrence Veysey borrowed the term “awful chasm” from the text of the 
following letter: R. E. Pfeiffer to Woodrow Wilson, May 11, 1910 (WWLC).
3 The green dink was a hat that freshmen were required to wear by student 
custom. If a freshman came upon a upperclassman, they were required to 
remove their dink as a sign of deference (Bezilla, 1985).
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student traditions and punished underclassmen that stood in violation 
(Horowitz, 1987). At Pennsylvania State College, a freshman who failed 
to wear the prescribed colored socks had to copy the statute from the 
rule book 2,100 times, and another who visited a lady after hours had 
his head shaved (Bezilla, 1985). Syrett (2009) argues that in many cases 
this self-regulation of traditions and customs occurred through the hazing 
and pledging rituals of fraternities. For example, at Amherst, pledges who 
failed to remove their caps and show deference to upperclassmen were 
subject to physical reprisal (Syrett, 2009). When college leaders offered 
students an opportunity to serve a more serious governing role within the 
college they were often rebuffed, for example, Harvard students “declined 
the privilege of self-government in 1907” (Rudolph, 1962, p. 297). The 
undergraduates seemed content with regulating the traditions of the 
“sideshow.”

The first student governance organizations created between 1910 
and the early 1920s provided students few opportunities to exercise 
any influence on institutional policy. Edwards, Artman, and Fisher 
(1928) surveyed twenty-three leading institutions4  and concluded the 
usual pattern was “paternalistic student government,” in which “college 
authorities delegate a very limited amount of control to students . . . 
retaining all the basic decisions for themselves” (p. 222). Students in the 
study characterized student self-governance as an “illusion,” a “comical 
farce,” and a “myth,” whereas an administrator defended the status quo 
since “students were too immature” for involvement in issues beyond the 
regulation of social affairs (p. 222).

Horowitz (1987) argues that between 1920 and 1960 there was a 
transformation in campus activities and college life, as “administrators 
shifted from confrontation to accommodation . . . officially recognized 
student organizations . . . [and] cooperated with the leaders of student 
society in planning events and enforcing codes of conduct . . .” (p. 
118). College leaders encouraged the formation of student government 
associations with expanded responsibilities: advising faculty on the 
curriculum and serving as judges and jurors in student misconduct cases 

4 The institutions represented in the study include Amherst College, Bucknell 
University, University of Chicago, Cornell University, Dartmouth College, 
Grinnell College, University of Illinois, University of Kansas, Massachusetts 
Agricultural College, University of Michigan, Middlebury College, Mount 
Holyoke College, Ohio Wesleyan University, University of Pennsylvania, 
Princeton University, Randolph-Macon Women’s College, Rockford College, 
Smith College, Swarthmore College, Wabash College, Wellesley College, 
University of Wisconsin, and Yale College. 



(Manahan, 1928). According to Horowitz, however, the purpose of these 
new ventures was not “to empower” students but to “co-opt” them (p. 
108). This process of institutionalizing and controlling campus life and 
student governance would fall to the new positions of Dean of Men and 
Dean of Women, who would oversee efforts to limit the negative aspects 
of college activities and emphasize those areas with educational value 
(Horowitz, 1987; Thelin, 2004). Students elected to disciplinary, activity, 
and inter-fraternity councils worked with these new student affairs 
professionals to coordinate activities and programs and to ensure that the 
burgeoning extracurriculum developed in concert with administrative and 
faculty goals (Caple, 1999). Horowitz (1987) contends that this process 
left students little power, but it did serve to dampen generational hostility 
and shrink the “awful chasm” between students and college officials (p. 
108).  

While Horowitz’s conclusions urge caution against exaggerating the 
power of emerging student leadership positions, several examples suggest 
students achieved considerable agency. Rudolph (1966) asserts that the 
University of California was the first institution to create a comprehensive 
student government system in the early 1900s, a system of elected 
student leaders, committees, and student-faculty collaborations. By the 
1920s, several colleges had adopted the University of California model 
and had students serving on a host of university committees, where they 
advised the administrators on institutional policy (Edwards, Artman, and 
Fisher, 1928). Manahan (1928) notes that the University of Virginia first 
implemented the system that allowed students to manage disciplinary 
matters and to fund college organizations and programs with activity fee 
revenue.  Many institutions followed suit by creating student conduct and 
activity fee boards, bringing much of campus life under student purview 
(Horowitz, 1987; Manahan, 1928).

In time, students used the emerging bureaucratic system to gain 
influence beyond student life and into the academic realm. Harcleroad 
(1948) argues that the inclusion of students on curriculum, budgeting, 
and nominating committees greatly enhanced student power to impact 
the academic life of higher education. He examined the work of student 
curriculum committees at twelve colleges and universities and concluded 
that their reports and recommendations had an appreciable effect on the 
trajectory of the course of study. Yale students began serving on academic 
committees in the early 1920s, where they argued that disinterested 
professors were offering uninspired lectures and academic reform was 
needed (Harcleroad, 1948). Yale student journalists joined the movement 
in the late 1920s, when they published The Undergraduates Guide to 
Courses in Yale College (later called the Crits), which assessed faculty 
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members’ teaching and the curriculum. The Crits pressured college leaders 
to address student concerns that teaching quality was becoming sacrificed 
to scholarly demands (Hampel, 2006). Students at Stanford University 
took a similar approach, dedicating pages in the yearbook The Quad to 
critique uninspiring courses and their teachers’ general indifference to 
student learning (Cuban, 1999). Stanford students also used positions 
on the Committee of the School of Social Science to demand redress for 
“uncoordinated lectures and discussions divorced from lectures” (p. 26).5 
At Columbia University, the structuring, implementation, and evolution 
of the Contemporary Civilizations course—the first general education 
experiment in the country—were dependent on the advisement of students 
that were elected from each class section (Miller, 1988). These student 
leaders met with faculty members and shared ideas about improving 
the general education program (Miller, 1988). Across the river from 
Columbia at Barnard College, young women formed a student government 
association in 1907, and over two decades their Student Council would 
play a major role in reorganizing several departments’ curricula (Sorber & 
Humphrey, 2009). Perhaps the trailblazers in this area were the women of 
Vassar College, who by the 1930s would achieve the unattainable dream of 
most student councils, when they placed students on tenure and promotion 
committees (Harcleroad, 1948).

The unregulated collegiate life of the 1910s and 1920s had evolved 
into an institutionalized extracurriculum managed by student bureaucrats. 
In addition, the students shed their indifference towards academic matters 
and became important advisors and critics. We argue that from the 1920s 
through the 1950s—a period we term “the Era of the Student Bureaucracy” 
—students in governance positions, newspapers, and other leadership 
roles greatly impacted the direction of higher education. We counter 
previous historical accounts that have been beholden to a thesis that the 
student bureaucracy can best be understood as a “co-opted” arm of the 
administration with little real power. The activities of the Harvard Student 
Council between 1925 and 1945 serve as an exemplar of this national 
movement towards student bureaucratization and suggest students made 
greater inroads in affecting institutional policy than has been previously 
considered in the historiography.

5 Cuban (1999) cites Report of the Committee of the School of Social Science 
upon the Course in Citizenship (1935, February 7).



Student Bureaucratization and the Dialectics of Higher Education 
Change

Student bureaucratization allowed students to gain institutional 
influence by overcoming their transiency. While individual students came 
and went, bureaucratic positions were permanent. Bureaucratic student 
officers could perpetuate their influence by recording their ideas in reports, 
organization minutes, and newspaper articles. The experiences and ideas 
of a bureaucratic cohort could be passed on, greatly increasing students’ 
competencies on university matters and increasing their ability to impact 
the trajectory of higher education.

Max Weber defined the “ideal type” of the bureaucratic form as a social 
system with established positions, arranged in a hierarchy with increasing 
levels of responsibility, and he defined jurisdictional areas codified in rules 
and regulations (Weber, 1978, pp. 19-22). The power and privileges of the 
bureaucratic positions belong to the office and not to an individual, as the 
property, rights, and responsibilities connected to the position pass to the 
next officeholder (Weber, 1978). Weber notes, bureaucrats are selected on 
the basis of “technical competency,” which is increased by building on the 
accomplishments of previous officeholders. It is through this process that 
bureaucratic systems evolve to increasing levels of power (Weber, 1978, 
1991). The enhanced agency comes from “the indispensability of expert 
knowledge” that becomes inherent in the bureaucratic position (Weber, 
1991, p. 235).

Students in “the era of student bureaucracy” formed organizations 
and offices consistent with Weber’s “ideal type” of the bureaucratic 
form. They created by-laws, constitutions, and organizational charts 
to form hierarchies and areas of responsibility, passed on knowledge to 
future students, and overcame the obstacle of transiency by separating 
the individual student from the office. Over time, student bureaucrats 
gained technical expertise on specific university functions (i.e. academic, 
budgeting, hiring and promotion, and student life) by building upon the 
efforts of previous students. This enhanced competency resulted in new 
institutional responsibilities, increasing students’ indispensability to the 
management of the system, and enhancing student power.

The activities of student bureaucracies generally, and the case at 
Harvard specifically, suggest a dialectic conception of institutional change. 
Dialectics as historical interpretation seeks to juxtapose a thesis of the 
subjective meaning of a historical event with an equally assertable and 
contradictory proposition (antithesis), and reconcile these contradictions 
to approximate a deeper historical understanding (see Lukács, 1968). Such 
an approach transcends the uniform application of either “Great Man” (i.e. 

Higher Education in Review20



Sorber and Humphrey 21

top-down Whig history) or social (bottom-up) methodologies, and instead 
probes the contradictions in the values, beliefs, and subjective meaning-
making that occur between different historical actors (see Lukács, 1968). In 
the case of higher education history, this approach rejects either a singular 
methodological focus on institutional leaders or isomorphic institutional 
movements. Instead, we operate from an assumption that official acts and 
values of administrators or faculty stand in a dialectic relationship with 
the actions and values of students. Institutional changes are understood as 
emerging from the resolution of these divergent propositions. As we move 
to the history of the Harvard student bureaucracy, the dialectical approach 
does not require a determination of who was responsible—President 
Conant, faculty, students—for the creation of the Harvard Redbook. 
Instead, we recognize that institutional acts are the result of reconciliation, 
accommodation, or even subjugation, and we seek to capture the 
contradictory forces and ideals that led to the ultimate historical outcome.

The Harvard Student Bureaucracy

In the first five decades of the twentieth century, the presidency of 
Harvard University was held by three titans of higher education history: 
Charles Eliot (1867-1908), Abbott Lawrence Lowell (1908-1933), 
and James Bryant Conant (1933-1953). President Eliot replaced the 
fixed Latin and Greek requirements with the elective system, allowing 
students the freedom to create courses of study, leaving “research minded 
professors to pursue their work relatively unencumbered by undergraduate 
obligations” (Keller & Keller, 2001, p. 13-14). Lowell brought an 
assemblance of order to the laissez-faire attitudes that prospered under 
his predecessor, especially regarding the curriculum where he initiated 
the concentration and distribution system (Morison, 1936). Lowell also 
attempted to curb the aimlessness of student life through his House System 
plan in 1931. Students would no longer be completely free in curricular 
decision-making, and would be housed together in Oxford-style living 
arrangements (Morison, 1936). President Conant would continue efforts 
to rein in the negative effects of the free elective system by promoting 
general education reform, culminating with his support of the Harvard 
Redbook. He was also committed to pursuing policies that would make 
Harvard a modern research university (Keller & Keller, 2001). To these 
ends, Conant embraced the scholarly values of the academic profession. 
He recruited professors from leading doctoral programs who embraced 
knowledge production as their central professional tenet. Conant’s policies 
standardized Harvard’s transformation into a modern university, including 
scholarship-based criteria for promotion and tenure and the removal of 
permanent assistant professors (Hershberg, 1993). Faculty would be 



evaluated and promoted based on research productivity, not teaching. The 
host of reforms attempted by the Lowell and Conant administrations would 
not unfold unchallenged, as an emerging student bureaucracy worked to 
ensure students’ values and philosophies of collegiate education were 
represented in Harvard’s new direction.  

Student Bureaucracy Emerges: The Aswell Report

The Harvard Student Council was founded in 1908. Students had 
declined President Eliot’s offer to form the organization the previous year, 
but now accepted the limited role of regulating the customs and traditions 
of campus life (Rudolph, 1962). One of the few times the Student Council 
addressed any academic matters in its first twelve years was a proposal in 
1916 that “going out for something” should be equivalent to a half-course 
credit (cited in Morison, 1936, p. 462). As Harvard entered the “era of 
the student bureaucracy,” the Student Council expanded their institutional 
participation beyond the extracurriculum. In 1925, the Student Council 
created the Committee on Education, a group charged to “conduct 
an investigation of the general theory of education at Harvard, and to 
recommend changes in the theory and practice of education . . .” (Harvard 
Crimson Staff, 1925, October 21, p. 1). A writer for the Harvard Crimson 
declared, “Breaking away from the routine of college business which has 
so absorbed the Student Council at Harvard during the past few years, the 
Student Council took one of the most progressive steps in its history by 
appointing a committee to investigate educational problems at Harvard” 
(1925, October 21, p. 1).

As the students busied themselves crafting the new organization, 
President Lowell’s attention turned to recreating the Oxford model 
at Harvard (Morison, 1936). He believed that as Harvard expanded its 
enrollment, it lost the educational benefits of “collegiate living” (Veysey, 
1970). The extracurriculum, according to Lowell, actually isolated students 
and inhibited growth, as students joined exclusive clubs their freshmen 
year and devoted little time interacting beyond their social cliques. At the 
time, the campus had a freshmen dormitory as well as accommodations 
for seniors on Harvard Yard, but during the interceding years, students 
were scattered in boarding houses, private homes, or clubs and fraternities 
(Morison, 1936). Lowell’s reforms called for housing the upper three 
classes with tutors in common housing units and dining facilities. By 
transplanting the Oxford model to Cambridge, Lowell hoped to rejuvenate 
the traditions of the collegiate ideal through a “union of learning with the 
art of living” (p. 443).6 
6  It should be stressed that part of Lowell’s plan for recreating the Oxford model 
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The House Plan, however, seemed stillborn in the face of ardent 
campus opposition. Faculty disliked that they had little input on the 
proposed project, and students feared the new system would bring an end 
to the reckless abandonment of sophomore and junior club life (Yeomans 
& Metzger, 1948). Then, Lowell received needed support from the student 
bureaucracy. Edward C. Aswell, a Harvard senior, was appointed chairman 
of the Committee on Education, and under his leadership, the committee 
conducted a thorough review of the merits of the House Plan.

The students met regularly in 1925-1926 to discuss the House Plan, 
and  in addition, probed a host of academic matters: the effectiveness of 
the curriculum, the quality of teaching, and restrictive admission policies. 
In the spring of 1926, the final report was published and distributed by 
the Committee on Education. The student committee advanced several 
novel ideas to improve undergraduate courses. The most notable of 
the recommendations was the full endorsement of the House Plan. The 
headline in the Harvard Crimson read, “Student Council Committee 
Report Would Subdivide College on English System” (Harvard Crimson 
Staff, 1926, April 6, p. 1). The Aswell report attempted to reassure peers 
that common living in the House System would not bring an end to the 
cherished Harvard clubs, but would serve as a “central rallying point” 
where all students could intermingle (HSCCE, p. 4). Aswell writes, “[The] 
centripetal force which draws like and like together in a club, should be 
counterpoised by a centripetal force which should insure that unlikes also 
meet and know each other” (HSCCE, 1926, p. 29).7

Since President Lowell had yet to release his ideas in written form, 
the student report was the first published document on the House Plan 
available for public review. House Plan supporters on campus praised 
the report, and it soon received extolling editorials in local newspapers 

at Harvard was laudatory. As Karabel (2005) discusses, Lowell initiated 
discriminatory admissions practices at Harvard during  this time to limit the 
number of “unassailable groups”—primarily Jewish and African American 
students—from campus. He believed that minorities threatened his efforts to 
create social cohesion amongst White, Protestant men. While, this article focuses 
primarily on the effort to limit the influence of an unregulated extracurriculum, it 
is important to note that discriminatory admissions was part of Harvard broader 
ideology.
7 The Harvard student report did concur with President Lowell’s 
recommendations regarding restrictive admissions for Jewish and African 
American students. The student accepted Lowell’s argument that too many 
minority students would derail social cohesion. These ideas would be challenged 
by student councils in the 1940s.



(Yeomans & Metzger, 1948). Thanks in part to the public accolades, the 
Student Council received an invitation to address the Board of Overseers 
– the first time in history undergraduates received an audience with the 
governing body (Harvard Crimson Staff, 1926, May 11). Aswell presented 
the committee report to the board, which prompted an impromptu lunch 
between students and Overseers for further discussion (Harvard Crimson 
Staff, 1926, May 11). With a competent performance, the Student Council 
earned future invitations from the Overseers, greatly increasing the power 
of the student bureaucracy.

The endorsement of student leaders helped convince other stakeholders 
that Lowell’s educational experiment had promise. In 1928, wealthy 
philanthropist Edward Harkness entered Lowell’s office and expressed an 
interest in donating three million dollars to the project (Morison, 1936). 
His support would grow to $10 million, and by 1931, six new houses were 
built and the system received its first incoming class (Yeomans & Metzger, 
1948). In 1932, Edward Aswell took stock of the new system and stated 
in the Harvard Alumni Bulletin that he was proud that his report was the 
“first time . . .  that the [House Plan] was publically advanced for serious 
consideration” (as cited in Yeomans & Metzger, 1948, p. 191).  The report 
took on a legendary status over the next two decades, heralded by later 
generations as an exemplar of student influence on university policy (See 
HSCCE, 1939). It was a document that was widely read and served to 
spread the students’ ideas to contemporary and future collegians.

While Student Council members in later years would have little 
interest in the House Plan discussion (which would become settled policy), 
students took great interest in the committee’s investigation of teaching, 
learning, and the curriculum. The Aswell report noted that the methods of 
teaching and the presentation of content were “too often inappropriate for 
undergraduates” (HSCCE, 1926, p. 47). They contended that professors 
failed to recognize that undergraduate courses were different from 
preparatory and graduate classes. The freshman or the sophomore maintain 
a “school boy attitude,” the committee argued, and as such believe that 
some authority “knows the answers to the questions that trouble him” 
(p. 47). The students continued, “If the underclassman is taught in “the 
mechanical way (i.e. dry, monotonous lectures) of preparatory school . . 
. [then] he just accepts what he is told, disallowing him of an awakening 
of his ‘critical powers” (p. 47). He is left failing to appreciate that “truth 
is not to be taken passively upon authority . . . but that it comes only by 
diligent, active, and often painful search” (p. 47). The committee warned 
that mechanical teaching stifles the independent-thinking upperclassman, 
and “his labor invariably becomes irksome . . . and the student’s intellectual 
interests seek satisfaction outside academic work . . .” (p. 47).
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The proposed solution in the Aswell report was the “inspirational 
teacher” (HSSCE, 1926, p. 47-48), which was defined as an instructor 
trained in the latest pedagogical methods and committed to student learning. 
The students witnessed President Lowell’s efforts to recruit faculty on the 
basis of research credentials, and were concerned that the policy would 
preclude instating excellent teachers for fear they “would be . . . inferior 
scholar[s]” (p. 48) To the students, such a philosophy was “utterly false 
and absurd.” What Harvard needed, they exclaimed, was a teacher-scholar 
model, where the teacher was enriched from scholarly endeavors and 
brought new discoveries into the classroom. The teacher-scholar would 
ensure “that the material of the subject is made to throw light upon things 
which really matter to the student – upon the fundamental problems of 
living” (p. 47).  In other words, the student would be awed by the scholar’s 
research, and learn through the teacher’s superb instructional skills. The 
next generation of student bureaucrats would continue to sound alarms 
over the state of student learning, as Harvard became deeply imbedded in 
an ideal that elevated research over teaching.

Contesting the “Penetration into the Liberal College of the University 
Function”8  (1937-1942)

In 1937, President Conant stepped up the efforts of his predecessor 
to replace unproductive faculty, and directed the Economics Department 
to limit the contracts of two professors—John Walsh and Alan Sweezy 
—to terminal two-year appointments. These men had but one published 
article between them and Conant wanted to use their vacancies to recruit 
a major scholar. The Economics Department despised the administrative 
interference, and instead offered the men renewable, three-year contracts. 
The impasse between the president and the department resulted in the 
appointment of faculty from across campus to the “Committee of Eight” 
to mediate the conflict.9 Even though the “Committee of Eight” supported 
the Economics Department’s decision, unrelenting pressure from Conant 
caused the two men to resign. The “Committee of Eight” also proposed a 
new policy for tenure – a “nontenured run be a maximum of eight years” 
(as cited in Keller & Keller, 2001, p. 68). After that time, the faculty 
member would either be promoted or terminated (“up or out”), based on 
a formal review by the department (Keller & Keller, 2001, p. 68-69). The 

8 Quote from (HSCCE, 1939, p. 1).
9 The “Committee of Eight” was a who’s who of academic talent, including 
historians Edmund Morgan and Samuel Eliot Morison, as well as future 
Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter.



committee publicly noted that research and teaching should be equally 
valued, but behind the scenes Conant warned that if departments did not 
give preference to scholarship, faculty openings due to retirement could be 
moved to other subject areas (Keller & Keller, 2001).

 Professors Walsh and Sweezy were popular teachers, and the efforts 
to remove them brought a swift outcry from students. Some students 
joined critics who claimed the ousting was due to the men’s left-leaning 
politics. A special committee of the Student Council was appointed, led by 
council president John B. Bowditch, to investigate the affair. Bowditch had 
already spearheaded efforts to modernize the Student Council constitution 
to reflect the new powers and responsibilities of the organization. His 
interests now turned to furthering the reach of the organization into 
promotion and tenure matters. Bowditch led his special committee with a 
prosecutor’s zeal, declaring that he would “consult with all those directly 
concerned in the case” (Harvard Crimson Staff, 1937, April 15, p. 1). After 
a two-week investigation, the special committee reported its findings to 
the Student Council. By a vote of 14 to 2, the Student Council concurred 
with the committee’s findings that there was no political basis to the firings 
(Joseph Kennedy, Jr. dissented, arguing for a politically motivated breach 
of academic freedom). While dismissing the charges of political bias, the 
Council stated that the dismissal of Sweezy and Walsh gave “rise to serious 
problems of interest to the undergraduate . . . which should be investigated 
and reported upon . . . next year” (p. 1). Specifically, the students called 
for the creation of a new committee to determine if there “is too much 
emphasis [is] being placed on research and the publication of scholarly 
works as opposed to teaching ability” (p. 1).

A year later in March of 1938, the committee created in the aftermath 
of the Walsh-Sweezy affair shared its findings on promotion and tenure 
in its Report on Teaching Advancement. The students argued that the 
overemphasis on publication could turn Harvard into a “correspondence 
school,” as the classroom connection between teachers and students 
appeared headed for extinction (Harvard Crimson Staff, 1938, March 
18, p. 1). In preparing the Report on Teaching Advancement, the students 
investigated the process of faculty advancement at peer institutions and 
found that Harvard was far from alone in basing tenure decisions on 
scholarly production. However, the committee did uncover examples 
where students participated in the tenure and promotion process. Of 
special note was a program at Vassar that allowed student representatives 
to offer assessments of teaching ability and classroom management (p. 
1). The Student Council proposed that Harvard should follow Vassar’s 
lead and establish a standing Committee on Curriculum and Tenure. 
The student representatives would be chosen “with the advice of the 
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department chairman . . . on the basis of intellectual ability . . . [and] 
genuine interest in the problems of education” (p. 1). The report noted that 
such a committee could investigate and confer undergraduate opinions 
“more scientifically” (p. 1). While the faculty and administration did not 
favor allowing students access to personnel matters, they did anticipate 
that student participation in promotion and tenure could prevent ad hoc 
groups from forming whenever students disliked a hiring decision. So in 
an attempt to institutionalize student activism over promotion and tenure, 
university leadership acquiesced to students and allowed them a limited 
role in the process, and the Student Committee on Curriculum and Tenure 
was born.

At the end of 1938, the Student Council was in the process of creating 
the new Curriculum and Tenure Committee, when a confrontation 
between students and faculty began in the Fine Arts department. Assistant 
professor Robert Feild was a popular teacher, and students commended 
him for connecting class material to the world in which they lived. One 
of his most celebrated classes centered on the present and future impact 
of the Walt Disney Company (Keller & Keller, 2001). On February 3, 
1939, the department failed to renew Feild’s contract. Upon learning the 
news, six Fine Arts majors began a petition drive for Field’s reinstatement. 
Led by William Monroe Fletcher—six years before he would give his 
life on the battlefields of Europe—the “group of six” collected “64 out 
of a total of 80” signatures of Fine Arts majors as well as 131 signatures 
from other students (Harvard Crimson Staff, 1939, February 18, p. 1). The 
students requested that the Student Council appoint a special committee to 
investigate the matter like had been done for Professors Walsh and Sweezy. 
Since the Student Council’s Curriculum and Tenure Committee was not 
yet in operation, the council agreed to appoint its second investigative 
committee in two years (Harvard Crimson Staff, 1939, February 25).

Two months after reviewing the investigative committee’s findings, 
the Student Council penned a damning report of the Fine Arts department 
as well as the general trends in promotion and tenure at Harvard.  A writer 
for the Harvard Crimson exclaimed, “Daring for the first time to criticize 
a department, the Council has fulfilled its highest function of canalizing 
student opinion and supporting it with careful research” (Harvard Crimson 
Staff, 1939, May 23, p. 1). The student council conceded that departments 
were facing difficult financial environments and had to make difficult 
personnel decisions. However, they stood appalled at the willingness of the 
Fine Arts department to invest considerable resources in their departmental 
museum, a site one student called “a rotting hulk aimlessly floating on a 
sea of meaningless and unrelated detail” (p. 1). The students pondered 
why faculty members chose to expend so readily on the museum, and so 



niggardly on maintaining a “stimulating, thought-provoking” teacher like 
Feild (p. 1). The department, however, had the full support of President 
Conant in removing Professor Feild, who had established a sparse 
scholarly record (Keller & Keller, 2001). When it came to promotion and 
tenure decisions, the students were working against the grain of a national 
movement. The Conant administration was moving forward to recruit the 
best scholarly talent, allowing faculty positions to remain in the hands of 
unproductive scholars was no longer an option (Keller & Keller, 2001).10  
One student expressed a growing resignation in their ability to stop this 
trend, when he stated that “probably this plea too, will fall on deaf ears” 
(Harvard Crimson Staff, 1939, May 23, p. 1). The inflammatory rhetoric 
of the student council report did prod the Fine Arts faculty to defend 
their department in the press (see Harvard Crimson Staff, June 12), but 
ultimately the students’ efforts proved futile and Feild was not reinstated.

While the Feild issue was unraveling in the spring of 1939, the 
Student’s Council Committee on Education (which remained the oversight 
committee of all academic related matters – curriculum, promotion and 
tenure, and teaching) worked on drafting a comprehensive report on 
the state of undergraduate education at Harvard. A talented group of 
students were members of the committee, who upon maturation would 
become a Nobel Prize winner, an economic advisor to John F. Kennedy, 
a distinguished English professor, a professor of medicine, and the 
president of a manufacturing corporation. The committee declared that 
all the problems in undergraduate learning could be traced to one source, 
“roughly summarized as the penetration into the liberal college of the 
university function” (HSCCE, 1939, p. 1). The committee focused on 
three negative effects that they believed followed from this transformation: 
the overspecialization of students within their concentration area, the 
ineffectiveness of distribution courses, and the rigidity of the disciplinary 
structure.

The committee reached its conclusions about student overspecialization 
from independent research. A survey was administered to a sample of 
the class of 1939 to determine the number and type of courses students 
were taking to fulfill concentration and distribution requirements. Table 1 
illustrates the committee’s findings.

10 For a similar example of how the teaching function was supplanted by the 
research imperative at Stanford University, see Cuban, L. (1999). Change 
without reform in university curriculum, teaching, and research, 1890-1990. 
New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
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Table 1
Courses in Concentration and Distribution Requirements

Source: Report of the Student Council Committee on Education, 1939, 6-7.

Distribution Courses

Field No. in Sample

Average No. of 
Courses Taken in 
Concentration

Average No.  
Taken Outside of 
Field

Social 
Science

Natural 
Science Humanities

Social Sciences
Economics 36 9.2 6.3 0.4 1.7 3.8
Government 39 8.6 6 0.5 1 3.74
History 24 9.8 6 0.25 1 4
Sociology 6 9.6 5.6 1.2 0.7 3.6
Natural Sciences
Anthropology 2 8.75 6 1.5 2.5 2
Astronomy 1 10 4 0 3 0.5
Biochemical Sciences 10 8.35 6.6 1.9 1.2 2.9
Biology 7 8.14 6.32 1.2 2.42 2.7
Chemistry 9 7.61 7.86 2.2 3.2 2.66
Engineering 10 8.6 7.8 2.9 1.5 2.7
Geological Science 6 10.58 4.86 1.16 0.5 3.33
Mathematics 6 7 8.25 2.5 0.9 4
Physics 4 9.5 6 1.6 1.25 3.1
Psychology 7 6.8 8.7 2.4 2.7 2.8
Humanities
Classics 3 9.17 6.5 2.2 0.8 2.5
English 34 10.25 5.5 1.78 1.19 1.62
Fine Arts 9 9.15 6.4 1.67 0.77 3.67
German 3 9.18 5.5 1.33 2.66 1.5
History and Literature 14 9.55 5.7 1.75 0.4 2.9
Literature 2 11 4 1 0 3
Music 2 8.75 5.75 0.75 1 4.5
Philosophy 6 7.3 8.3 2.6 1.5 3.8
Romance Languages 13 9.4 6 3.5 0.8 1.6
Class of 1939 Sample 253 8.97 6.26 1.58 1.42 2.91

The students concluded that one-third of undergraduates in the social 
sciences and 42 percent in the humanities failed to gain exposure to the 
natural sciences. For concentrators in the natural sciences, the committee 
argued that the average student “go[es] through Harvard College without 
taking as many as two courses valuable for distribution” (HSCCE, 1939, 
p. 6). Overspecialization in the “concentration” area was exacerbated, 
the student argued, by poor “distribution” courses. “The great fault with 
the distribution system is not just the paucity of courses selected,” the 
students exclaimed, “It is also the value . . . of the courses themselves” 
(HSCCE, 1939, p. 8). The students complained that courses taken outside 
one’s major were usually introductory classes for “concentrators,” which 
failed to give the “distributor” a general sense of the area of study. These 
initial courses held little value unless one planned to advance within the 
discipline, and thus failed “to supply the broad and general education view 
of our intellectual heritage which should be the purpose of distribution” 
(p. 8).



The 1939 Committee on Education contended that the curricular 
problems could not be overcome due to the rigid departmental structure. 
The students stated that the “present departmental organization” prevented 
the distribution system from taking a more effective form (HSCCE, 1939, 
p. 9). As faculty became more concerned with creating knowledge for 
disciplinary colleagues, the boundaries of individual disciplines were 
far less permeable. To address this problem, the students recommended 
replacing distribution courses with what they termed “introductory 
classes” (p. 9). Their plan called for five required introductory courses – 
two in the natural sciences, two in the humanities, and one in the social 
sciences. “The courses would not be offered by any of the now existing 
departments or divisions; they would instead be offered and administered 
by ‘area’ committees” (p. 10). The students opined that by taking the 
general education courses out of the department structure, students could 
consider how a problem or question “cuts across separate disciplines and 
attempt to synthesize different approaches” (HSCCE, 1939, p. 9). 

 The report concluded by a return to the traditional concerns over 
the quality of teaching and teaching methods. While admitting that the 
lecture method could be effective and economical in certain situations, 
the students warned that it contained inherent dangers. Too many faculty 
members “repeat the same lecture every year . . . so the course loses 
spontaneity and timeliness” (HSCCE, 1939, p. 26). Similar to the Aswell 
report, the students blamed lectures for the “loss of personal contact” 
between students and professors. It was “personal contact,” the students 
argued, that was required to awaken critical thinking, and it was critical 
thinking that “permit[ed] students to draw their own conclusions . . . 
[and] choose their own beliefs” (p. 27). Instead of lectures, the students 
proposed “conference groups in introductory courses and seminars in 
advanced courses” (p. 27). The students charged faculty members with 
narrowly focusing on their research agenda, and cajoled the professoriate 
to improve its teaching methods. To these ends, the students represented 
their educational values, advancing collaborative learning pedagogies 
as a way to strengthen the connection between students and faculty and 
improve student learning.

In 1940, the new membership of the Student Council Committee 
on Education expanded upon the work of the previous year. They 
created specific examples of the introductory courses proposed by their 
predecessors, offering the content and sequencing of the two courses in 
the natural sciences and the two courses in the humanities. A “Philosophy 
and History of Science” course was proposed in the natural sciences to be 
followed by a course “to give the student as thorough a grasp as possible 
of the scientific method . . . as applied to [that] science” (HSCCE, 1940, 
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p. 36). The students also provided a comprehensive accounting of the 
proposed social science course, explaining how modern societal problems 
would be evaluated from multiple perspectives (HSCCE, 1940).

The students in 1940 restated the ubiquitous concern over promotion 
and tenure, arguing that a failure to bring into balance both faculty functions 
would undermine undergraduate education (HSCCE, 1940, p. 2). With this 
in mind, the committee proposed that the teachers of the “introductory 
classes” should be organized, evaluated, and promoted within the “area” 
committees that had been proposed the previous year. The students hoped 
that such an approach would assure that the “introductory classes” would 
possess both quality teaching and multi-discipline perspectives. With this 
report, the students formalized the two major educational issues at the core 
of twenty years of bureaucratic work: improving the content of courses 
outside of the major, and a change in university policy to strike a proper 
balance between research and teaching ability amongst Harvard faculty. 
The students would only resolve one.

The Creation of the Harvard Redbook

President Conant was faced with two challenges to his agenda to 
make Harvard the premiere, modern university: the tutorship system 
and the quality of undergraduate learning. In the 1930s, 75 percent of 
undergraduates had faculty tutors, a legacy of the Lowell administration 
that required professors to spend a portion of their time advising students 
who were “concentrating” in their discipline area (Morison, 1936). The 
tutor system “was a major obstacle to [Conant’s] desire for a stronger 
faculty,” as this additional teaching commitment disallowed further 
investment in research and scholarship (Keller & Keller, 2001, p. 42). In 
1937, a policy was adopted to reduce the number of students that required 
tutors, freeing higher ranked professors from the obligation.

After initiating a process to terminate the tutor system, Conant 
proposed general education reform as the path to improving undergraduate 
education. As fascism spread across Europe and placed a stranglehold 
on democratic institutions, Conant’s education philosophy crystallized. 
The next generation of American leaders would need “a common . . . 
understanding of the society which they will possess in common,” to defeat 
the enemies of democracy and social progress (as cited in Keller & Keller, 
2001, p. 44). He was not driven by a desire to confer a humanistic legacy 
of great ideas (like Hutchins at the University of Chicago), but foresaw 
general education as the means to “good citizenship and social utility” 
(Keller & Keller, 2001, p. 44). In 1941, he established a faculty committee 
under the leadership of Provost Paul Buck to consider “the objectives of 
a general education in a free society” (Harvard University Committee on



the Objectives of a General Education in a Free Society, 1945, p. 1). 
Beginning in 1943, the committee would meet every two weeks to 
discuss and formulate general education proposals (Kridel, 2010). During 
that initial year, President Conant secured $60,000 from the Harvard 
Corporation as the budget for establishing the new program. The final 
report of the committee, General Education in a Free Society (popularly 
called the Harvard Redbook due to its red cover), was published in 1945 
to much fanfare. There was such a rush to publish the findings that several 
newspapers across the country violated the release date and provided 
details to its readers weeks in advance (Kridel, 2010). By 1950, 40,000 
copies had been distributed across the country, and many colleges and 
universities used the document as the foundation for general education 
reform.

The Student Committee on Education reports of 1939 and 1940 
played prominently in faculty discussions during the creation of The 
Harvard Redbook. The students had in all but name proposed a general 
curriculum that could confer a common human understanding and prove 
useful in addressing societal problems. While specialization could prepare 
one for a career, the students argued that their “introductory courses” were 
needed for citizenship: “For if the specific training excludes the general, 
we shall have lawyers and engineers who are not in a cultural sense men 
. . .” (HSCCE, 1939, p. 2). The student report from 1939 offered a clear 
purpose for general education, stating it should “free man from prejudice, 
. . . develop considered standards of value, . . . [provide] an idea of our 
common human tradition . . . and nurture the intellectual tools with which 
he confronts new problems successfully” (p. 2).

The faculty adopted many of the themes and recommendations from 
Student Council Committee on Education reports and in some places used 
nearly identical text. In justifying the purpose of general education, the 
faculty state in The Harvard Redbook,

We live in an age of specialization, in which the avenue of success 
. . . [depends on the] choice of a specific career. . . . These specialties 
demand . . . [the increasing] time and interest of the student. . . The 
problem is how to save general education and its values within a 
system where specialization is necessary . . . Our conclusion, then, 
is that the aim of education should be to prepare the individual to 
become an expert both in some particular vocation or art and in 
the general art of the free man and the citizen. (Harvard University 
Committee on the Objectives of a General Education in a Free 
Society, 1945, p. 53)
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The Harvard Redbook stated that a general education program should 
include five introductory courses (two in natural science, two in humanities, 
and one in social sciences), just as the students had proposed in 1939. The 
program would be administered by multidisciplinary “area committees,” 
another concept first coined by the students. The students had clearly left 
their mark on curricular reform at Harvard.

In the fall of 1945, members of the Student Council were elated that 
many of their curricular recommendations were represented in the final 
product. Meanwhile, the students’ role in reform was proving important 
in the deliberations amongst the faculty on whether or not to endorse the 
Harvard Redbook reforms.  One faculty member addressing the Student 
Council noted, “Many of the men who voted on the Report were convinced 
by the evidence before the Committee of the past Student Council reports 
on liberal education that current student opinion was being taken into 
opinion” (Harvard Crimson Staff, November 2, 1945). While the faculty 
voted overwhelmingly to support the proposal, it soon became clear that 
student opinion was not unified behind the general education scheme.

The student unrest came from two quarters. The first group was the 
rank and file undergraduates who had hitherto shown no interest in the 
intricacies of curricular reform. But now, they were paying attention as 
discussions centered on new time commitments and responsibilities.  
Some balked at the new essay requirement, while others did not want to 
see an end to the lax curricular system that one could navigate on the way 
to a “Gentleman’s C” (Keller & Keller, 2001). The second volley came 
from within the student bureaucracy. These students were not necessarily 
opposed to what was in the report, but what was missing. As previously 
noted, Thomas Kuhn declared in the official “student response” that the 
Harvard Redbook failed to resolve student concerns about the role of 
teaching in tenure decisions. He argued that general education could not 
succeed without rewarding professors for quality instruction within the 
program (Harvard Student Council, 1945). The students recognized that 
the general education program and the removal of the tutorship system had 
the potential of actually reducing quality interactions between students 
and faculty. Gabriel Jackson, head of the 1942 Student Committee on 
Tenure and Curriculum, stated his concerns bluntly in letter to the Harvard 
Crimson in 1946:

[T]he continued decline of the tutorial system [is] a major threat to 
the liberal content of Harvard education. I would not for a moment 
contend that research is not one function of a University. Yet in 
this era, marked by worldwide suffering and dislocation among 
all classes and conditions of men, there is certainly a teaching 



function which is far more important than research. (Jackson, 
1946, April 25, p. 1)      

For young men like Jackson, the decline of the tutorial system and the 
failure of the Harvard Redbook to address the balance of research and 
teaching signaled that the faculty was not truly committed to preparing 
students for a complex and dangerous world. Jackson showed the range 
of his of his own liberal education when he concluded, “Nero fiddled 
while Rome burned. Let it not be said of Harvard professors that they did 
likewise” (Jackson, 1946, April 25, p. 1).  

While the Harvard Redbook led to the type of general courses long 
advocated by students, in time the concerns of Kuhn and Jackson proved 
justified. As Soldatenko (2001) argues, “the Harvard reform movement 
did little to challenge the discipline, department, major, and role of the 
faculty” (p. 198). The multidisciplinary “area committees” were limited 
to coordinating and planning courses, as faculty would continue to be 
evaluated and promoted within the department. The replacement of the 
tutorial system with the general education reforms also resulted in further 
faculty specialization and less faculty-student contact. In 1946, several 
departments opted out of the tutorial system all together (an option that 
was now legitimated and allowed as part of the general education reforms), 
and in the remaining departments, 75 percent of undergraduates now had 
graduate students as tutors (Keller & Keller, 2001). And since general 
education courses (one quarter of the undergraduate curriculum) were 
standardized, there was little need for multiple sections of introductory 
courses within departments (Keller & Keller, 2001). Professors were now 
free to craft specialized courses connected to their research interests. At 
the close of the 1940s, Harvard departments were offering three times 
the number of courses that they had offered at the start of the century, 
and 169 of these courses (primarily for graduate students) had fewer than 
five students enrolled (Keller & Keller, 2001). The student bureaucracy 
had won an important battle in helping bring general education reform to 
Harvard, but they lost their war to place the teaching mission at the center 
of the modern university.

Conclusion

The students who helped lay the foundation of the Harvard 
Redbook were part of a national movement in higher education. At 
numerous institutions during the Era of the Student Bureaucracy, student 
governments, newspapers, and advocacy groups initiated efforts to advance 
the academic life of their campus by improving curricula, teaching, and 
learning. College administrators in the 1920s had hoped to co-opt students 
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by institutionalizing the extracurriculum (Horowitz, 1987), but the 
recognized organizations that emerged soon demonstrated independent 
power. With every achievement, the student bureaucracy gained further 
influence to affect institutional change. At Harvard, a successful report was 
rewarded with annual meetings with the Board of Overseers, support for 
the House System brought administrative allies and a lasting legacy, and 
the work of the Student Council Committee on Education became central 
to the university’s academic planning and curricular reform processes. 
Students used independent research to show that they represented the 
student body, and their reports were read by succeeding cohorts to further 
develop ideas. 

 During the Era of the Student Bureaucracy, students realized they 
possessed values that were in conflict with the faculty and administration. 
The rise of the research imperative and the academic profession, a far 
reaching transformation entitled the Academic Revolution by Jencks 
and Riesman (2002), was a higher education transformation resisted by 
students. Student bureaucrats used their organizations to protect their 
educational interests and temper the excesses of the Academic Revolution 
by promoting curricular and teaching reforms aimed at improving 
undergraduate education. As the Harvard case illustrates, students had 
limited power to change the promotion and tenure process, but their efforts 
did focus attention on the policy’s threat to the teaching mission of the 
university. As higher education moved to make knowledge production the 
centerpiece of the university system, it would be the students themselves 
who would advocate for (and at times achieve) institutional reforms 
that would reorient colleges and universities towards their historical 
responsibility to undergraduate learning. 

Appendix: Methodology Statement on Crafting Student History

Fredrick Rudolph (1966) wrote that students “constitute the most 
neglected, least understood element of the American academic community 
. . . in the past . . . it has required of students . . . [to] make some dramatic 
announcements of their presence” (p. 47). The situation has been somewhat 
altered since Rudolph made those claims. Rudolph’s The American 
College & University: A History was the first major work on the history 
of higher education that gave serious treatment to the campus life and 
inspired later, more comprehensive treatments of the student experience 
(see Horowitz, 1987; Levine, 1988; Thelin, 2004). In The Chosen, Karabel 
(2005) probes deeply into the student experience in the author’s history 
of the restrictive and discriminatory nature of campus life and admissions 
at the turn of the century. Whiggish institutional histories of previous 
generations have given way to more critical appraisals that devote several 



chapters to students’ collegiate lives. Perhaps the most successful histories 
that capture student subjects are works on student protests, desegregation, 
and the student counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s.11 Yet, part of 
Rudolph’s statement still rings true, as most inquiries focus on moments 
when students made “dramatic announcements of their presence.” Thus, 
higher education historians have illuminated two key periods of twentieth 
century student history, the riotous days of high collegiate culture at the 
turn of the century and the student activism of the 1960s and 1970s, leaving 
a dearth of scholarship on the students of quieter decades.  

In many ways, the reason students have eluded critical examination is 
because most leave little evidence of their brief collegiate experience. If 
a subject was not a student activist like Mario Salvo at Berkley or James 
Meredith at Mississippi State (Cohodas, 1997; Heinemann, 2001) or a 
prominent football star like James Day at Yale (the inspiration for Dink 
Stover in Stover at Yale) then the subject’s experience may be lost. A 
methodological focus on the student bureaucracy addresses this concern. 
The students in the “era of bureaucracy” left a wealth of archival evidence – 
committee reports, manifestos, hearings, and publications – that have been 
preserved by successive office holders. This material allows the authors 
to overcome the challenge of student transiency by examining the values 
and beliefs of cohorts of students through the lens of their bureaucratic 
positions. Such an approach is limited in that it may not uncover the 
experiences of rank and file students, but it is helpful for understanding 
how a subset of that population affected change.   

11 Some excellent representative examples would include Cohodas, N. (1997). 
The band played Dixie: Race and the liberal conscience at Ole Miss. New York, 
NY: Free Press.; Miller-Bernal, L. (2004). Going coed: Women’s experiences in 
formerly men’s colleges and universities, 1950-2000. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt 
University Press. Heinemann, K.J. (2001). Put your bodies upon the wheels: 
Student revolt in the 1960s. Chicago, IL: I.R. Dee; Rohas, F. (2007). From Black 
power to Black studies. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Press.
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