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Abstract: 

This paper has as a seemingly simple: how expansion programs of access to higher education 

figure in the knowledge policies needed for a sustainable development project? We shall seek 

the elements for answering that question following this path: section I attempts to define the 

terms of the discussion; section II poses the questions that guide the structuring of an equation 

connecting such terms; section III records historical-empirical material that helps to fill the 

equation values exploring the historical experience of three countries: USA, Germany and 

France; section IV sets a few conclusive remarks and other speculative ones. 

 

I. On definitions 

 

The conception of development here used is heir to the Latin American historic-

structural tradition. We speak of sustained and sustainable development when there is: 

a) sustained growth: constant (not volatile), durable and non-based on the predatory 

use of natural and human resources; 

b) reasonable national integration and reduction of regional inequalities; 

c) internalization of dynamism (economic, technological) and of decision-making 

centers; 

d) significant incorporation of masses in the economic, social and political processes 

The second key term we need to define derives from that first one: “Development 

Policy”? We speak of “policy” because it leads to a view of development as something that 

does not simply “happen”, but, rather, is also a product of deliberate action, of conscious 

intervention in a process. This involves a complicated theoretical issue: fact that human 

institutions are the result of human action, but not, necessarily, of their previous deliberation, 

of a design. This formulation, famous in the Scottish illuminists, was revisited by Hegel and 

Marx, in another record – that in which Minerva’s Owl only flies and interprets the course of 

history once the latter has already done its work. Marx’s view, interested in transforming the 

world and not only in interpreting it, suggests that once aware of this constraint, the owl can 

learn from history and, to a certain extent, foresee the course of history. Thus, for instance, 

socialism and communism, differently form preceding modes of production, would be 

structures of social relationships consciously “produced”. 

From these two initial definitions, we arrive to the development policies, part of this 

deliberate action. Policies of production, distribution and use of knowledge are something 

essential in a development project. It is important to stress it because it was not always so, 

even in contemporary history, defined by industry and technic. 

 Specialized literature shows how the first steps of modern industry – or capitalist 

agriculture – did not seem to depend on higher education or the development of science in 
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the strict sense. Up until the end of the 20th century, little or almost nothing of technological 

innovation came from sages or scientists, universities or academies. On the contrary, crucial 

discoveries were made by ingenious craftsmen. This landscape was progressively 

transformed since the last decades of the 19th century. From World War II on, an insoluble 

marriage among development, science, technology and school education was set up. In this 

environment, the nations’ ability to educate their populations seems to constitute a 

watershed. Building “competencies” or capacities for the production and use of creative 

knowledge has become a strategic element in development processes. 

We move inside this framework. Inside this framework emerging countries – like 

Brazil – are bound. For these countries, development strategies or policies need to watch out 

for two complementary needs, two big lines of public policy: 

 an advanced scientific research policy, on the frontier of knowledge – it must be 

demanding and continuous. In a lot of successful development processes (as in the 

famous Asian Tigers), the existence of a wide basis of basic research seems to have 

been secondary or even indifferent. However, even the very important and many 

times underrated work of imitation, adaptation, depends, progressively, on the 

mastery of intellectual resources on the frontier of human knowledge. When the 

“follower” and imitator stage gives way to the dispute for innovation and leadership 

positions, this need earns a new prominence. The development of a kind of research 

that seeks new knowledge and questions the established one becomes mandatory. 

 a policy of capillarization of techno-scientific information and capacitation, something 

which is produced through education, diffusion and extension programs (rural as well 

as industrial), programs which turn technological and scientific beings into something 

familiar. In this axis one contemplates the propagation of accumulated and validated 

knowledge, through teaching and training, but also through programs of cultural and 

scientific diffusion. 

Finally, let us ssay a word on another pair of elements: national systems of education 

(NSEs) and national systems of innovation (NSIs). Literature about them has progressively 

widened the scope of its considerations. Thus, the NSI is not restricted to strict equipment 

such as research labs and scientific teams. It encompasses a much wider group of actors, 

organizations and institutions, among them the NSE. And it is this last one which is seen, by 

a large part of the literature (i.e. Richard Florida and Keith Smith), not exactly as an engine, 

but as a component of the essential infrastructure for the generation of innovative or 

“learning societies”, to use Lundvall’s terms. 

 

 

II. Questions that structure the equation  

 

National Contexts – varieties of capitalism 

 

 In the last two hundred years, complex and integrated SNEs were developed. Initially, 

in the developed countries, with the progressive universalization of basic education. But 

there was also a significant advance in that which was once called the Third World. Later, 

there was the high school and professional education expansion – pushed by demanding 

movements from the “lower floors” of these societies but, also, by the qualification 

requirements of the capitalist order. At the end of the 20th century, the progressive order 

arrived to higher education, up until then the citadel of a born aristocracy. Even at this level, 

nobler and more ambitious, a few countries reached the mark of massification established by 
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Martin Trow (coverage rate between 16% and 50% of the age cohort). These expansion 

waves can be seen from different perspectives. Here, let us consider not only the movement 

but, rather, the different ways in which the movement can be framed. 

 In retrospective, that expansion is today a fact, but before that, it was a policy, maybe 

even a project. From the perspective of the policymakers – or of the project creators – the 

issue, in its construction context (not the historian’s view, who sees them in the rearview 

mirror), is a twofold question: 

1. How much higher education must be provided? How many individuals must be 

included in this level, out of the productive system’s necessity and the demand for 

workforce? 

2. How many excluded from higher education can the social order stand? How many 

must it include, out of the political system’s necessity and social demand? 

 

When one looks at the aforementioned expansion process from the analysts’ 

perspective, the questions which arise are the following: 

1. Why did the higher education expansion take on this direction? What pushed it in this 

direction? 

2. How did this expansion happen? What were the different system designs? How were 

institutional diversification, stratification and hierarchization combined? 

3. Which factors determined these different forms of expansion? 

For the policymaker – involved in the act of constructing the policy – as much as for 

the analyst – involved in the interpretation of its trajectory – the answer to these questions 

demands understanding the role education plays in the social order, in the classes and 

segments relations, in the power and prestige relations, as well as in the occupational 

structures and the income and wealth distribution. It depends, in short, on what we may call 

“capitalism varieties”. 

From the individual’s perspective, the relevance of having or not having a higher 

education certificate is partly related to the way in which, in the society one lives in, this is 

connected to the occupational structure. And to the way this occupational hierarchy is 

connected to the wages differential and income distribution in general. Being in the “superior 

scale” of occupations is dependent on a degree? Does it implicate a significant jump in 

income? There are countries in which the occupational structure is marked by great 

discrepancies and wage differentials are equally relevant, in others, income inequalities and 

wage differentials are less significant. That makes a huge difference. 

The relevance of a degree (and the demand thereof resultant) depends also on how 

much the quality of living (access to comfortable and safe life conditions) is connected to 

income (be it wages or other) or to the offer of public services (access and coverage). There 

are countries in which the quality of living is more dependent on the income obtained in the 

market – the case of the USA, for instance. In other countries, basic social services benefit 

the citizens in a more horizontal way – public education and health, transport, housing, social 

security, culture, etc. In this case, income (wage, specifically) has a lesser impact on life 

standards. 

Expansion of access depends, still, on how much higher education is essential to 

prestige, acknowledgement and life style structures. Or to certain power structures, such as 

the access to representative positions, etc. 
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The situation above mentioned is shown, indirectly, in this commentary by Martin 

Trow: 

“the ‘over-production’ of university graduates for the traditional graduate 

occupations is causing misgivings among conservatives, who are beginning to see 

more and more clearly that mass higher education is a corrosive solvent of traditional 

social relations, status, hierarchies, and privileged access to elite careers”. [Trow, 

2010, p.111] 

And so it helps to explain the element that many times comes along with access 

policies, that is, the differentiation and hierarchization policy: 

“But the establishment of different sectors of higher education, reflecting the 

status hierarchies in the larger society, is a more effective way of using higher 

education to buttress rather than undermine the class structure.” [Trow, 2010, p.111-

112] 

So, understanding theses contexts is essential to answer the questions above: How 

and why does a society expand access to higher education? How does it select those who 

will be included in this level? 

 

Two varieties: the “old Europe” and the “First New Nation” – two paths to inclusion… and to 

selectivity 

 

In 1959, in a famous study about high school in the USA, James Conant noted that 

one out of every three Americans entered higher education, a much higher rate than that 

reached by Europeans. But he put the numbers into context establishing a few important 

reservations: 

“But the vast majority of the Americans are not university students in the 

European sense of the term—that is, students preparing for a profession. Actually, 

the percentage of young men who are preparing to be doctors, lawyers, engineers, 

scientists, scholars, and teachers of academic subjects is about the same in this 

country as in Europe—a surprisingly small percentage, by the way —something like 6 

per cent of an age group.” [Conant, 1959, p. 3] 

To sum up, on both sides of the Atlantic, the upper level of society found different 

ways to defend its power and prestige niches – not necessarily in access, but, also, in the 

success and content of the courses and in the range of the degrees. 

Conant’s tale sought to show, in particular, something that brought American 

education closer to the European one: the final result in terms of selectivity. Both “social 

models” had actual differences, in history, and in its sedimentation results. On one side we 

would have the European societies, marked by social stratification traditions and by 

sedimentation of power and prestige, heir to feudal aristocracy. On the other side, the 

alleged “society without classes” of America, open to social mobility. By different means, 

however, these different societies produced, in the educational funnel, a similar effect. 

From the start, we could identify a very common characteristic in the Western 

European countries. The inequality of access to higher education is produced even before 

the gate to higher education – it is produced by the alternative “pathways” of high school. 

And this inequality is very much connected to social hierarchy, to the power and prestige 

structures in the whole of society. 
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German society is the one where the selective funnel concentrates its force on the 

initial stages. By eleven years old the child has had its academic pathway pretty much 

defined. The following middle school already reflects this division. 

The French way has its own peculiarity. The ordinary middle school, the lyceum, 

leads to different qualifications to continue education – the different types of “bac”. And, from 

this filter, the access to different (and very stratified) forms of higher education (grandes 

écoles, universities, IUTs, STS and so on) is defined. As the analysts say: 

“To the French, it would appear wasteful to give everyone university preparation 

when only a few can go. To Americans, it would appear unjust to close the door to 

college on an 11 year old. The relevant comparison is at the common decision point. 

For French students the question “how much education? ” is answered at age 11; for 

most American students it is answered at age 17 or 18 “ [GARNIER,  MAURICE & 

MICHAEL HOUT - Inequality of Educational Opportunity in France and the United 

States, SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH 5, 225-246 (1976)] 

Conversely, as we have said, American society has had to adopt another path, 

determining another moment for the funnel to take place, since the starting point is a 

“comprehensive” middle school. In the American case, higher education is, from the start, 

highly diversified and hierarchized. 

The American case is particularly interesting, by its apparent promise of “equality”. 

The “comprehensive” middle school, which does not discriminate, hierarchize or select is 

something difficult, rare. It is volatile, as certain chemical elements which only survive in 

special lab conditions. Even when solidly instituted and installed in a society, such as the 

American one, the “comprehensive” middle school is soon pushed to differentiate. One of the 

results of the historic process of accommodation is the emergence of a sector of private elite 

middle schools1. Another result (maybe complementary to the first) is a differentiation in the 

very interior of the public system, with schools of rich districts and schools of poor districts2. 

This segmentation is easier when financing and management are decentralized and leveling 

or standardizing policies are weak and have little social echo. 

But in the United States, the strongest side of access inequality is transferred inside 

the system of higher education – by the stratification of courses and institutions, which is 

established, above all, from income, that is, from the way through which spending in 

education is effectively distributed. And this spending must be understood in two senses: as 

the public spending (unequal financing of schools and courses) and private spending 

(families’ income to pay unequal schools). 

What can be said then about higher education expansion with diversification and 

segmentation? How did it happen in these three countries? 

At some point, pressure for democratization of access to higher education – itself 

seen as an access gate to the democratization of other benefits – conflicts with the 

possibilities of inclusion in the system. In some countries, selection is strong in the initial 

stages of school. However, when and where this premature selection becomes fragile a 

solution that preserves inequality and hierarchy seems to remain: differentiation in the higher 

                                                           
1
 An astounding picture of this universe is shown in the rankings promoted by big American 

magazines. See, for instance: http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/national-rankings, 

and also: http://www.thebestschools.org/blog/2013/03/27/50-public-high-schools-u-s/ 
2
 Linda A. Renzulli and Vincent J. Roscigno - Charter School Policy, Implementation, and Diffusion 

Across the United States, Sociology of Education 2005, 78: 344.  

http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/national-rankings
http://www.thebestschools.org/blog/2013/03/27/50-public-high-schools-u-s/
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level, in which the education of the “top” 5% and the education “for other people’s children” is 

built. 

 

III. Three cases: France, Germany and USA 

France – selective and … mass systems? 

The double character of French higher education is old, Napoleonic. On one side, the 

universities, open to anyone with a high school certificate. On the other, the “Grandes 

Écoles” and their “preparatory classes," highly selective and where the best and brightest of 

French elite is educated.  

During the 20th century — and especially by the end of it — this system was 

broadened and diversified. How and why? 

Right after World War II, the higher education system was still very small. During the 

first half of the 60’s, before the “student revolution" of 1968, the coverage rate was low: only 

5% of the 18 to 26 year-old cohort attended a higher education institution. Looking at the 

numbers after the reforms in the 60’s and 70’s, twenty five years later (1988), the rate has 

gone to 15%. 

The first pressure over the system came from demographics and the expansion of 

basic and high school. The average rate for “bac” approval was 5% in 1950, going to 20% in 

1970, 29,4% in 1985, 43,5% in 1990, and 62,7% in 1995, remaining at this high from then on 

(Cf. Duru Bellat et all, 2008). The source of candidates to higher education has, therefore, 

experienced successive jumps. A caveat must be added to these numbers: different types of 

“baccalaureate”, that is, of high school conclusion certificates and qualification for higher 

education were introduced. 

In 1968, the French government introduced the technological baccalaureate, with the 

aim of stimulating students to apply for higher education degrees in technologically oriented 

courses. In 1985, the professional baccalaureate was created. This differentiation would 

have important consequences, be it over the expansion of candidate-students, or their fate. 

Partly as a response to such demands from the lower levels, the expansion of higher 

education schools has gone through different processes, one of them, more traditional, or 

linear – with the creation of new universities or ancillary campuses to existing universities 

(antennes universitaires) – is one side of this expansion. 

But already in 1966, the Instituts Universitaires de Technologia (IUTs) appeared – a 

segment which would later come between universities and Grandes Écoles. IUTs are, as a 

general rule, integrated to universities, but operate in a peculiar way. They are selective and 

have a non-open access policy, being very demanding about attendance and evaluation 

processes. They offer three-year courses and grant a degree called DUT (Diplôme 

Universitaire de Technologie). It is a wider selective system than the Grandes Écoles and 

more accessible to less-elite social segments.  

It is necessary to remember that in the French maze of schools, degrees and 

certificates there was, since 1957, the DEST, the degree of technical studies granted by 

universities. Originally, their course programs should last at least nearly two years. 

Another segment is relevant to the expansion and, mainly, to the capillarization of 

higher education: that of STSs, Section Techniques Supérieures, also selective but less 

noble and with rather massive inclinations, as well as being a provider of short term higher 

education. They offer two-year courses, covering around 100 specialties, and issue a 

certificate called BTS (brevet de technician supérieur). Originated in 1959, this segment 

grows significantly after 1970. 
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The STSs admit, in general, the students with a less “noble” high school degree, the 

so called “professional bac”. It is the segment of higher education where the students that 

finish high school later and have a less shinning performance predominate. The STSs are 

very connected to high school since its origins. Many of these schools (most of them, in fact) 

were born inside and from lyceums, better equipped in terms of labs, libraries, teacher’s 

training. One analyst of this system calls the STSs “higher education for other people’s 

children” [Orange, 2013]. Its growth is significant as can be seen in the following tables from 

Orange’s study (p. 24): 

 Table 1 — STS offer at French public high schools (lyceums), 1980-1981 and 1994-
1995  

 
1980-1981 1994-1995 

BTS certificates - number of specialties (careers) 87 106 

STS – number of first-year classes 724 2823 

Number of schools (lyceums) that have STS 184 953 

Cities with STS 218 622 

Source: Carte des établissements, ministère de l’Éducation nationale. Base Reflet, 
CEREQ.   

 

Table 2 – Participation of different sectors in higher education (%) 

 
1970-1971  2008-2009 

Universities 74,9 54,8 

IUT 2,8 5,3 

STS 3,2 10,5 

CPGE 3,8 3,6 

Other schools 15,3 25,8 

Total 100 100 

Source: Repères et réferences statistiques, MEN, Éditions 1996 & 2009.   

 

From data collected by the French Education Ministry, we have drawn up the 

following graphic comparing the evolution of different segments: 

 
Source: MENESR – DGESIP / DGRI – SIES, Atlas régional - édition 2014 

(http://publication.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/atlas/) 
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Another way of looking at this phenomenon (with data from the same source) is to 

look at the accumulated result of this evolution, the current distribution: 

  

In our view, and using Orange’s expression, we might add to the “others’ higher 

education” the above mentioned segments as “paramedic and social schools”, the 

“administration, law and accounting schools” and the “others”. Generally speaking they are 

isolated schools, non-connected to universities or institutes, and they provide vocational 

learning, aimed at “middle” professions such as nurses, social workers, accountants, notaries 

and the like, veterinarians, agronomists, trade technicians, journalists and audiovisual 

experts, tourism, logistics and transport experts, informatics, etc. 

As one can see, in this system, lyceums occupy a strategic position as the place 

where the preparation for the BAC occurs. And the kind of BAC (a scale of values) 

determines to what kind of higher education one can aspire. But not only that, for it is in the 

lyceums where the preparatory (and highly selective) funnel of the Grandes Écoles takes 

place, the nursery of public and private elite. Today, around 500 lyceums admit the 

“preparatory classes to the Grandes Écoles” (CPGE), and it is them that educate a great 

mass of technicians of post-secondary level (at over 2000 schools with STSs): a huge 

capillarized net in the French territory. One must note also that, apart from these two sub-

systems, there are two demanding and selective (non-open) branches at the universities: the 

IUTs and the medical schools. 

 

Germany – rigid stratification 

The German model of higher education was the first one to link research, science and 

learning. An enlightened and educated bourgeoisie in Prussia came to the conclusion that a 
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country could only grow by fostering its culture. 19th century Prussian administrators thought 

of universities as a special place for building human beings committed with the consolidation 

of German culture and nation. Some authors argue that the importance of Prussian 

universities was one of the factors that led to the economic development of the region. By the 

end of the century, businessmen started pressuring the government for applied studies in the 

universities. However, professors thought that science should be theoretical – the benefits for 

society were indirect. For that reason, the Technische Schulen (technical high schools) were 

created, which later became technical colleges – Technische Hochschulen. These 

institutions were independent from universities and their aim was to produce knowledge 

especially for industries. Other organizations with that purpose were the Physikalisch-

Tecnische Bundesanstalt, founded in 1887. The initiative came from industrialists like Werner 

von Siemens, founder and director of the firm that carries its name. There was also the 

Kaiser William Society - Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschat – which, in 1948, became the Max-

Planck-Society (Gellert, 1933; Keck, 1993).  

So, if there are visible differences between the “European teaching model” and the 

American model, maybe there is no way more radical to observe them as by looking at the 

German case. 

As has already been said, Americans, since early on, sponsored the offer of 

“comprehensive” middle schools, ideally admitting every citizen with the same rules, 

structures and curriculum3. Germans, on the contrary, separate and classify children as early 

as the end of elementary school – most are forwarded to vocational training – into three 

possible high school pathways: Hauptschule (manual workers), Realschule (clerical and 

technical work) and Gymnasium (academic, scientific and superior professions, such as 

engineers, lawyers, medical doctors, economists). The German school is like a realization of 

Plato’s allegory of the Republic, dividing human species in men of gold, silver and brass (we 

might include those of iron). 

The proportion of graduates from higher education (percentage of age cohort) is half 

that recorded in the USA. And in the expansion of the last decades a visible stratification can 

be noted on this level. 

The expansion-with-transformation arrangement started in 1968 with the emergence 

of higher education institutions outside the universities. The old engineering schools 

(Ingenieurschulen) and the superior vocational schools (höhere Fachschulen), aimed at the 

administration and social work careers, were transformed into Fachhochschulen (superior 

schools of applied sciences). They began to operate in 1971, initially envisioned for shorter 

term courses (three years) than those of the university graduation courses (much longer), 

and accessible to students from the “non-academic” high school segment. Gradually, some 

of these Fachhochschulen (FH) were upgraded and transformed into vocational 

(Berufsakademien) and “comprehensive” higher education institutions. 

FHs are plentiful, representing half the higher education institutions; and they are 

more decentralized than the universities. But they still concentrate a smaller, yet growing, 

number of the enrollments: FHs covered 20% of the total enrollment in higher education in 

1971, but almost 24% in 1993 and 27% in 2003. The growth was larger precisely in the four 

last years of this period (1999-2003), which shows it was accelerating. Different speeds of 

                                                           
3
 Schools suited to a “classless society”, notes an old paper by Conant – Education For A Classless 

Society: The Jeffersonian Tradition,  Charter Day Address delivered at the University of California on 

March 28, 1940, available at https://www.theatlantic.com/past/docs/issues/95sep/ets/edcla.htm 

https://www.theatlantic.com/past/docs/issues/95sep/ets/edcla.htm
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growth produced this accumulated result: in 2013, 31,5% of the students was in the FHs and 

64,5% in the universities.4 

It can be said that, to a certain extent, FHs constitute the “second class” of German 

higher education, or its “non-elite” sector. That is reflected, for instance, in the classroom 

workload. While university professors teach an average of 8 hours per week, 30 weeks per 

year, FH professors teach 18 hours per week, 34 weeks per year, being paid, in general, 

20% less than the university professors. The number of students per academic staff (all kinds 

of teaching staff) in the universities é 10:1, whereas it is 25:1 in the FHs. 

On the other side, the FHs are much more directly connected to the labor market. 

Over 80% of its students are concentrated in four fields or careers: engineering, 

administration, social work and policy, and public management. FHs have many professors 

who are professionals in non-academic fields and who work partial time at the school. FHs’ 

students are also more oriented towards the labor market and frequently participate in 

professional internships during the course. In general, six months after they graduate, 70% of 

them are already employed. This number falls to 50% for university graduates. Dropout rates 

are also different for both institutions: around 25% in the universities and 20% in the FHs. 

FHs – with more “focused” courses – also represent an answer to another distinctive 

trait of the German system: the average duration of the courses is long, much longer than the 

American average. Some analysts note that, from the learning or learned content point of 

view, a graduation in a German university should be compared to a Master’s in an American 

one. Others5 note that the expansion of higher education in Germany is in any event limited 

to those who are for that enabled – that is, who get the high school certificate which allows 

for that. Up to now, that revolves around 40% of the youth, even though this number has 

been rising. The premature selection we mentioned above is a structuring funnel. 

 

USA and the generalization of the Californian Model of massification with stratification 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, California has adopted a consistent policy to 

maintain a public higher education system. Later, in the 1960s, it consolidated such policies 

in a Master Plan which, as Douglass (2010) noted, does not inaugurate the system, only 

ratifies and deepens it. This system and its Master Plan became a model and inspiration for 

other American states. In a way, this model exposes basic characteristics of American higher 

education in its whole. 

What stands out – in the Californian case and, next, in the USA in general – is the 

extraordinary growth of the community colleges (CCs), the short term colleges. When the 

Master Plan began to be formulated, they admitted about 100 thousand students – a number 

which, in 2009, had jumped to 1,2 million, that is, it grew 12 times. The leader university of 

the system, University of California (UC), grew 4 times, and California State, the second and 

more “mass-oriented” in the system, grew 8 times. The CCs network has twice the number of 

students of both state universities combined – and if one takes into account graduation only, 

this disproportion is certainly larger. 

California displays, on a national level, an excellent coverage rate for higher 

education – around 33% of youth (18-29) are included in this level of education, a number 

much superior to the national average (25%). And a large part of this number is covered by 

                                                           
4
 Data available at: 

https://www.destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/EducationResearchCulture/InstitutionsHigherE

ducation/Tables/TotalTypeInstitutionHigherEducationWinterTerm.html (08/29/2014) 
5
 Hubert Ertl, Higher Education in Germany: a Case of ‘Uneven’ Expansion?. Higher Education 

Quarterly, 0951–5224. Volume 59, No. 3, July 2005, p 205–229. 

https://www.destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/EducationResearchCulture/InstitutionsHigherEducation/Tables/TotalTypeInstitutionHigherEducationWinterTerm.html
https://www.destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/EducationResearchCulture/InstitutionsHigherEducation/Tables/TotalTypeInstitutionHigherEducationWinterTerm.html
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the public system (in contrast to what happens in the East Coast, where the private sector 

predominates). Douglass (2010) shows this picture in the following graphic: 

 
 

 

However, when we look at the composition of this mass, we see that most of it is 

covered by the short term higher education system, the CCs. Geiser and Atkinson (2010) 

show a few essential characteristics of the higher education expansion in California6.  

 
 

It is highly significant that the production of graduates in long term courses 

(bachelor’s degree) is much lower in California than in the other states. Atkinson and Geiser 

show how, in this specific item, California loses to the East Coast (NY, MA, Pen, etc.). With 

data collected by them we have put together the graphic below. We draw special attention to 

the states also selected in Douglass’ graphic above – California, Illinois, New York, 

                                                           
6
 Geiser, Saul & Richard C. Atkinson - BEYOND THE MASTER PLAN - The Case for Restructuring 

Baccalaureate Education in California.  Research & Occasional Paper Series: CSHE. 16.10. 

November 2010. 
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Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Texas. In number of Bachelor’s Degrees, California is 

ahead only of Texas, which, furthermore, also has a large part of its students enrolled in 

CCs. 

 
 

Douglass shows how this trend – high coverage, in general, and predominance of 

CCs – was NOT inaugurated by the Master Plan. The plan was only the consolidation of 

something which already predominated in the state. Furthermore, Douglass shows that the 

projections of the Plan were slightly different, and widely refuted by actual evolution:  

“Yet those who negotiated the Master Plan did not anticipate the rapid growth in 

California’s population, or the popular desire for some form of higher education. The 

plan provided a projection of enrollment under the plan over a fifteen-year period, 

1960 to 1975. Actual enrollment grew at a much faster pace, fueled by California’s 

rapidly expanding population, with spectacular growth at the community colleges 

(see Figure 6). Much of that enrollment growth came not in students who would 

gain an A.A. degree and be eligible for transfer, but in vocational and adult learning 

classes, including English as a second language. 

The Master Plan projected a relative balance between those enrolled in 

community colleges - with at least half of these students in programs that would make 

students eligible to transfer to UC or CSU -  and those enrolled in public four-year 

institutions. 

By 1975, some 60 percent of all California undergraduate students were in 

Community Colleges; by 2006, that figure rose to approximately 70 percent. 

As noted in the following, this dramatic shift in the balance between two-year and 

four-year enrollment, combined with other factors, including demographic factors and 

declining public funding relative to costs, has had major implications for California.” 

[Douglas, 2010, p. 11] 
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The Californian case, as an extreme example, unveils some of the potentialities and 

difficulties of the American System of short term higher education. 

The CCs network (over a thousand only in the public sector) has shown a great ability 

to capacitate a range of “middle” or basic professionals in higher education – police officers, 

firefighters, paramedics, nurses, etc. Almost half of the American graduates study in CCs – 

with a strong presence of the so called ethnic minorities and of the lower income population. 

Nowadays, beginning the graduation in CCs (cheaper) and later transferring to a more 

ambitious school (a state university, for example) has been a strategy of the middle classes 

to lower the costs of higher education. It has also been significant the capacity of the CCs to 

offer free courses, not bound to degrees – only professional certificates or certificates of 

proficiency in languages (ESL – English as a Second Language), very important for 

immigrants.7 

                                                           
7
 The importance of CCs, in states such as California, among others, is very much connected to the 

presence of foreigners. See table below. 
Ethnic composition of high school graduates in the most populous states (%) 

 Asian Black Hispanic 

EUA 6 14 19 

California 15 6 44 

Florida 3 21 25 

Georgia 4 36 8 

Illinois 5 16 18 

Michigan 3 18 4 

New York 9 17 18 

North Carolina 3 26 9 

Ohio 2 13 2 

Pennsylvania 3 13 7 

Texas 4 12 45 

Source: Knocking at the College Door - Projections of High School Graduates by State and Race/Ethnicity 1992-
2022, March 2008, Wester Interstate Commission for Higher Education, ACT, CollegeBoard. Available at: 
http://www.wiche.edu/info/publications/knocking-8th/knocking-8th.pdf (08/26/2014) 
Attention: In California, over half the students has English as a second language. Almost the same happens in 

Texas. On a national level, Hispanics already surpass Blacks as the dominant minority among high school 

graduates and, therefore, as higher education candidates. 

http://www.wiche.edu/info/publications/knocking-8th/knocking-8th.pdf
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The picture below provides a summary of the American system, which can be seen 

as a pyramid with three floors: 

 

At the basis of the pyramid are the public community colleges, mass short-term 

education. In the community college segment, the nonprofit private sector has many schools 

but few students. Beside it, there is a small but growing sector, of profit bachelor’s private 

education, very standardized, of dubious quality, low cost and high dropout rates. Above this 

intermediary segment, there are something like 2000 institutions of different types – private 

colleges of four years, selective and of general training (liberal arts), “comprehensive” state 

colleges and universities, some with Master’s and Doctorates. And on the top of the pyramid 

there are some 300 research and doctoral universities. This superior segment has its own 

ultra-top floor, la crème de la crème, with a few dozen universities. 

Brint [2007, p. 95] suggests another analogy, comparing the “education industry” to 

the consumption goods industry. In the latter, we would have a superior segment, of luxury, 

highly individualized products, like haute couture fashion, for instance; an intermediate 

segment, with more standardized products, but branded, a sophisticated prêt-à-porter; and a 

lower level, with mass, low-cost products. 

 

IV. Concluding notes 

These considerations, as we have already said, seek to define the terms in which we 

should think the relationship between changes in the social order and changes in education 

policies adopted by public authorities. Different social organization forms and the place of 

schools in this order indicate what we may call “national choices” or country projects. There 

is a two-way road there. On one hand, the development models defines, at the same time, 

the role in them played by “knowledge policies”, the basis for the constitution of innovative 

societies. On the other hand, it – the development model – depends on these policies. What 

studies on NSIs reveal, with growing clarity, is that NSEs have a crucial role on the creation 

of this basis, above all if we understand “innovation” in a more realistic way – even though 

less romantic – than that of a radical invention. Literature about NIS has produced a series of 

insights which may help to judge the capacity of our NESs to play this role. It is worth to 

summarize some of them: 
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1. There is a great risk of distortion – from the analytical perspective as well as from 

the policymakers’ perspective – when the exam is too focused on the so called 

radical innovation and on invention. Or in the “break-through” model, described 

by Richard Flora. In other words, if what is on the agenda is the development of a 

community or nation, one must pay attention to the relevance of incremental 

innovation, of imitation and adaptation. 

2. The consideration made above has yet another consequence: we must consider 

not only innovation that produces ruptures “at any cost” but, also and mainly, 

innovation which, precisely because it accounts for costs (individual and social, 

obviously), involves disseminated and productive use. Some analyses have 

shown, for example, that innovation policies tied to military demands tend 

towards the first of these framing modes, with serious consequences and 

deformations. That is the case of Brascombe and his colleagues’ work about the 

spinoffs. Or Kaldor’s about the “baroque” technology of arsenals. Brascombe and 

his colleagues indicate, inclusively, that there are two points of view, two different 

cognitive subjects in both cases. In what concerns the military primacy as north 

and model for the research, it is worth noting that a few countries seem to have 

avoided this pathway (some, like Japan and Germany, seem to have benefited 

from a “happy interdiction” of such path). 

3. Other analyses, also take into account the caveat mentioned on item 1. above, 

highlighting that it is imperative to consider the relevance of innovation in 

“traditional” areas or ones not usually classified as what is known as “cutting-

edge economy”: agriculture, services, “old” industries. There are indications that 

one of the advantages some countries have obtained, in the task of bringing 

inventions and innovation to productive use, stems from this consideration. [See, 

for instance, Abramson et all, 1997]. 

4. Another consequence: the relevance of “national capabilities” and of the capacity 

to innovate not only in products and processes, but, also, in institutional and 

organizational engineering (methods, organization modes, behaviors uses and 

costumes). 

Thus, a “culture of innovation” must expand out of the more sophisticated, frontier 

cores. And the NSEs are pressed to provide this diversified infrastructure of competences 

and capacities. 

In a famous book-reporting8, James Fallows recalls the excellence of the American 

system, its adaptability to local circumstances, its open-doors and “outsiders” inclusive 

policies, and its stimulus to individual creativity. He finishes this apology with an unsettling 

comparison: 

 “Yet the American system’s most acute failure is in the area of the Asian 

system’s greatest success: ensuring that the worst-trained people are competent. The 

roots of America’s polarized school system – so good at the top, so bad at the bottom 

– obviously involve factors other than the schools themselves. But because schooling 

plays so crucial a role in the overall economic prospects for the country, as well as 

largely determining what kinds of Americans can hold what jobs, in the short term it is 

worthwhile to concentrate on the schools themselves. In the short term America’s 

biggest educational problem is that its worst schools and students are so bad; as 

                                                           
8
 Fallows, James – Looking at the Sun – The Rise of the New East Asian Economic and Political 

System,Vintage Books, N.York, 1995, pp. 442-444 
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long as this is true, social polarization can only become worse. One way to address 

this problem is through a much more equal system of school funding. At the moment 

the students with the most troubled family backgrounds and bleakest life prospects go 

to the worst-funded schools. Better-funded schools will not solve the students’ other 

problems, but worse-funded schools naturally make the problems worse. The United 

States does not need a school system as centralized and standardized as Japan’s, or 

even as that of France. But it can learn from the successes of such systems (…) 

[Fallows, 1995, p.444] 
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