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HIST 407/507: THE UNIVERSITY IN HISTORY (SEMINAR) 

University of Oregon – Spring 2018 – CRN 32613 

 

Instructor: Ian F. McNeely, Professor of History  

Meeting times: T 2:00-4:50 in 471 MCK 

Office hours: TR 12:00-1:00 in 319 MCK or by appointment  

Email: imcneely@uoregon.edu 

Phone: 541-346-4791 

Course webpage: https://canvas.uoregon.edu/courses/109940  

My webpage: pages.uoregon.edu/imcneely 

 

 

Description 

 

The university is one of the world’s longest-lived institutions, and yet those of us who work and 

study in universities typically spend little time thinking about their history. Too often we assume 

that the traditions we hold dear—from caps and gowns to academic freedom to athletic 

competitions—are ancient or unchanging when in fact there have been very few constants in the 

history of universities since they first arose in the European Middle Ages. Instead, throughout 

their existence, universities have responded with surprising vigor and flexibility to the needs and 

demands of their host societies. Particularly in the last century or so, they have taken on new 

missions, mandates, and functions largely unknown to prior incarnations of the institution. 

Among other things, they have added research to teaching, accreted massive medical centers, and 

shed their prior elite status to embrace mass education. Today, higher learning has come to be 

seen as indispensable to democratic citizenship and career success in a rapidly diversifying and 

globalizing world. 

 

We begin this course with two very recent scholarly books written from different perspectives on 

the history of the university; this will ground us not only in the basic facts of university history 

but also introduce us to some of the scholarly debates and interpretations animating this subfield. 

Then we try our hands at primary-source analysis by reading a famous century-old polemic that 

remains surprisingly resonant today; this exercise aims at developing skills of close reading and 

contextualization that students will need to conduct their own original historical research. By this 

point, students will have chosen a research topic under my guidance; the seminar will then 

become a research and writing clinic culminating in three weeks of oral student presentations. 

Together, we will practice the tools of the historian’s trade: locating and interpreting primary 

sources, engaging with the secondary literature, organizing notes, honing sentences and 

paragraphs, composing written drafts, presenting our work orally, and collegially critiquing the 

work of others. The end product will be a 15-20 page paper based on primary sources and framed 

around the secondary literature. (Graduate students will write longer and more involved papers.) 

 

Our focus throuhgout will be on U.S. higher education in the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries; research topics on other countries and time periods will be considered only with my 

prior approval. Topics of contemporary relevance are not only allowed but encouraged—so long 

as they are firmly grounded in the methods and questions of historians: if you write about a 

subject “ripped from the headlines,” I will help you situate it within deeper historical contexts. 

http://classes.uoregon.edu/pls/prod/hwskdhnt.p_viewdetl?term=201703&crn=32613
mailto:imcneely@uoregon.edu
https://canvas.uoregon.edu/courses/109940
http://www.uoregon.edu/~imcneely
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Objectives 

 

• Acquire basic knowledge of U.S. higher education, its European origins, its development 

from colonial times through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and particularly its 

history over the past hundred years 

• Understand how the missions and functions of universities have changed over time 

• Gain basic exposure to the questions, sources, interpretations, and methods used in the study 

of higher education history 

• Research and write a 15-20 page paper on a topic of your choice—but under the guidance of 

the instructor—integrating primary sources and secondary literature. (Graduate students will 

write longer papers engaging more with the historiography.) 

 

Requirements 

 

• Class participation, including on-time preparation of starred (*) assignments and in-class 

primary source presentation (40%) 

• Research paper, 15-20 pages (for HIST 407) or 20+ pages (for HIST 507) (60%) 

 

 

Books to purchase 

 

Axtell, James. Wisdom’s Workshop: The Rise of the Modern University. Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 2016. ISBN 978-1-4008-8042-3. 

 

Labaree, David F. A Perfect Mess: The Unlikely Ascendancy of American Higher Education. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017. ISBN 978-0-226-25044-1. 

 

Veblen, Thorstein. The Higher Learning in America: The Annotated Edition: A Memorandum on 

the Conduct of Universities by Business Men. Ed. and intro. by Richard F. Teichgraeber III. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015. ISBN 978-1-4214-1678-6. 

 

 

SCHEDULE 

 

* = indicates homework assignment in addition to assigned readings 

 

 

(4/3) Introduction: problems, methods, possible research topics 

 

 Get started on thinking about a research paper topic that might interest you. Go online 

and peruse the “Starter Bibliography” below (by following the hyperlinks). Also peruse 

my more-or-less random bookshelf on Google Books. (Follow this link to get started.) 

The starter bibliography tends to focus on standard institutional histories, while the 

random bookshelf focuses on various debates, controversies, and trends in higher 

education recently. (It also reflects my own professional interests in academic 

administration and leadership and the organization of intellectual life—interests which 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&as_coll=2&num=10&uid=104183982376903114015&source=gbs_slider_cls_metadata_2_mylibrary_more
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you may or may not share.) This bookshelf is idiosyncratic, far from comprehensive, and 

not organized in any particular way, but it should get you thinking about research topics. 

Look for topics that interest you, read the book descriptions, and scan through the tables 

of contents (and, to the extent possible, internal chapters) online. I also encourage you to 

browse on books.amazon.com by entering keywords on subjects that interest you about 

higher education. 

 

To get a sense of contemporary higher education debates and discussions, also peruse the 

Chronicle of Higher Education (http://www.chronicle.com) and Inside Higher Education 

(http://www.insidehighered.com) online. For international perspective, you might also 

take a peek at Times Higher Education (https://www.timeshighereducation.com). 

 

Again, it is fine to start with a subject that is of current interest today; then we can work 

toward designing a research topic that plumbs the historical contexts for that interest. 

Naturally, it is also perfectly fine to focus on a topic of “purely” historical interest. 

 

 

 (4/10) American higher education in European context 

 

Read James Axtell, Wisdom’s Workshop 

 

 *Generate and turn in a list of possible research paper subjects (a minimum of three, each 

described in a coherent, detailed 150-250 word paragraph) 

 

 

(4/17) The development of the American higher education “system” 

 

Read David Labaree, A Perfect Mess 

 

*Finalize and turn in a 200- to 250-word description of your research paper topic and 

acquire a primary source; attach a description of the primary source with a title page and 

table of contents.  

 

 

(4/24) Total depravity? The “higher learning” a century ago, 1918 

 

Read Thorstein Veblen, The Higher Learning in America 

 

 *Turn in a starter bibliography with at least three secondary sources and three primary 

sources. 

 

 

(5/1) Research topics and research mechanics 

 

 Readings TBA (approximately three articles or chapters, posted on Canvas > Files > 

READINGS by 4/26, addressing issues of relevance to one or more research topics). 

http://books.amazon.com/
http://www.chronicle.com/
http://www.insidehighered.com/
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/
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 *Turn in a research paper prospectus, including (a) a 400- to 500-word description of 

your topic, its significance, and your research methodology, (b) a list of 5-10 unresolved 

questions in your research, and (c) an updated bibliography. Copy and paste your 

prospectus to Canvas > Discussions > Prospectuses for the benefit of your fellow 

students. 

 

 

(5/8) In-class clinic on research methods and/or additional readings TBA 

 

 Post one one helpful, constructive, substantive comment on each of your fellow students' 

research prospectuses as a reply to the original posting at Canvas > Discussions > 

Prospectuses. You may continue to post such feedback throughout the term. 

 

 You may also go to Canvas > Discussions > Blog to publish questions, ideas, comments, 

suggestions, resources, etc. for which you’d like feedback from me and from fellow 

students. This is optional, and separate from the comments you should post on research 

prospectuses. 

 

 

(5/15) No class: meet with instructor 

 

 *Turn in source sample for later in-class presentations and complete bibliography 

 

 

(5/22) Student-led source readings 

(5/29) Student-led source readings 

(6/5) Student-led source readings 

 

 

(6/12) Research papers due 

 

 *Post papers at Canvas > Assignments by 4:00 pm 

 

 

Starter bibliography 

 

These are mainly institutional histories of American higher education. Use them as reference 

works and as books you can mine for ideas and sources on specific themes and topics. 

 

Dorn, Charles. For the Common Good: A New History of Higher Education in America. Cornell 

University Press, 2017. 

 

Geiger, Roger L. Knowledge and Money: Research Universities and the Paradox of the 

Marketplace. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004. 

 

https://books.google.com/books?id=V4UlDwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=V4UlDwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=pnAp3uxrK9wC&printsec=frontcover&dq=pnAp3uxrK9wC&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwifvZP3nL_ZAhUBImMKHesiDooQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=pnAp3uxrK9wC&printsec=frontcover&dq=pnAp3uxrK9wC&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwifvZP3nL_ZAhUBImMKHesiDooQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Geiger, Roger. Research and Relevant Knowledge: American Research Universities Since World 

War II. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2008. 

 

Geiger, Roger L. The History of American Higher Education: Learning and Culture from the 

Founding to World War II. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014. 

 

Geiger, Roger L. To Advance Knowledge: The Growth of American Research Universities, 1900-

1940. New York: Routledge, 2017. 

 

Horowitz, Helen Lefkowitz. Campus Life: Undergraduate Cultures from the End of the 

Eighteenth Century to the Present. New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2013. 

 

Rudolph, Frederick. The American College and University: A History. Athens, GA: University of 

Georgia Press, 2011. 

 

Smith, Wilson, and Thomas Bender. American Higher Education Transformed, 1940–2005: 

Documenting the National Discourse. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008. 

 

Thelin, John R. A History of American Higher Education. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2013. 

 

Thelin, John R. Essential Documents in the History of American Higher Education. Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014. 

 

Veysey, Laurence R. The Emergence of the American University. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1970. 

 

 

Other research tips  

 

• As you read, mine footnotes and bibliography for leads to further sources. 

• It is often best to use secondary sources to “drill down” to primary sources. 

• Favor secondary sources published by university presses or academic journals after ~1980. 

• You can use Summit and/or Interlibrary Loan to get books that UO may not own. 

 

Here are several online aids that are useful for secondary and to some extent primary sources: 

 

• Google Books and books.amazon.com. Previews of many, many books. 

• Historical Abstracts. Index of journal articles, often with abstracts and/or fulltext. 

• JSTOR. Fulltext archive of select scholarly journals in history and other fields. 

• Project MUSE. Another fulltext archive, particularly good on history of science. 

• Academic Search Premier. Good for book reviews and some academic articles. 

• A-Z list of online library databases. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=I39OffLWzxMC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=I39OffLWzxMC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=LFMCBAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=LFMCBAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=08o3DwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=08o3DwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=gSeFAAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=gSeFAAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=KFNy-BIExW8C&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=KFNy-BIExW8C&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=q7uM0jInCDcC&printsec=frontcover&dq=john+thelin&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiwx5Cmn7_ZAhVB2GMKHQ9hBJQQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=q7uM0jInCDcC&printsec=frontcover&dq=john+thelin&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiwx5Cmn7_ZAhVB2GMKHQ9hBJQQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=0V-RAwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=0V-RAwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=i757zXop7jcC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=i757zXop7jcC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/
http://books.amazon.com/
http://libproxy.uoregon.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.asp?profile=hia
http://libproxy.uoregon.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/search
https://researchguides.uoregon.edu/projectmuse
https://researchguides.uoregon.edu/AcademicSearchPremier
https://researchguides.uoregon.edu/az.php
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