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Abstract

Public higher education in the United State is two hundred years
old. Throughout the nineteenth century, the growth of colleges and u-
niversities followed the path of westward expansion. In the mid-twenti-
eth century, public higher education underwent an expansion and de-
mocratization that extended its benefits to ever-increasing numbers of
the population and that multiplied the extent and impact of its research
activities. Today, the American system of public higher education is*
not only by far the world’s largest but is generally considered the best
and is certainly the most broadly accessible to its citizenry.

In making the investment in the public higher education, Ameri-
ca is investing in itself. Public higher education is a public good—
accountable to the public for its stewardship and essential to the public
for the quality of life it sustains.

Public higher education now stands at a policy crossroads. One
road points to a privatization of public higher education. By shifting
the historic balance between public support and individual tuition pay-
ments, this route leads to individual elitism and economic divisive-
ness. The other road continues what have always been the mainstream
values ; greater breadth and quality of public higher education, greater
accessibility, and continued expansion of its research and public serv-
ice activities. These disparate journeys define two different Americas.

Higher education in the United States differs from that in most
other countries in that responsibility for it rests with individual states,

rather than with the national government. The unique history, poli-



