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Forward

By Heidi Ross
Professor, Educational Policy Studies; Director, East Asian Studies Center;

Co, and Co—director, Pan Asia Institute, Indiana University

“Globalization is more than its common representation as growing
interdependence and the formation of self—evidently global institutions. It

also comprises processes deeply situated in the national.” (Sassen, 2014)

During the last two decades, the range, scope and depth of comparative higher
education scholarship has increased dramatically, in part because ever larger per-
centages of the world’s population is studying at the post—secondary level, in part
because higher education institutions are increasingly called upon to justify their
“costs” through evidence of success in providing people and innovation for knowledge
economies. It's safe to say that our expanded knowledge of the changing purposes,
policies, and practices of colleges and universities, as well as the multidisciplinary
networks of international scholars who document them, hias much to do with global-
ization and the frames that concept provides for documenting, evaluating, and rank-
ing institutional change. Professor Yue Ren’s study of Universities in Three Decades .
An Indiana University Case Study represents a welcome example that seriously if
implicitly engages two inter—related questions posed by noted sociologist, Saskia Sas-
sen (Sassen, 2014). What don’t we see and what can’t we comprehend when we
employ a global scale to study human phenomena?

What we can’t see and can’t comprehend, of course, is the local, that is life
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and action as it is lived and created on the ground, the terrain that painstakingly
researched and analyzed, highly context—sensitive case studies like Dr. Ren’s are so
adept at exploring. In the following pages, Professor Ren compellingly chronicles,
often through the life history narratives of different generations of faculty, what uni-

“cultures” are transmitted by organizational

versities mean, how their particular
rules, the structures those rules create, and the personal and professional meanings
derived within the organization in relationship to such rules. As a comparativist inter-
ested in whether and how changes in organizational culture at one U. S. university
might assist scholars to stuJy and thereby inform for the better changes in organiza-
tional cultures in Chinese universities, Professor Ren underscores how much global
trends are embedded in local policies and practices—and vice versa. Her empirical
research scaled to the local provides a critical perspective on what from a distance can
appear to be global trends in the culture of academe and its carriers in the 21" century.

Especially for readers interested in comparative methodology and its enrichment
through cross—cultural collaboration, Dr. Ren’s scholarship is exemplary in its com-
mitment to transnational understanding of the relationship among roles and rules of
culture and communication in institutional change. As such, the comparative
approach that informs her analysis eschews the assumption of universal patterns or
benchmarks and is instead relational; relational comparison ( Hart, 2002 )
prioritizes study of how entities, such as organizational rules, rituals, roles, and
finally cultures, are formed in relation to one another.

Specifically, Professor Ren chooses an intriguing entry point and model for
explaining changes in U. S. higher education over time, that is, organizational cul-
ture, which she concludes is comprised by four key components. The first two compo-
nents are the idea of the university and attitudes about its constituent paris, including,
for example, disciplines and their structures. She controversially labels such ideas
and attitudes as “rational,” because they are chiefly passed down and acted upon
through organizational rules. The second two are the idea of governance and the
nature of academic commaunities, which she believes are derived from and touch more

centrally upon emotion, affection, and communication. What governance means and
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what academic communities become and do are inspired, articulated, and passed
down in response to organizational rules but through their interpretation in the form of
rituals and meaningful human interaction. She concludes that while change in organi-
zational culture commonly starts with adoption of rules, any one cycle of change is
not complete until a younger generation (in her case, new cohorts of scholars and
teachers ) is inducted into a now changed culture. Induction involves a role socializa-
tion process through which members intentionally or not pick up cultural information
and role expectations from concepts, rituals and rules that serve as future behavior
guidelines for success or at least survival within the organization.

Professor Ren concludes that information conveyed by rule has an out—sized role
in shaping expectations, so that when rules change, so do expectations. When a
new generation of professors, for example, with different cultural understandings of
the meaning of the university and academic success ( generation of outside funding,
student—centered, “engaged” classrooms) comes into dominance, so does the new
organizational culture.

Ultimately, Professor Ren’s narrative of change in one institution’s
organizational culture, and her comparative purpose for writing it, reminds us that
while case studies are never generalizable to larger populations, they can (re) gen-
erate theory. In that spirit, Dr. Ren writes with both enthusiasm and caution when
drawing lessons from her model of organizational changed, for example, when she
recommends that Chinese higher education institutions would benefit from a more
holistic vision of reform that encompasses more than “mere amendments” on the rule
level. In other words, higher education reform efforts w&ll be more likely to succeed
if they include a deep understanding of change from the perspective of academic cul-

ture.
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