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  Founded in 1853, Florida's largest university, the University of Florida (UF) is a major, public, land-grant, research institution. Classes first met with 102 students on the present site in September of 1906, UF officially welcomed women in 1947 and currently serves over 51,000 students making it the fourth largest university in the nation. UF is home to 16 colleges, more than 100 undergraduate majors, combined bachelor's/master's degree programs in 65 departments, more than 200 graduate degree programs and more than 150 research centers and institutes (UF website, 2009).

Having been in the College Student Affairs program as part of the College of Education for a little over two months now, I have gained incredible insight as a result of the reading materials and class discussions. As I reflect on my undergraduate institution throughout this paper, I will be analyzing it in comparison to the broader context of higher education specifically in terms of academic curriculums; items such as budget cuts, the idea of the higher education system simply functioning as a business, and external factors such as rankings and perceived status will also be critiqued. 

Although an immeasurable amount of learning has already taken place, my understanding continues to be reshaped daily; one element in particular is my idea of what academic structures should ideally resemble. Coming from a large research institution, I am very aware of the un-attachment that can face many students when they experience lecture hall classrooms; larger classroom structures can produce detached professors and unmotivated students. Despite having this knowledge previously (when I had large classes of 200+ students) I was unaware that there were any other options to education. Now being exposed to small classroom structures, I wholly support more intimate settings for academic growth. In my classes thus far I have been able to see the benefits of smaller class sizes and I now understand the need for smaller learning-communities as well as more individualized attention. This individual attention however should not resemble a high school curriculum; college is a time for growth as an individual as well as an adult and there should be some sense of ownership when one’s education is at stake.  

In Declining by Degrees, I felt that the segments most recently viewed portrayed a very negative image of large, research institutions with very little emphasis on individuals’ personal responsibility. Having pursued an undergraduate degree at the fourth largest university in the nation, I feel very strongly that independence, solidified study skills, and motivation are the driving factors behind success and that it is the responsibility of the student to take control of their education. There are a multitude of resources such as professor office hours, help centers (writing, math, etc), and peer groups available to assist students. And if there is no exposure to those resources, why are students waiting to be “told” what is available to them instead of seeking them out for themselves; this isn’t no longer high school. 

There should be, and is, an intermediary between these two extremes however (large research institutions and small liberal arts colleges).  I have now learned that there are many models for larger research institutions, but as with anything the options are limited by the cost of funding those initiatives. Smaller learning communities have proven to be more successful for student learning and retention, and are usually the best method of compromise, but aside from funding, this also takes time and effort that some institutions may not be willing to allocate. However, if the American Higher Education system is moving from a mass access to a universal access system (Trow, 2007), as educators and professionals, we need to be prepared to work with this influx of students and start making accommodations now in preparation for this shift. 

Our institutions are consistently being impacted by government policies; many strong ideas, programs, and initiatives are cast aside due to regulations or a lack of available funds. A common idea among many institutions is, “if we only had more money we could…” Budget cuts are a main cause of hostile relations between governments and higher education institutions. During my tenure at UF, our entire sports and fitness academic program was cut; these classes included, but were not limited to, gymnastics, archery, bowling, tennis, soccer, and more while many programs in general were reduced such as intramural and club sports. The foreign language department faced difficult decisions and many East Asian and Asian languages were also cut as well as many sections of more popular language choices such as Spanish, French, and Italian. And in my last spring semester at the University of Florida, a budget cut of astronomical proportions threatened two large functional areas that supported hundreds of students. The university was in danger of losing its ENTIRE Multicultural and Diversity Affairs office as well as the Center for Leadership and Service. The impact of government policies has extended far passed “extra-curriculars” and into “co-curriculars” and the programs implemented by both of these major offices have a huge impact on the students that utilize their resources. I was unaware that this problem ran so deeply among so many state governments but with the readings and experiences I’ve gained thus far, I’ve realized that these issues are common across state lines and between them. Fighting for autonomy yet still wanting funding, many institutions are in a constant battle with their state governments each and every year to retain and gain funding (Altbach et. all, 2005). 


Aside from government funding and official budget cuts, institutions do what they can to avoid incurring any additional costs. Trow (2007) discusses the concept of American universities beginning to move from a mass system access system towards a universal access system. If that is true, how are universities accommodating for this influx? In larger research institutions, this accommodation already happens. Some classes that are usually lower-level and geared towards first year and sophomore students satisfy many goals; the cost of educating the masses in a large-lecture hall setting is cheaper than attempting to keep a student-teacher ratio low and providing more individualized attention for students, so its cheap and students are still receiving an education, somewhat. As discussed in class as well as the movie, Grad Students are usually the instructors for these types of courses. Grad students as instructors allow the university to cut corners; they save a good amount of money using them instead of paying full-time/qualified/tenured professors. Thus the cost of educating the masses is cheaper, and universities are able to save money having grad students as instructors. 


The larger the institution, the more potential alumni; the more alumni a university has, the more possibilities for that university to receive alumni donations. In addition to governmental funding, donations to the colleges and universities are what allows for many school’s continued operations. Winston (1999) discusses the perception of higher education as functioning as a business. I would almost compare some larger institutions to factory assembly lines, pushing a good portion of the student body through each year as long as they meet the minimum standards, and eventually packaging and shipping them off with a degree in hand. This isn’t to say it’s the university’s ‘fault’ so many are able to simply “tread water” but I believe effort needs to be improved on both sides. Currently I feel that many larger higher education institutions do simply function as a business, pushing out as many students into the real world as possible in attempts to ensure a strong alumni base; regardless of whether that is the intention or not, I would have to agree. If this is the case across the board, then why doesn’t everyone want to matriculate to a small school? Why do so many larger institutions receive thousands of applicants each year?  

In Trow’s 1984 paper, The Analysis of Status, he discusses the concepts of status and prestige and how many schools shift very little from the status of prestige they have received or been assigned early on. Ehrenberg discusses similar concepts in 2002, venturing into US News and World Report and the idea of rankings, or the process of assigning numerical value to curriculums and programs. I find all this information to be quite humorous and undependable. Based on the scale a person is reviewing, or what exactly is being critiqued, the numbers could vary drastically! During my time at UF, our president, Bernard Machen, had desires for the University of Florida to be a “top-10 school” (I believe he wanted to be a Top-10 among other large, public, land grant, research institutions) and attempted many methods of achieving that goal. His end result had the university drop in rank, thus accomplishing nothing other than upsetting the student body because of his proposals to raise tuition and add additional fees as a result of having to be more selective with admissions. 


Challenging an institution you pledge your allegiance to can be difficult. As I have discussed in posts prior, the University of Florida will always be the best institution in my eyes, regardless of how many publications, movies, books, articles, or anything else I read say otherwise. The materials I have had access to thus far however have provided insight into my alma mater as well as other institutions with which I am familiar. I have been able to process, reflect, and analyze higher education in terms of its academic curriculums, the governmental funding, its functioning as a business, and with relatively stagnant rankings and I look forward to further analyzing institutions in the future. 
References

About UF. (2009, July 30). Retrieved October 14, 2009, from The University of Florida Official Site. Website: http://www.ufl.edu/aboutUF/
Altbach, P.G., Berdahl, R.O., & Gumport, P.J. (2005) Autonomy and Accountability: Who Controls Academe?, American Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century (pp.71-90). Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press 

Declining by Degrees: Higher Education at Risk DVD (2005)
Ehrenberg, R.G.(2002) Reaching for the Brass Ring: The U.S. News & World Report Rankings and Competition. The Review of Higher Education, 26(2), 145-162. 
Trow, M.A. (1984). The Analysis of Status. 

Trow, M.A. (2007). Reflections on the Transition from Elite to Mass to Universal Access: Forms and Phases of Higher Education in Modern Societies since WWII. International Handbook of Higher Education, 243-280. 
Winston, G. C.(1999). Subsidies, Hierarchy and Peers: The Awkward Economics of Higher Education. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 13(1), 13-36. 

