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38:40

This, to me, is a tale of two stories. I'm going to tell you the official story of for-profit colleges, which is the subject of my dissertation and my current research.  I try to situate for-profit education in a slightly different narrative, so honestly, all I try to do is document what the existing story is, and then I'm trying to write a counter-narrative.  I want to re-situate the story. …

39:28

It's all guided by this question: how does education become a market? I think that's a very fundamental question, and it is the way Aaron [Bady] and I are in conversation with each other.

40:00

For-profit colleges have been having the conversation with traditional higher education that MOOCs are now having with them for 35 years.  The MOOC conversation is just a conversation that venture capitalists have learned from the conversation that for-profit colleges kind of failed, they've had uneven success with it generally, and that is trying to wrest control of the prestige market from traditional higher education. For-profits have been trying to do that for 40 years, and they are very frustrated by it, that you guys get to call yourself "real college" in the cultural imagination and that they cannot.

MOOCs looked around and said, we're not going to get into that. I actually have a quote from the president of 2tor, which is one of these companies like Coursera and edX, where he says, we're not going to try to manufacture prestige. That's a fool's errand. What we're going to do is borrow prestige  from the prestigious universities.

It's actually quite brilliant.

41:05

You can't manufacture actual prestige, it is a quite difficult process.  I'm actually now trying to chart the process of the development of prestige in higher education.  Really, short of having a time machine and going back to the 1700s, it's pretty hard to build a prestigious university from scratch in a modern space.  So MOOCs said, we're not even going to try to do that.  We're just going to borrow it from you when you're not paying attention.

So this is how our two stories are in conversation with each other.

Let's start with what for-profits are broadly like.

41:56
["Aren't all colleges for-profit?"]  Yes, in a sense, we all are increasingly participating in profit-seeking activities.  But the difference between a for-profit college and what I'll be referring to loosely as a traditional college lies in what the two kinds of organizations can do with that money.  This is the tax status issue. When I raise all of that money, can I turn around and distribute it to shareholders?  Now, we can pay our administrators a lot of money in traditional colleges, which we do, sometimes two or three times what we pay instructors or professors.  But, we cannot give the chancellor of a university shares in the college and say, if you exceed your fundraising quota for the year, we're going to divvy this up with you.  That's an entirely relationship between those that run the institutions and what their personal investment is in the organization.

In a for-profit college, not only is there a profit-motive, and profit-seeking activities, but the entire reason for being is to generate that profit for the purposes of redistributing it to either shareholders or private owners.

43:29
Here's what we're told about the for-profit sector increasingly, by politicians and education researchers. …

People who I have a great deal of respect for, who care greatly about things like inequality and equity, sit in rooms and do not question the rightness of profit-seeking in education, and this breaks my heart.

Increasingly not just politicians, not just austerity hawks, but increasingly even the people who I think should be at the front lines of this conversation, are all kind of telling the same story about for-profits and that model of education "delivery". and here's what that story is: that for-profit models will disrupt, they will innovate, they will cage-bust … they're going to unbundle higher education.  That's a really bizarre kind of concept.  I'm not even sure what's involved in busting out of a cage.  I'm not even sure what the cage is.

44:45
I'm not even sure what that means, but those are the words that are being used, and I'd like to take a moment here for a note about language.  Language becomes very important.  I don't have to tell you  in this room how powerful language is; sometimes when I'm around social scientists I do.  

45:37
Language is important.  Indeed, if stories are a fundamental characteristic of human consciousness and development, which I believe they are, if what separates us from our animal cousins is not only that we can imagine ourselves in the subjunctive future, I think that says as much about the human experience as having opposable thumbs, the two kind of seem to go hand in hand -- this is what we're able to do -- then languages literally becomes the means by which we construct our humanity, our stories.  Language becomes a tool.

When the story of profit in higher education tells us it will disrupt, it will innovate, it will cage-bust, it will unbundle, it is using the language of markets.  It is telling a story of education as a tool of markets.  We become a serf that exists at the largesse of market morality and financialization.  When we use that language to resist our own commodification, even when we have the best of intentions but we use and adopt that language, we are limited in the possible outcomes of our resistance.  If the language gets to define the problem, then it gets to define the solution.  We are restricted to talking to the king in the king's language, or to borrow from one of my favorites, Audre Lorde, I might ask if the master's tools ever have a chance of disrupting and dismantling the master's house.

47:08
So how did higher education become a market is a thing I'm very interested in. That's a story that's integral to the narrative being sold about this "calcified" higher education system, particularly public higher education, that has been so in need of disrupting and innovation.  I put this before you because in California recent legislation, which we talked about here today, Senate Bill 520, would have you take for granted that "something" needs to be done about public higher ed.  Something.  That's always the starting point.  Nobody ever interrogates whether or not that's actually the case.

47:50
Even those on the progressive side are still doing the hand-wringing.  They're still using the same language.  So even those who have an apparent ideological vested interest in the public good and the social good of public higher education are really not questioning that something has to be done; everybody thinks that.  What they'll have you believe is that the only real debate left is about what should be done.  So we end up having a debate at the margins, and I don't like it out there.  I always want to pull up, I want to pull back.  I don't like it when I get pushed out there, having a debate that I'm not sure is the debate I really want to be having.

So, I'd like to counter, similarly to how I've done in other articles and how the faculty at San Jose State recently countered, by asking if for-profit education models, whether they be the quintessential exemplification of that, which is for-profit colleges, or whether they be the more prestigious and elite MOOCs, massive open online courses, if those models are the answer, what the hell is the question? I'm really not sure.  But I've got an inkling.

The dominant narratives, rooted in this market morality that all in the pursuit of profit is right and proper, that will tell us that the question is how can education better serve the needs of the labor market? That's the right question, if that's the answer, because it's defined that way.  Language.  That's how you get to SB 520, which is basically a market solution to a problem that they can't even prove to you exists -- or not exist the way they say it exists.  We have issues of access, and as Aaron [Bady] said, there is actually another alternative.  It's called funding public higher education.  We know how that works.  We've actually done that before.

So it's not that they don't know that.  It's that there's a solution they already like.  And so it becomes, how do we use language, how do we get people involved in the debate, using the language and the terms we have set?  Because then again, you have a vested interest in what the solution will be.

It's an example of how you define the solution you want by controlling the acceptable language of the question.

In response to SB 520, I wrote an article in Inside Higher Education that draws on my experience in for-profit colleges, because it was apparent to me what this really will allow to happen.  The minute I saw it, I actually laughed, because I thought, hey, they finally came up with a way! Good for them! They've been trying to do this for a long time. Learning curve.  I thought, hey, thumbs up to you! Because really, what this became about is a response to their finally figuring out how to get around what has been sort of the fundamental tension in this process of making higher education a market.  


So, last year I convened a conference at Duke about for-profit colleges.  And I knew all along that I didn't just want to get people like me in a room; I know what we think, I know what we say.  I thought it was very important that we have people from for-profit colleges in the room.  So I courted them, I promised them security, believe it or not. I said, have you met academics? We are the last people who are going to challenge you in a schoolyard fight, but this was a real concern for them, which was really interesting.  I felt like, oh, apparently we're the bullies.  So I said, no, that's right, we'll give you security, you don't have to stay in the same hotel where we'll be, I promise you that I will be moderating everything, this will be a respectful discourse.  And I got people to come from four different for-profit colleges, to come in and have this conversation because, I thought, we talk to each other enough.  Obviously, what hasn't happened is, we don't know how our conversations are talking past each other.  I thought it was a potential for some very valuable information, and I think it was.  Because what I thought they would be upset about, the thing that I thought would be the most contentious conversation, was going to be about accreditation.  Because this is the debate we often see about for-profit colleges in the press, rooted in this idea that they're not real colleges, that they have a different accreditation process than real colleges do. We have regional accreditors who care about things like the quality of education.  They are part of nation accreditation bodies that care about things like meaningful employment or your enrollment statistics.  There's always been that sort of tension, that the accreditation agencies are out to get them and that kind of thing, as a political tool to control them and to regulate them.  I thought that would be the contentious argument.  And it wasn't.

52:44
When accreditation came up, the four leaders from the for-profit colleges who were there all went, eh.  They were resigned to it.  They know accreditors, they have staked out their positions and their relationships relative to each other.  That was not the contentious conversation.  The contentious conversation happened the afternoon of the second day.  Someone said something about not being able to transfer credits from for-profit colleges to traditional colleges, which has long been an issue.  This is why it's been an issue when you have so many African Americans, so many poor women, so many single mothers in for-profit colleges, who because of life circumstances usually have to move in and out of higher education several times before they can complete a credential. So transferring becomes very important. You need to be able to make those credit-hours portable.  And when you have for-profit credit-hours, it can be difficult to transfer them to a place like UCI, because what happens? I come, I fill out my application, I give you the transcript from my school, and some admissions bureaucrat takes a look at that and says, we don't accept credit-hours from there.  And they hate you for it.  Someone used the term "prestige cartel".

54:07
They got very angry. "You're holding us responsible for the fact that our students [???] because you control the transfer process."  I didn't know that that was the thing we were going to need security for.  This turned into a three-hour conversation about how unfair this was, how it held back their potential to innovate in the market and to serve their students.  So, I see SB 520 and I go, look at what you did there!  That's brilliant!

What they got you to do by using their language to buy into their solution, as much as this is about money, this is about breaking up the prestige cartel.  

55:00
What MOOCs learned was a lesson from for-profit colleges who have been trying to do this for 40 years and hadn't been able to figure out a way.  They said, we're going to bypass all that.  Because I'm a product of that elite system that produces all of these other elite leaders -- they're all products of Harvard, Yale, Princeton -- these are their peers.  So they just bypass us.  The prestige cartel which made it worse for them, and this is probably what I would argue, is not just that institutions control the transfer, what we call the articulation process in educational research, but that it was a public institution, public colleges, were controlling a market, and something about that to them is just fundamentally anti-American.  Because they're not arguing that Harvard has control of a prestige cartel, which I argue -- if there's a prestige cartel and someone's running it?  It's elite institutions, quite frankly.  But no, it was that public institutions of higher education are controlling a market.

So here's why I want to pull out and tell you a different story.

As a sociologist, I believe in the social as a unit of observation.  I think that individuals are important, but I think something happens when we are in a collective, and I think it's worthy of study.  Economics tends to talk about groups, but they are always imagining them as mere collections of individuals, and I think it's important to point out that almost all of the research on MOOCs and for-profit colleges comes out of econ.  Again, this is part of how that story gets told: economic language, market morality, almost all of it.  I am, as far as I know, the only sociologist who does the work that I do.  

So, they tend to think of this mere collection of individuals, these rational actors, and these rational actors, according to the story, will make decisions within the unquestionable framework of the limits and the needs of the market, because that's always the way they're framing it all, they just never talk about it, and we certainly never question it, and that those decisions will then act on systems like education.  When they do not, education is "broken".  That's how you get that linear, economic, rational actor story.

But again, if you're like me and you believe that a collection of individuals is more than just rational actors making this constant, exhausting ongoing cost-benefit analysis for every decision in their life, then you start to imagine a different story.  In my interviews with for-profit students, which is part of the ethnography I'm currently working on, I try to understand the social and institutional processes that the students that I interview are experiencing as their individual lives.  How are they embedded in these larger constructs?  And since that's a way that I tend to approach things, there's this individual element, but if you pull back enough, there's always a question of where are we situated in the larger map of things.  I can't tell you how interesting it is to me how often I'm sitting across from them in these spaces, doing these interviews, and they often look like me.  Three quarters of for-profit students are women, one in ten black students enrolled in higher education are enrolled in a for-profit college.

We're sitting across the table from each other, but we might as well be light years away from each other, in social distance in space.  And invariably -- I'd say about eighty percent of my interviews thus far -- there's always this point where they kind of look at me and go, what is it you know?  They have this sense that there is something different about the educational experience that they are having that is certainly different from mine, sitting across from them, coming from Emory University, and that's a huge hurdle for me in trying to open up a conversation with them.  I generally have to pull on the fact that I was not born at Emory, and then we start to talk to each other.  But they start to go, what is it?  They start to look to me, not just as an interviewer, but they're looking for an ally, and trying to figure it out.  They know there's something that's going on around and above them, and that they're part of it, but they can't figure it out.  So this is how I know that they're aware of the social processes around them, they just don't always have the language for it, and we tend not to help give them that language.

My interviews often get derailed in that way, but for me actually that's been one of my primary findings: they know that there is this "right way" and that they're maybe not doing it that way, and in a way they're kind of right.  Unfortunately, I feel like it's not my job to tell them that real, your best shot was to have been born lucky.  But who am I to tell them that luck is all we've been able to come up with as a solution to poverty,  mobility, and human dignity? So I tend to leave that off the table. But time and time again my respondents tell me a story of economic insecurity, of fear, and of instability.  Here's who my students are that I'm interviewing, here's who students are at for-profit colleges, and I think these are the students that get conflated when they tell you who the ideal student is that MOOCs are serving. I'd like to tell you a little bit about them because we almost never talk about them, these students, when we talk about these things.  

They have worked for many years, a lot of them, even if they're younger students and they're coming straight out of high school or have only been out a year or two. They are very familiar with work.  They've been working since 14, 15 in some kind of informal capacity. They've seen their parents and their siblings enter into the labor market.  It was not always "good work" as we would like to imagine it, but the work for them had a purpose. It served a utilitarian function in their lives, but it also served a social purpose in their lives.  

I ask people, how do you introduce yourself when you meet someone? Your name might come first, but the second question is always, what do you do? And if you're a person in our society that doesn't do something, you're kind of unmoored from the system, and so not having a job is not just that you don't have a means of income, but students that I'm interviewing, it means that they truly don't have a place, a space, in this larger thing.

Just as the for-profit sector was going through its recent phase of mergers and acquisitions and corporatization that's fueled the expansion that we're now engaging, there were these things happening in the social structure that was also rapidly changing. Arnie Fellerberg [??] writes about the dissolution of good jobs, which he defines as having livable wages and decent working conditions.  That process was also happening in the '90s, and I would say that's probably not just correlation but causation for the expansion of for-profit colleges.  We know that there are fewer and fewer such good jobs.  Internal job markets, labor markets have collapsed as industry turned people into human capital, and to maximize your competitiveness, one of the things you do is to hollow out the means people have for internal upward mobility in the labor force.  Because it's expensive to offer people promotions and mobility, as it turns out.  So people experience competition for fewer and fewer jobs, and this idea all of a sudden of jobs becoming this scarce resource, they're experiencing that in their own lives.  And they turn around, they look around, and they go, how can I protect myself against this insecurity?  And the narrative we've given them for that is, you go to school, you get a degree, you need a credential.  Well, I now need a credential, but nothing about my educational biography has changed. If I wasn't interested in or prepared for college before, that has not changed.  My need for it, maybe, has, but none of those gaps in who I am, and what prepared me and brought me here, has changed.  And there's where I would say, they have a point when they say we are part and parcel of the problem.  Where are people supposed to go?  

Historically, this is what the community college system has been set up to do, but increasingly, they're participating in the same competitive forces that the rest of us are, and it's caused -- sometimes we talk about mission-creep; I tend not to like that.  What I do think it's done is divided resources, and as the resource pool shrinks and we have to do more with less, and I think because community colleges are more tied to the political will of state leadership,  politicians -- state politicians change, and they think what a community college should be usually changes every time they change, and that community colleges that stay relevant to the political needs have to say, "Oh yeah, we'll do that thing you think we should do."

The problem becomes at the place where people used to go, all of this is happening at the same time: fewer good jobs, we've all of a sudden become very interested in this idea that people need more credentials or have to "retool" for the changing workforce.  There's no changing workforce, there're just fewer damn good jobs. We could retool every unemployed person for tech right now and -- I've done the numbers -- it would not move unemployment. So this idea that we're going to retool everybody for where the growing jobs are is fetishization of the future. It hasn't happened yet, and people are living right now.

That, I would say to you, is how you create market demand.  This is not a naturally occurring process.  This is a social-political process.  Political decisions have been made.  You decrease funding to state and public higher education.  We don't like the idea of public higher education having some control of a market.  So we redefine what that market should be.  You make decisions about how you're going to allow industry and the private sector to operate, what we will and will not regulate.  People are experiencing that system -- there is not a natural demand for more education.  The students in my sample tell me, if there was any other kind of way, they would take it.  It's bad for them there isn't.  People are casting about for the means to protect themselves against that insecurity, I just think human beings aren't meant to live in this kind of permanent state of flux, so they are looking for a way to not only afford decent housing, but to buy the house in the neighborhood that feeds into the good K-12 schools that will give their own kids a better chance at a life not marred by the insecurity that keeps them up at nights, and this is how this becomes one big circle.

They're looking for a way to be respected at work, to be respected in their communities, to locate their position in the larger social structure, and to find that position congruent with their ideal selves.  They are looking for dignity.  

That we have constructed the only means for achieving those things as credentials, or credential hoarding, and that we understand that as market demand, I would call it mass insecurity.  Again, language matters.  So, if we accept my story of of profit in higher education markets, we get to different kinds of questions that lead to different kinds of policies, and that's all ideological stuff.

Let's be practical and real for just a moment.  We aren't about to upend the authority of the markets, of our political system, our educational structure. Trust me, I know that. But we can come out of our spaces and realize and engage these issues in a couple different ways, and this is something I don't think we've done a very good job of, present company excluded or else you wouldn't be here.  For 30 years, we've kind of been content to let for-profits serve people who we consider not our kind of students.  Let me tell you something about the walls we build around poverty and social pain and insecurity.  It's always porous.  You can't wall off, high enough, densely enough, you can't build a wall that is not eventually going to have all of those issues spill out onto the rest of the ecosystem, and that's where we are.  We are looking at the students that they are trying to pass off remediation as a reason they want to get out of the remediation business -- it's because we've now got three million people who need it.  That's a consequence of an unequal, underfunded K-12 system. You can't wall it off.  Eventually we have to deal with it.  Now, what we have the ability to do -- we do have the language, we do have the time, and we do have the space, at least until they kick us out of these places -- is to have these conversations, to help provide people the language to tell a different kind of story that, hopefully, will change the kind of solutions that are shaped to the questions we ask.
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