George Dennis O’Brien, All the Essential Half-Truths about Higher Education, University of Chicago Press, 1998

In this entertaining and insightful book Dennis O’ Brien, former President of Bucknell University (1976 - 1984) and then Rochester University (1984 -1994), offers his perspective on higher education by examining (or exposing) the supposed “absolute truths” that are part and parcel of the day to day operation and ethos of the academy (or at least a part of the academy!). He begins his work by making it very clear that “A central thesis of this book is that discussions of higher education are anywhere from misplaced to mistaken because they address the idea of higher education, not the institution of higher education.” (emphasis added) (p. xviii) O’Brien then uses the device of juxtaposing the idea (the absolute truth) with reality - the institutionalized version of the idea – to cleverly force the reader to consider alternative perspectives, all the while providing an interesting and entertaining discourse on the history and evolution of academe.
The entertaining part of the book is that O’Brien tackles a number of long-held shibboleths in higher education.  From chapters on “The Faculty is the University” and “Tenure is a Necessary Condition of Academic Freedom” through “The Liberal Arts Curriculum Aims at Distribution/Diversity” to “The Problem with Higher Education is the Administration” and “Low-Cost Public Education Benefits the Least Advantaged” O’Brien uses wit, wisdom and rich anecdotes to explore the factors influencing each of those “beliefs”.  He then probes a little deeper by comparing the idea with his version of the institutionalized reality in academe. The result provides a somewhat different portrayal of the ‘ivory tower’, sprinkled with liberal doses of humour and illustrating the paradoxes that are all too common in “the wonderland of academia”. (p.87)  
The insightful part of All the Essential Half-Truths about Higher Education emanates from O’Brien’s own academic background in philosophy and his experiences at Princeton, Middlebury College and the realities of being President at two of America’s foremost institutions.  Drawing on his own training and experiences O’Brien is able to offer some authority to his cogent analyses of the “truths”.  
Having unabashedly exposed the “truths” as half-truths – and introduced a few new half-truths along the way – he turns to a prescription for the future that includes greater emphases on a few key items. First he argues for the introduction of “ A concentrated, cohesive and cohorted curriculum” (p. 202) that, among other things, would improve the educational experience, improve economic efficiency, and – if there were true variety among institutions -  would lead to greater diversity between institutions.  Second, he advocates greater emphasis on the university as a whole and its distinctive mission. The operative word is “distinctive” and while O’Brien recognizes the absurdity of each institution attempting to have its own distinctiveness he argues that ”within some general geographic distribution, professed mission would create rational choice for students and parents.” (p.219)  Third, he supports greater differentiation of faculty appointment types. Using his own experience at Rochester he notes the success of greater appointment differentiation in medical schools and suggests that even greater differentiation would be in the best interests of academe.  He links the idea for greater differentiation of faculty with his earlier suggestion for institutions to focus on distinctive missions.  The result, interestingly, is a call for what he calls “Mission guided ‘distinguished service faculty’ ” (p. 227) who “would have authority over areas now regarded as sacrosanct to the individual disciplines” (p.227) including appointment, tenure, curriculum, and departmental resources.  It is unclear exactly how an institution would make the transition from concept to reality.
O’Brien’s prescription is not as compelling (nor entertaining) as his preceding analyses although his arguments for more coherent, cohesive curricula and distinctive institutional missions are clear and cogent.  With respect to his proposal for ‘distinguished service faculty’ it is evident that he believes the only way to return to the idea that the ‘Faculty is the University’, is to institutionalize the idea through a very visible, concrete measure that emphasizes the importance of institution over discipline.  

Published in 1998, O’Brien’s book elicited mixed reviews but there was one particular sharp critique that deserves comment.  Writing in the New York Times, James Shapiro – professor of English at Columbia – characterized O’Brien’s prescription as “quite chilling” and then proceeded to level a withering attack: “O’Brien would like to see the current “century of faculty” replaced by “the century of management”. He wants to dismantle a tenure system that he regards as unresponsive to “market” forces. He argues against low tuition at state schools. He’d like to see the end of “deconstructive multiculturalism”….Although O’Brien is careful to hide his conservative cards, he displays them at the end when he calls for diversity between, rather than within, institutions, a language involved not too long ago to limit equal educational opportunity.” 
A book that elicits that kind of a review from the New York Times deserves a closer look!  While All the Essential Half-Truths about Higher Education falls a bit short in providing a compelling prescription for the future, the analysis of past and present is entertaining and informative and encourages the reader to delve a little more deeply into issues and ideas and question higher education’s “absolute truths” – a recommended read.
