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David Kirp’s Shakespare, Einstein, and the Bottom Line, is an interesting, absorbing review of how higher education is increasingly being treated and sold as a commodity and subject to all the virtues and vices of the marketplace. Kirp, a Professor of Public Policy at the University of California at Berkeley, uses example after example to tell a compelling story of how higher education in America is being affected – positively and negatively – by the realities of constrained public funding, pressures to be more ‘business-like’, and the emergence of for-profit players in the higher education arena. His concluding argument adds a new twist to the debate about public support for higher education – a twist that is both insightful and may well be a harbinger of the road ahead.
Kirp begins with an introduction that sets the tone for rest of the book. He compares two campuses in Chicago; one a “modern rendering of the ivied college” that draws it students from around the world and the other a “faux-Gothic refuge from the dicey urban neighbourhood, Oxbridge amid the ghetto” that, increasingly, is having trouble attracting students. The first institution is identified as Hamburger University, McDonald’s corporate training headquarters. The second, is the University of Chicago.  Kirp is quick to note that “To speak of McDonald’s and the University of Chicago in the same breath is blasphemy;” but he uses the juxtaposition to illustrate that traditional notions of higher education are being challenged, resulting in a transformation that is being increasingly influenced by the ‘market’. 

After a compelling introduction entitled the “New U” Kirp entitles the first part of the book The Higher Education Bazaar and then proceeds to use mini case studies with a focus on specific institutions.  Each of the ‘cases’, whether it is a look at Vanderbilt’s marketing and recruitment activities or Browns’ revamping of its curriculum, is used to illustrate how the techniques and marketing strategies of the business world are finding their way into academe.  But Kirp does not limit his analysis to student recruitment and ‘marketing’. His review of the University of Chicago’s efforts to remake the undergraduate curriculum and increase enrolments is a story that exemplifies the best and the worst of academe. Similarly his review of New York University and its quest to recruit ‘star’ faculty explores the upside and downside of seemingly well-intentioned strategies. For example, the increase in the number of ‘stars’ carried with it a price tag that when coupled with reduced teaching loads for the ‘stars’ ultimately led to the use of more adjunct faculty. The relative treatment of what Kirp refers to as the “teaching underclass” ultimately led to a demand for unionization by the adjunct faculty. 

The ‘Bazaar’ is then followed by sections entitled Management 101, Virtual Worlds, and The Smart Money, each with more ‘case studies’. Kirp’s reliance on the use of mini-cases is extraordinarily interesting and insightful. To Canadian readers the cases will not only ring true but Kirp’s introduction and background to each case provides an informative glimpse into American higher education and highlights the diversity of the higher education experience. 
‘Management 101’, explores the impact of management style and process on academe as seen through real life examples.  Kirp’s examination of the turnaround at New York Law School and the role of the entrepreneur (Dean Matasar) provides a glimpse of how ‘style’ can lead to culture clash at one institution and yet be seen as an energizing trait at another institution. What Birnbaum called “management fads”
 is explored through a look at outsourcing and revenue centred management with cases focused on the University of Michigan and the University of Southern California. Kirp makes it clear, from his perspective, that while the ‘market approach’ has some value he suggests that leaving too much to the ‘market’ is “a default of institutional leadership and an abandonment of the idea of university’s mission.” (p.129)
‘Virtual Worlds’, examines the impact of e-learning by focusing on the efforts of institutions to harness technology in aid of higher education. From the so-called “Rebel Alliance” of Classics Departments in the southern United States that have a goal of creating a “Virtual Department of Classics”, through initiatives at Columbia and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, to the aborted invasion of Britain’s Open University, Kirp explores the pitfalls, perils and potential of e-learning and on the way by provides a bit of history and background about institutions that many readers will find very interesting.
The section entitled ‘The Smart Money’, focuses on the emergence of the private sector in higher education, initially through a review of private/public partnerships at Berkeley, and then through the Information Technology  certification providers and finally by examining the operations of a fully private for-profit university (DeVry University) with ample reference to yet another for-profit, the University of Phoenix. Again, Kirp provides a balanced view, recognizing the positives of more private sector participation in higher education but also sounding a cautionary note about the longer-term implications for higher education – or at least traditional notions of higher education.

Kirp’s conclusion - ‘The Corporation of Learning’ - raises provocative questions about the core values of universities and how those values are being transformed by institutions as they adopt the ‘market’ mentality in pursuit of revenue. From restrictions on the use of intellectual property through research contracts with private companies, to traditional universities lending validity to the academic value of Information Technology  certification courses by competing with private suppliers, Kirp paints a less than flattering picture of a higher education sector that is increasingly losing sight of the virtues and values of the ‘public good’. In the process, the distinctions between private for-profits and public universities are becoming blurred. His prescription? Kirp harkens back to 1828 when Yale College was under pressure to be more business-like  and he recounts the debates that ensued as the institution struggled with curriculum renewal, including the weighty decision about “the study of dead languages” and the expansion of what was termed the “practical arts”. 
Kirp pays tribute to Yale for focusing on the core mission and values of the institution and rejecting the idea of what was perceived as a watering down of the curriculum in the interest of greater access despite the apparent pressure from critics that included the governor of Connecticut. The author argues that universities today must also take a stand and resist the continual pressure of the marketplace. The ‘public good’ associated with the work of universities is being, he argues, continually eroded and along with that erosion is a withering away of the case for public subsidies. The latter point is the ‘twist’ and  Kirp’s insight – coming as it does from a public policy background – is a sobering reminder that public support is not an entitlement. The more public and non-profit colleges and universities adopt the practices and language of the market-place, the less their individual and collective ability to make the case for public subsidies.  
Shakespeare, Einstein and the Bottom Line should be required reading for higher education officials. This is the kind of book that provides concrete examples of the ‘marketplace’ phenomenon sweeping across the United States and Kirp’s case study approach and insightful, thoughtful commentary provides an entertaining and informative review of one of the major factors influencing higher education today.
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