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Learning to read educational compacts
Analysis and synthesis in education research: The Big Picture anyone?

Heinz-Dieter Meyer

Abstract
In this paper I argue that education research is out of balance, with a bias in favor of analytical and against synthesizing research. As a result education researchers learn more and more about less and less. They also operate in ever smaller, specialized, even balkanized peer networks. To address this imbalance it is necessary that the field engage in a discourse about levels and dimensions of synthesizing research efforts.
As a theme for such synthesizing work I offer the idea of  “national educational compacts.” Put briefly, an educational compact is a historically specific, de-facto arrangement among a plurality of situated collective actors (including, but not limited to, labor, entrepreneurs, churches and religious groups, voluntary organizations, business organizations, government) about the shape, form, and content of the system of schooling. The compact typically reflects the power balance among these actors, as well as the beliefs and ideas they hold.
Research to uncover the configurations of influence and authority that shape the education systems in different countries promises to provide much needed contextual data to aid the interpretation of, say, international comparative test scores. Research in this vein would follow in the tradition of authors like Durkheim, Weber, and Bourdieu, as well as draw on the rich literature of the New Institutionalism. By re-focusing our attention on patterns of educational wholes we can, in the spirit of the New Institutionalism ask bolder questions concerning, for example, the causes for the overall performance of a country’s education system.

Introduction
Science progresses through a dialectic of analysis and synthesis. In the analytical mode, researchers break things down into their component parts. In the synthetic mode, we try to re-aggregate them for a glimpse at (some piece of) the big picture. For science to progress, a balance between analysis and synthesis is important. A science that privileges synthesis over analysis runs the risk of knowing less and less about more and more. The result would be ideology-filled grand theories with little contact to reality. At the other extreme are those who pursue analysis to the exclusion of synthesis. They run the risk of knowing more and more about less and less. Both extremes—omniscience in trivial and ignorance in important matters—are equally undesirable. Yet, it seems as if the incentive structure in many fields is such that spontaneously scientific work gravitates towards either of these polar extremes.

I believe that an argument can be made that the social science of education is one of these out-of-balance sciences, biased in favor of analysis over synthesis. Some of the reasons for this condition are not education specific, but apply to the social sciences as a whole: the incentive structure of the publish-or-perish system, which makes detailing yet-another piece of the fine grain of student tracking a safer career investment than, say, trying to understand the cumulative effects of economic, racial, and performance-based segregation. Then, there is also the disillusionment with grand narratives like Marxism which have informed and misguided so much earlier work in search of synthesis. In the absence of such grand templates in which to enter confirming pieces of evidence, research in the synthetic mode is more hazardous and risky. Thirdly, almost all contemporary education research is conducted in the shadow of policy-making—
either implicitly, because policy-relevant research has a much higher chance of attracting the attention of editors and funders, or explicitly, because the project is funded by a policy agency. As a result the big picture in education is growing dim—and we may even forget that such a thing as the big picture even exists. 
But that does not keep researchers, policy makers, and the public to zero-in on certain thin slices of the big picture—like international test scores. Disconnected from the institutional whole and with little understanding of their relative significance such fragments of evidence will prompt heated debates and major policy initiatives.

The big picture in education research

What, then, is the big picture in education? The piece of the big picture that I want to suggest here as worthy of the synthesizing efforts of education researches does not—surprise!—have an agreed-upon name. I shall call it “educational compact.” Roughly, an educational compact describes the configuration of institutional arrangements in a nation’s education sector as the result of political, ideological, and economic conflicts and contradictions among a plurality of actors. While not the result of formal, explicit bargaining, an educational compact is nonetheless the product of sustained wrangling, pushing, and pulling of different social groups with more or less conflicting positions and interests, which will often issue in a “status quo” arrangement that becomes institutionalized and long-lasting. 

Using this definition, a big picture sketch of the education system of “Burania” might look something like this: Burania’s elementary schools are an institutional arrangement that was shaped in the late 19th century in a struggle between immigrant groups, ethnic minorities, and the established church. The conflict was settled when the church succeeded to bring the immigrant groups on its side. This is reflected in the fact that most of the elementary schooling in this country takes place in parochial schools, which are, however, boycotted by the wealthy who send their children to private schools. If we compare our (American) 4th grade test-scores with those of Burania (which are surprisingly high), our reaction may be more informed and interesting than a mere “look how bad our system is; even the poor slobs in Burania have better test-scores.” Meanwhile and quite miraculously, our poorly educated graduates are the ones creating all the innovations that people the world over—many of whom test a lot better on standardized tests—use. 

Problems of uncovering educational compacts

Since the educational compact that underlies a country’s education system and shapes its practice is shaped by a number of factors—including religious beliefs and assumptions; balance of power between main social groups and / or classes; their views, values, and interests; the educational ideas and beliefs of these groups; and other idiosyncratic factors—how can we expect to go beyond educated guesswork in dealing with such a hodgepodge of influences? Is a laundry list like this not an excellent confirmation for the superiority of the analytical mode of research?

Shared assumptions and beliefs

Uncovering a nation’s educational compact requires that we synthesize several pieces of information. 

First, we must understand the beliefs and sentiments that have been influential in education. These may be parts or outgrowths of formal philosophies; planks of once influential social movements; non-educational, but educationally relevant general ideas, ideals and beliefs.

Yet, identifying taken-for-granted, institutionalized beliefs confronts several problems. Like icebergs, the larger part of these beliefs are, at any given point, submerged. They are "what one sees with, but seldom what one sees."
 How difficult it can be to identify such taken-for-granted beliefs to which all actors of a community are silent collaborators has been demonstrated by Harold Garfinkel's ethno-methodological experiments.
 Garfinkel was able to break through the thick veil of taken-for-grantedness only thanks to a unique mix of impunity and nerve that characterized his quasi-experiments. In research on historical phenomena the only equally promising strategy to surface tacit beliefs is to trace the development of particular institutions in an historical-comparative design.
 

Situated collective actors

Assessing the relevant players shaping education is different from detailing a tableau of a nation’s socio-economic structure. In addition to understanding the actors economic face, we need to understand their identity—their cultural beliefs and political positions.

Paying more attention to specific causes that shape a nation's history (such as critical historical events) also requires that we acknowledge the unique social, political, and ideological make-up of the individual or collective actors who do the institution building. Far from being exchangeable national representatives of social classes, situated collective actors will bring their local preoccupations, belies and preferences to their institutional actions. The emphasis on situated actors follows what some have labeled the “historic turn” in the non-historic social sciences, esp. sociology. Disillusioned with the power of mostly a-historic analyses in the social sciences, many social scientists have (re)discovered the roots of sociology in historical-comparative studies, which Marx, Durkheim, or Weber could take for granted.

Sequences of institution-building: path dependence 

Because each successive institution is grafted on to the set of existing ones with which it must fit and cohere, a nation's institutional path over time takes on a certain distinctive shape and form. To understand and appreciate it, we cannot escape the arduous task of historical analysis. This emphasis on local and idiosyncratic factors conflicts with the—until recently—widely shared view that institutions are somehow evolving towards efficiency. No such assumption is made here. “History,” as March and Olsen have put it, “is not efficient.”

The path-dependence literature correctly emphasizes the importance of fine-grained historical analysis to understand lock-in effects.
 The same holds for the analysis of institutional paths with the added qualification that institutions not only lock in certain practices and behaviors, but also beliefs. 

Critical incidents and critical junctures

The causal force of historical events plays a vastly greater role in shaping institutions than social scientists, trained to look for general causes, have been inclined to acknowledge.
 Revolutions, political or economic crises, national traumata, sea-changes in a country’s laws, and other critical incidents frequently leave permanent traces in a nation’s institutional landscape. Only recently, with talk about “the historic turn in sociology,” and pleas to return to a more eventful social science, are social scientists paying heed to the potentially lasting influence of idiosyncratic historic events.

Big-Picture Thinking in Education—Some Forerunners

Emile Durkheim is the sociologist who has taken the most sustained interest in education. Given the stress he laid on the importance of socializing the young to adopt society’s dominant norms and values, this is not surprising. As Durkheim put it in “Education and Sociology:” 
"Education has varied infinitely in time and place. ... Today, it tries to make of the individual an autonomous personality. In Athens, they sought to form cultivated souls, informed, subtle, full of measure and harmony, capable of enjoying beauty and the joys of pure speculation; in Rome, they wanted above all for children to become men of action, devoted to military glory, indifferent to letters and the arts. In the Middle Ages, education was above all Christian; in the Renaissance it assumes a more lay and literary character; today science tends to assume the place in education formerly occupied by the arts. ... [I]f Roman education had been infused with an individualism comparable to ours, the Roman city would not have been able to maintain itself... The Christian societies of the Middle Ages would not have been able to survive if they had given to free inquiry the place that we give it today."

"From these facts it follows that each society sets up a certain ideal of man, of what he should be, as much from the intellectual point of view as the physical and moral; that this ideal is, to a degree, the same for all citizens; that beyond a certain point it becomes differentiated according to the particular milieux that every society contains in its structure. It is this ideal, at the same time one and various, that is the focus of education. Its function, then, is to arouse in the child: (1) a certain number of physical and mental states that the society to which he belongs considers should not be lacking in any of its members; (2) certain physical and mental states that the particular social group (caste, class, family, profession) considers, equally, ought to be found among all those who make it up. Thus, it is society as a whole and each particular social milieu that determine the ideal that education realizes." 70

While Durkheim’s basic proposition has proven very fruitful, he never ventures into the fine-grain of the mechanisms by which collective beliefs and ideas come to shape everyday thought and action. This is especially obvious when he explains how individuals come to accept the coercive features of education:

"Spontaneously, man was not inclined to submit to a political authority, to respect a moral discipline, to dedicate himself, to be self-sacrificing. There was nothing in our congenital nature that predisposed us necessarily to become servants of divinities, symbolic emblems of society, to render them worship, to deprive ourselves in order to do them honor. It is society itself which, to the degree that it is firmly established, has drawn from within itself those great moral forces in the face of which man has felt his inferiority." 72

In Durkheim's hands education verges on turning into a social cloning process of sorts, in which 'society' transmits 'its' norms and values to a passive young generation. Durkheim’s explanation raises the problem why people submit to the coercion of society. To this Durkheim has a ready-made, if metaphysical answer. While it may seem that "individuals were submitting to an insupportable tyranny... in reality they are themselves interested in this submission; for the new being that collective influence, through education, thus builds up in each of us, represents what is best in us," because the individual receives moral, rational, and linguistic classifications from society.

The working classes that society imbues with ideas of their inferiority delight in having brought out the best in them! In Durkheim's hands “society” turns into a metaphysical force whose authority the individual is powerless to question. Nevertheless, his notion of education as a process guided by a society-specific model image of the ‘educated man’ remains an important insight.
Like Durkheim, Max Weber recognized the importance of organized education for social integration and stability, but he did not share Durkheim’s indifference to power. Weber points out that due to the spread of egalitarian and democratic social ideals educational institutions increasingly become contested terrain on which different classes pursue their social and political agendas. The increasing importance of educational degrees and credentials must be seen as an upward mobility strategy of the lower classes, who seize the opportunity to replace the unattainable aristocratic distinguishing marks of birth and connection by the attainable ones of educational achievement. Credentialism is facilitated by a second effect of modernization: the increasing rationalization of knowledge. To the extent that knowledge is transformed into rational form—systematic, comprehensive, and cumulative—its assimilation rests solely on intellectual ability, not on social class. Credentialism and the rationalization of knowledge thus make education more accessible for the lower social classes. But while the resulting educational changes and reforms may have laudable political objectives, their contribution to knowledge and research are often dubious at best. (Later we will see how Weber the academic politician resisted the ‘academization’ of business education as a strategy of the middle classes to gain upper class standing.)

Margret Archer explicitly draws on Weber’s political conception of educational change in her seminal work on the origins of widely differing structures of education systems. She distinguishes between two basic types of educational systems: centralized and decentralized. To explain this difference she conducts a large-scale comparative historical analysis, which yields many valuable insights. Archer argues persuasively that educational institutions are shaped by the conditions and conflicts of their formative phases. She also stresses the importance of rival belief systems and ideologies in the struggle, as well as the importance of the balance of power between opposing classes. Yet, both her history and her institutionalism turn out to be restricted by an a priori adopted theoretical model. The limitations of her approach show up most overtly in the way she explains conflict. Conflict takes place between ‘dominant’ and newly emerging ‘assertive’ groups or classes. In her comparison of the emergence of a decentralized and a centralized education system in England and France she argues that in both France and England the Church dominated late 18th century education, and in both countries the emerging middle class (or bourgeoisie) moved to contest its influence. Yet, while the conflict between Church and bourgeoisie in France was antagonistic—the bourgeoisie aiming to abolish and replace the Church’s education system by its own secular system—the middle class in England strove to develop an educational alternative that would complement rather than replace the schools governed by the Church. Thus, the conflict in England issued in the coexistence of state-sponsored schools with those of a powerful church sector. As a result, England’s school system became decentralized, while France ends up with its famously centralized one.

While Margret Archer must be credited for her key role in reviving interest in the historical-comparative study of education, both her theoretical framework and her method have met with criticism. Among other things, critics have cited Archer’s tendency to use abstractions that add little and hide a lot. According to Robert Anderson Archer employs “a form of dualism where two alternative and mutually exclusive paths of development are so closely engrafted on the supposed historical experience of two countries that it becomes impossible for the argument not to be self-reinforcing.”
 Her findings also conflict with previous studies of the subject. Thus R.H. Tawney argued that the impetus to education reform in England came not from the middle class but " from above, from the Churches, from the universities and from the State; and its results were accepted with acquiescence rather than enthusiasm by those for whom they were designed." 
 Compared to Archer, whose explanatory variables were limited to the conflict between a dominant and an emerging class, Tawney cast a wider explanatory net. For him the main factors shaping a nation’s education were "religion, class organization, economic interests, and the thought of educationalists and teachers."
 Tawney was aware of the autonomous role of ideas and beliefs in the formation of institutions. 

In a later essay Archer conceded (1986: 5) that the dominant and assertive groups differ in different countries.
 Much more is involved in shaping the structure of an education system than merely the degree of centralization or de-centralization of political government. Who are the collective actors shaping the institutions? What is the balance of power between them and what are the compromises they arrive at? What are the ideas and beliefs they are motivated by? What are the events that break an old institutional equilibrium and create a window of opportunity to change it? Inevitably, institution-building actors confront tradeoffs. They can choose between greater equality of access and less selectivity, or, conversely, give higher priority to maximize the potential of a chosen few. Path differences also come about as the result of differences in the institutional environments in which educational institutions operate. In the United States schools were reshaped early in the 20th century by borrowing ideas from scientific management then in vogue in industry. After 1871 the Prussian army model and the ideals of discipline and obedience inspired many changes in the German school system. 

Pierre Bourdieu combines insights of Durkheim’s and Weber’s view of society and education. He argues that education functions as an instrument of power and plays a strategic role in maintaining and legitimizing a given political order. His synthesis of ideas from Marx, Weber, and Durkheim is reflected in his extension of the concept of capital to include not only economic, but also social, and cultural capital, each with their relative autonomy. Bourdieu argues that contrary to its egalitarian ideology, the school—largely through its emphasis on diploma and certificates—sorts students by their social and cultural capital and imposes ideas and beliefs on future adults in which social distinctions come to be accepted as natural ones. One important instance of this transformation is the production of habitus, a characteristic pattern of symbolically significant behavior, dress and gestures that places a given person within a given rank and class. If some members of the disadvantaged classes succeed to rise above their “typical” rank (while some members of the upper classes fail), this is evidence not of the limited validity of his theoretical model, but of the ultra-deceptiveness of the system, which uses these ‘deviating’ cases to feed the illusion of equal opportunity. 

Bourdieu’s work has been instrumental in keeping the study of educational institutions and its effects from becoming the exclusive province of “sociologists of education” whose interest in education is largely limited to questions of equality and mobility. But while Bourdieu’s focus on the role of education in the context of political domination has been of crucial importance (evident in the widespread use of terms like ‘cultural capital’ and ‘habitus’), both his methods and key assumptions have been challenged. First, it is hard to falsify his theory since both the hypothesized effect, as well as its opposite, have a place in the theory. The social system in which education is embedded emerges as hermetically closed against alternative ideas, and the various collective actors as its passive elements. Bourdieu has little use for agency that could counteract the repressive use of the education system and defeat his model—a problem that also plagues his explanation of taste formation.
 Furthermore, Bourdieu’s analysis is largely unhistorical
 and ethnocentric
 presenting features that are unique to French culture and education as universal ones.

In a decided turn against the rationalistic assumptions of much education research, including his own earlier work,
 Jerome Bruner has recently called for an institutional and cultural analysis of education
 that coincides with many of the key assumptions made in this book. He has pointed out that such an “institutional anthropology” of education would involve a more systematic study of the situatedness of education in society at large, and would view education as an embodiment of culture, not just a preparation for it. 

Bruner’s project is motivated by a key theme of Durkheim’s work, which views “mind” as a product of culture, both in the psychological sense that there cannot be a single human mind, so that mind is an intrinsically collective phenomenon, and in the anthropological sense that the beliefs and ‘mentalities’ that a mind holds are a product of culture, a result of the narratives that the people in a particular historic community subscribe to.
 Bruner points out that the mentalities that shape education are not, in the first instance, the ideas of experts and professional, but the notions of ordinary people about a range of educational subjects, e.g. about the nature of mind, pedagogy, learning and teaching, the child, etc.
 These “folk theories” of education (whereby, for example, ‘mind’ might be seen as an empty vessel and teaching as a funnel into which information is poured; or “university” might be understood as a place that the eligible are assigned to by a central authority) are every bit as influential concerning the ultimate outcome of our formal educational organizations, as, say, teacher salaries, teacher testing, class size, or the number of computers per child.

Bruner bases his argument on the idea that culture and mind use narratives and may even have a narrative structure. Homer’s stories, the Bible, the Analects, the Koran, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment… these are some of the great narratives that give meaning to our institutions and a sense of place in a world that always threatens to dissolve into ‘noise and fury’ to millions of individuals. The Protestant Ethic is a narrative. To the believer it suggests that his worldly success is proof that he is chosen, in a state of grace. It has the classical bootstrapping effect of narratives. American democracy is a narrative. It’s a story of leaving the old world, its corruption and despotism behind, to create a new one based on principles of individual liberty and freedom. Narratives inform, inspire, guide, and teach. They can, of course, also discourage and make people hypocritical or fatalistic. Communism seems to have been in the latter category. 

Bruner suggests that to understand educational practice we must ask what are the narratives, the ‘folk beliefs’ about teaching, learning, and education because “in theorizing about the practice of education in the classroom (or any other setting for that matter) you had better take into account the folk theories that those engaged in teaching and learning already have.”

Concluding this review of a few influential voices in the institutional study of education I offer the following observations:

· mind is a collective cultural construction; 

· every society has its own educational ideals and beliefs in the image of which the mind and attitudes of the young are formed;

· the institutional practice of education is, in any given society, shaped by the taken-for-granted educational ideas, beliefs, narratives, and folk-psychology. 

· educational institutions are shaped in power-struggles between rival classes; 

· the rationalization of knowledge and the progress of equality have turned education into a contested terrain; the lower classes use education credentials as a strategy of upward social mobility; curtailing that push for upward mobility is the insistence of the upper classes that cultural capital be the true, if tacit test of educational success.

In sum, researching educational compacts can build on an impressive, if somewhat scattered and disjointed scholarly tradition suggesting that institution building in education takes place in the arena of culture, and power. Some voices in this tradition, like that of Archer, also point to the importance of history, although this aspect of educational institution building is theoretically less developed.

AN EMPIRICAL ILLUSTRATION

Understanding the Coexistence of Excellence and Mediocrity in Education

I will take as my leading question for this comparison the differential performance of higher and lower branches of educational institutions. I will focus on the question why the United States is the leading country in higher education, but mediocre in primary and secondary education (henceforth: k—12)? To address the question, I will place the features of the American educational compact in the foreground and use the German case as a contrast-medium (background). 

What, then, are the reasons for the poor performance of American k—12 education? According to Nobel prize winning and free-market advocate Milton Friedman it’s a matter of “market versus government.” Higher education in the United States flourishes because it is driven mostly by market dynamics. K—12 education suffers because it is controlled by a government monopoly which squashes competition and innovation. 

I will suggest a different answer. My answer revolves around the notion that the higher and lower part of the American education systems were built by different social groups or classes, and are based on different beliefs and goals. American higher education was founded as a private institution by wealthy entrepreneurs who subscribed to aristocratic and meritocratic values. By contrast, the lower branch was founded by a coalition of egalitarian social reformers who viewed the publicly supported school as a crucial tool to achieve ‘real equality.’ The key point of my argument is that the American educational compact is based on a truce between the two classes—patricians and plebeians. After quarreling for some time over who would control the public school system the two parties agreed to leave higher education to the patricians and lower (k—12) education to the egalitarian-minded reformers. As a result American higher education is built on standards of selectivity and excellence, while lower education’s governing value is ‘opportunity for all.’ While the egalitarian basis for public education is politically of great importance (in that it provides the realization of the ‘equality of opportunity’ promise), it is counter-productive from a purely educational point of view.
1. Different Institutional Foundations—Governing Ideas and Historical Sequences

                                                 US                           
            Germany


Historical sequence:

-HE / k-12 first?
higher ed first


k-12 first

-Private or public first?
private first                   

public first

Relation of K-12 / HE
mutually independent      

integrated

WoOp
urban crisis                     
national crisis (Jena)

Leading idea HE
liberal arts / professional skill     Bildung & Wissenschaft

Leading idea K12
common school; econ. opport.  
Bildung (self-perfection, aesthetic, anti-commercial)

American higher and lower education are built on very different governing ideas. The lower branch was erected in the middle of the 19th century on the idea of the “Common School” promising social and religious inclusion. The narrative of American public education was woven around the story of assimilating the children from otherwise diverse and heterogeneous groups (socio‑economically as well as religiously) and to make the school the engine for the construction of a “truly democratic community.” Horace Mann defined the common school as a "free school. It knows no distinction of rich and poor, of bond and free, or between those who, in the imperfect light of this world, are seeking through different avenues to reach the gate of heaven. Without money and without price, it throws open its doors, and spreads the table of its bounty, for all the children of the State." Education as a tool for moral and social uplift, for social and cultural assimilation of strangers: in the public education narratives of other countries, such considerations did not play a great role. To understand the distinctiveness of the Common School idea, a brief review of the leading idea for German primary and secondary education—"Bildung"—will be instructive. Bildung (from the German verb 'bilden,' meaning to build, to construct) is an ethic of education, not of schooling. It prescribes a kind of conduct that places a person's cultural (and at later stages scientific) self‑education front and center. In the Bildungs‑ethic a person must strive lifelong to shape and perfect himself to become a harmonious, fully developed individual (notice the similarity to aspects of the Confucian educational ethic). He does so in a sustained encounter with the best that human arts and sciences have produced. The process of Bildung may be initiated by school, but it reaches far beyond it. While a teacher can help, Bildung is essentially auto‑didactic. Whereas the Common School pivots around the use of schooling to make citizens for a democratic republic, Bildung revolves around the (self-)education of the self-perfecting individual. Humboldt, the main advocate of Bildung, based it on an affirmation of classical ideals of culture, aware of the conflict with modern conceptions. “The ancients devoted their attention more exclusively to the harmonious development of the individual man, as man; the moderns are chiefly solicitous about his comfort, his prosperity, his productiveness. The former looked to virtue; the latter seek for happiness (Humboldt, 1791/1993, p. 69).”

A further difference between the two systems lies in the sequencing of higher education and k—12. Sequencing matters because the institution that is historically first is usually more likely to shape and imprint the ones that later. So if a nation’s first institutionalized form of education is the lower (k—12) branch—as in Prussia—then the higher education system is more likely to follow the k-12 model, including the issue of its private or public status. On both accounts the United States and Prussia-Germany differ. In the US, higher education precedes lower education, and private precede public forms, giving the principles of competition, selectivity, and meritocracy larger play than in other countries.
Another difference lies in the ‘founding situation’ that opened the ‘window of opportunity’ (WoOp) for change. The founding situation is an important factor of an educational compact because the specific problematique of the founding tends to cast a long shadow over an institutions life. In the United States the window of opportunity that opened the door for a new founding of k—12 education was created by the mass immigration of non-Anglo nationalities in the middle of the 19th century that made the upper classes fear for the integrity of their Anglo-Saxon, Protestant culture. By contrast, the building of a new German education system was prompted by Germany’s military defeat at the hands of Napoleon in Jena that destroyed her political sovereignty, leaving only education as an institutional mechanism to assert its identity and independence. 

2. Who are the Gatekeepers?
	
	US Gatekeeper
	Germany Gatekeeper

	Higher ed
	Community of scholars / peers
	Gymnasium Teachers + State bureaucracy (numerus clauses)

	K—12
	School boards + parents
	Ministries of education + parents

	Access logic 
	k—12 has weak influence over HE access
	k—12 has strong influence over HE access


As the institutionalization of lower and higher education progressed in the latter part of the 19th century, the question of articulating the relation between the two institutions became urgent. How should the transition of students from high school to college be structured? What influence should the high schools have over students’ access to higher education? Should graduating from high school serve as an entitlement to go on to college, the way many other countries with high-stakes exit exams handled the question? That would have made the local schools and school boards the essential gatekeepers over higher education. It would have shifted control from the patricians, the trustees and faculties of the universities to local school boards and high school teachers. In short: it would have undermined the autonomy of the college and university. However, if an exit certificate would have given schools and teachers more influence over college access than the latter would have been willing to accept, the reverse was true, too. School boards, teachers, school administrators likewise rejected the prospect of having the standards and substance of secondary education determined by the patricians who ruled higher education. Such an attempt had indeed been made by the leading patrician-educator of the day, Charles Eliot, longtime president of Harvard, and influential member of the elite Boston Brahmins.

The specific form in which lower and higher branch of education are coupled defines an incentive structure which has important practical implications. In a country like Germany, the gatekeepers and guardians of the culture (civil servants in ministries of education) have an interest to maintain high standards for the exit exam because it determines the quality of the students who will attend the university. In the US colleges and universities have an interest to attract talented students who are the key to attract talented professors, external funding, and reputation. In the US, it is therefore the academic community who are the important gatekeepers. In Germany it is a group of administrative and academic civil servants selected not on the basis of research excellence, but on the basis of cultural capital and party loyalty. Cultural and political conformism here, eminence in science and research there.

The advantages and disadvantages are clear. The German system produces a neat, tightly regulated system of primary and secondary schooling geared to produce high quality student selections. Once that cut is made, the system is very largely thrown open to self-selection where cultural capital and ambition become as important as skill and talent. Those who do not make the cut merely prove that not everyone is cut out for membership in the elite.

By contrast, the unregulated American system produces a messy, turbulent lower education system whose standards are weak and whose main parameters are forever under construction. Having spent the first part of their education under an equal opportunity regime, the students are then required to compete for a place in the higher education system, which is entirely independent of the lower branch. 

3. Tradeoffs
There are three or four main possibilities arranging the relation of lower and higher education, each with its own tradeoffs:

· the German model: selective in the lower branch and unselective in the higher;

· the American model: unselective in the lower branch and highly selective in the higher;

· a third and fourth option: you can be selective or unselective in either branch; the classical example for the former is the Chinese system; an example for the latter might be some economically less developed nations whose education systems are characterized by open access on all levels, sometimes coupled with non-academic selectivity in the corrupted higher branch. 

	K-12 / HE
	Governance
	Case example

	High / Low
	Decentral / central
	Germany
	

	Low / High
	Decentral / decentral
	USA
	

	High / High
	Central / central
	China / France
	

	Low / Low
	? / ?
	Less developed

Nations
	


It is important to note the tradeoffs. All systems create waste and inefficiencies by failing to perform at the possible level of excellence and productivity. The American system ‘fails’ at the k—12 level. The German system leaves talents undeveloped at both the lower and higher level. [I won’t consider here the Chinese type system which is in danger of ossification and likely to create a class of Mandarins, a 'state nobility.'] Which of the two types is likely to produce the best net results?

The selectivity differential between higher and lower branch of education has an important advantage. At the level that operates on relatively low standards of selectivity, we allow for mediocrity, but also for a wider range of talent to emerge. In effect, we are saying that in the world of education the things are too uncertain for any one group to be able to define what excellence means. At the level where selectivity is high, we demand high levels of performance, but we might also limit the range of talents that develop—unless we compensate by allowing selectivity and excellence to be defined locally in a largely decentralized system.

The high K—12 / low HE model tightly regulates the cultural make-up of the higher education entrants. Of the great variety of possible entrants, you admit a group that conforms to the governing cultural and academic norms. Once these students are in  higher education system, they often enjoy exclusive freedoms and privileges in preparation for their upcoming ruling class role. The American system—weak standards in the lower branch, high standards in the higher—allows a greater range of talent (which is on average less well trained) to enter a selective higher education system. In the high / low model the system’s top priority is the reproduction of the ruling class. In the low / high model, the system’s top priority is innovation.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

For synthesizing research in education to flourish, we need to have a shared sense of which configurations or “gestalts” deserve and warrant our attention. 

But we also need a discussion about the epistemological challenges associated with a rebalancing of analytical and synthesizing research. I’ll focus here on just one of those: the relationship between the general and the particular in our research. The default position for much social science research is Aristotle’s notion that science must aim at discovering universal, general, and persistent causes, cleansed, as it were, from the impurities of the particular and idiosyncratic. In Aristotle’s notion reality is governed by essential, general causes, which often exist behind a veil of particulars that are largely irrelevant for the understanding of the lasting and durable forces.  While the discussion about a revised view of causality has certainly begun (historical sociologists talk about a causality that is “inherently narrative and historical.”
), on the whole Aristotle’s influence is well and alive in the contemporary social sciences. A good example is Hedstrom and Swedberg’s recent book on Social Mechanisms. The editors and authors of this book make a strong and largely well-founded argument for a social science that aims for “analysis by mechanism.’
 Because much social science has not explicitly sought to identify the relevant causal mechanisms at work in the relationship between two forces, it has invited unnecessary misunderstanding and confusion. But even Hedström and Swedberg endow the general with a higher explanatory status than the particular when they write that "[a]ll proper explanations explain the particular by the general".
 Yet, how do we explain the general?

The approach sketched here is based on the assumption that there is no a priori ranking of the explanatory weight of the particular and universal elements of society. 

The full picture must be what Hegel called "a causal circle," where a particular configuration explains something of general significance which, in turn, explains a particular configuration. A classical example is Max Weber's study of modern (western) capitalism. In his mature sociological theory Weber asks "which singular concatenation of circumstances"
 gave rise to modern occidental capitalism - a phenomenon which he assumed to be of universal significance. His answer was that it was the historically accidental coincidence of rational law, modern science / technology, and Protestantism that caused modern capitalism to emerge in the West, and in the West only.
 Once we understand a universal phenomenon like modern capitalism as the product of a singular historic constellation of social forces, we can explain a wide range of particular phenomena. The general behavioral pattern that is adduced to explain a particular phenomenon must itself be explained. Hegel seems to have had such an explanatory circle in mind when he spoke of the 'whole of science' as a circular motion:

"For science the essential thing is not so much that something purely immediate be the beginning, but that the whole of it represents a circular motion, in which the first also becomes the last and the last becomes the first... By virtue of this movement, the beginning loses […] its one-sidedness; it becomes something mediated, and the line of scientific progress transforms itself into a circle." (my translation, hdm)"

Raymond Boudon’s reminder is pertinent here: any theory that goes beyond context-free rational actor models to lend explanatory status to locally bounded idiosyncracies confronts a tradeoff between realism and unity.
 Inevitably, the possible increase in realism is paid for by a decrease in unity. By moving particular institutions and their history into a more central position in the research enterprise, might well require a lasting change in our evaluation of that tradeoff.
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