Education as Consumerism:  

Keeping the Customer Satisfied?

Excerpts from "Inflated Grades, Inflated Enrollment, and Inflated Budgets", by J. E. Stone

Administrators [in higher education] who seek to micro manage teaching appear to believe that institutions can have high productivity, high academic standards, and high customer satisfaction if only faculty can be induced to work hard enough and expertly enough. Their mission is to expand and market the services of their institutions, and they see students as willing purchasers. It is a view that can cause high expectations and rigorous grading to be treated as an inconvenient damper on the workings of a mutually enticing economic transaction. 

More importantly, the view that instructors can simultaneously maximize productivity, academic standards, and customer satisfaction overlooks a critical reality about learning. Learning is not a matter of passive absorption. Rather, learning is inescapably dependent on the time, effort, and commitment of students to their studies.  Faculty can make a course of study attractive, but they cannot assure that a student—immersed in the adult world of competing demands and attractions—will make study the priority it must be if he or she is to achieve meaningful academic success.  Unfortunately, marketing efforts that emphasize customer satisfaction and ignore the need for hard work convey the opposite message. They imply that students' dreams of academic success will come true irrespective of time and effort if only they experience the excellent instruction that is available at "We Want U." 

Most faculty are willing to work with any student who demonstrates a commitment to learning and evidences a modicum of progress. Virtually all faculty are regularly available for counseling, advisement, and tutorial help. In contrast to the perception that students are unable to learn because professors are aloof and inaccessible, faculty find that few students avail themselves of the extensive help that is readily available. In truth, the real problem is that a sizable number of students are simply unprepared by inclination or experience to make the effort that significant accomplishment requires. 

Learning at the college level requires motivation and self- discipline. Even where help is available, one has to make use of it. The more-structured and more-controlling teaching methods appropriate to elementary and secondary schools can be used at the college level, but they are typically more labor intensive and expensive. Also they tend to sustain student dependence and immaturity instead of permitting students to become responsible for themselves, i.e., to grow up. Marketing that emphasizes an expectation for student maturity and responsibility would do far more for student achievement and institutional cost-effectiveness than the present customer satisfaction messages. . . .

The institutionally emphasized concept that quality learning is a product of faculty commitment to "customer service" encourages waste by lessening student responsibility for learning. As Shine notes, if the public wants to know how it is that many young people seem to lack a sense of responsibility when they enter the workplace, consider the object lesson they are given in their school and college experiences.  He argues that we cannot expect students to understand that they are the parties who must work hard to achieve if we continue to talk as though those who are working to teach them have exclusive responsibility for their success or failure. Instead of a focus on customer service, Shine calls for students to make responsible and cost-effective use of educational opportunities as a matter of personal and civic responsibility. In addition, he proposes that educational leaders at all levels need to reaffirm and emphasize the primary dependence of learning on study and effort by the individual student.
The administrative penchant for presuming that the student customer is always right not only undermines student motivation, it makes teaching unattractive—especially at the lower-division undergraduate level. Students prefer ease and convenience to difficult and time-consuming study. Students prefer high grades to low grades, even if they do not deserve them. Students who earn higher grades feel satisfied and they stay enrolled. In theory, faculty are encouraged only to help their student customers learn.  In practice, however, customer satisfaction is deemed desirable, and dissatisfaction is deemed undesirable regardless of its exact cause.  Those instructors who elicit satisfaction are rewarded.  Those who elicit dissatisfaction are typically required to defend themselves. Thus, the simplest way for instructors to avoid an unpleasant dilemma is to avoid teaching the courses where conflicts between responsible teaching practices and customer preferences are most probable. . . . 

An often overlooked truth is that higher education cannot meaningfully improve without improved student performance, and student performance cannot improve without students devoting greater time and effort to study. Even with the most sophisticated applications of technology and the greatest enhancements of facilities and teaching practices, learning cannot improve without better use of educational opportunities by students. . .

[For the full text of this article see, Education Policy Analysis Archives, vol. 3 number 11, June 26, 1995]

Questions:

1) What are the author's major points about higher education?

2) Do you primarily agree or disagree with his analysis?  Why?  Provide JUSTIFICATION and EVIDENCE for your position.

