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ne of the unwritten rules of collegiality at a modern university is that one 
respects the sovereign boundaries of other disciplines. The sociologists do not 
tell the chemists how to set up their labs, and engineers do not usually try to 

redefine how English professors should go about analyzing poetry. One might visit a 
lecture halfway across campus or exchange ideas over lunch. But for the overwhelming 
majority of professors, teaching assignments, tenure evaluations, and peer review 
happen within academic disciplines. Between departments, a kind of mutual truce 
prevails, a ‘live and let live’ attitude. 
 
In a recent New Yorker article, historian Jill Lepore has broken the truce. “The 
Disruption Machine” is a biting critique of one of the most pervasive tropes of the new 
century, the notion that established companies are constantly being trounced by nimble 
upstarts.2 Lepore takes aim in particular at a Harvard colleague, Clayton Christensen, 
whose major books all revolve around the theme of disruptive innovation. In 
Christensen’s dialectical model, major companies commonly become victims of their 
own past successes: they tinker around the margins of their product lines while failing 
to recognize the emergence of new technologies or approaches that will, quite 
suddenly, knock the bottom out from under their business models.3 

1 Thanks to Diane Labrosse for commissioning this essay, and to Deborah Fleetham, Ronald Granieri, 
and George Williamson for their comments on drafts. A special thanks goes to Colin William for sharing many 
of the references cited below in a fruitful and enjoyable scholarly exchange. 

2 Jill Lepore, “The Disruption Machine: What the Gospel of Innovation Gets Wrong,” New Yorker, June 
23, 2014; posted at http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/06/23/the-disruption-machine  

3 Aside from The Innovator’s Dilemma, cited below, Christensen’s many books include The Innovator’s 
Prescription: A Disruptive Solution for Health Care (with Jerome H. Grossman and Jason Hwang; New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2008); Disrupting Class: How Disruptive Innovation Will Change the Way the World Learns (with 
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On the face of it, the disruption model appears to describe a number of spectacular 
corporate failures in recent years – Kodak, Nokia, and Blockbuster Video, to name a few. 
Kodak remained wedded to 35 mm film for too long; Blockbuster relied too heavily on 
in-store rentals; and Nokia fell behind the software innovation curve just as the iPhone 
hit the market. It is little wonder that corporate America is nervous about disruption. 
The cycle of ‘creative destruction’ has never churned so swiftly. Yet the precise lesson of 
these examples may not be so clear after all. Kodak’s laboratories were the very 
pioneers of digital photography, suggesting that major corporations with costly in-
house research teams can still deliver breakthrough technologies (as they do at Apple). 
Only a detailed study of decision-making at Kodak, Nokia, and Blockbuster could show 
why their managers responded as weakly as they did to disruptive technological 
change. Yet even those case studies would hardly represent the last word: as any 
historian knows, the same essential data can lend itself to differing interpretations. In 
the humanities, we are in the business of disputing and challenging conclusions. 
 
And that is precisely how Jill Lepore finds fault with Christensen’s first and most 
admired book, The Innovator’s Dilemma.4 Lepore revisits his case studies one by one 
and finds alternative readings of the same scenarios – the disk drive industry, the 
hydraulic excavator business, discount retailing, and steel manufacturing. 
“Christensen’s sources are often dubious and his logic questionable,” she observes. The 
book’s argument rests upon arbitrary and debatable distinctions between “new 
entrants” to the market and established players. Lepore’s main objection appears to be 
Christensen’s vague goalposts for corporate success. If mining equipment manufacturer 
Bucyrus experienced a seven-fold increase in sales between 1962 and 1979, and its 
profits grew by a multiple of twenty-five, “was that so bad?” Even though Caterpillar 
came to eclipse Bucyrus, she notes, it was still willing to spend $9 billion to buy the 
remnants of Bucyrus in 2011. “Was that a failure?” 
 
Actually, from the standpoint of a corporate manager, it surely was: Bucyrus 
International ceased to exist. Writing as a former management consultant and a 
professor at Harvard Business School, Christensen has every reason to foreground the 
perspective of corporate entities struggling to thrive in a competitive environment. At 
times Lepore seems to make light of this top-level view. She notes in passing that one 
major hard-disk division has been in the game for thirty years, making enough 
incremental improvements along the way to stay technologically relevant. Changes in 
ownership from IBM to Hitachi to Western Digital are, to Lepore, a minor detail: what 
matters is the division’s resistance to disruption. The point might make sense from the 
standpoint of production, but it nevertheless betrays some indifference toward the 

Michael B. Horn and Curtis W. Johnson; New York: McGraw-Hill, 2010); and The Innovator’s Solution: Creating 
and Sustaining Successful Growth (with Michael E. Raynor; Cambridge: Harvard Business Review Press, 2013). 

4 Clayton M. Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail 
(Cambridge: Harvard Business School Press, 1997). 
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strategic calculations of the boardroom, where issues of profitability and product range 
make all the difference. When Nokia sold off its mobile phone division to Microsoft 
earlier this year, layoffs rippled across Finland (and China). It was more than a change 
of letterhead. 
 
More generally, the debunking of a single management book – even one that boasts of 
being “one of the most influential business books of all time” – does not of itself 
invalidate the conceptual basis of disruption theory.5 It does, however, throw an 
unflattering light on the thin evidentiary standards prevalent among business books. 
What would happen if well-trained historians were to start picking apart the flawed 
assumptions, clichéd reasoning, and cherry-picked evidence that characterize so many 
trade publications? Should humanities scholars even be concerned about the quality of 
ideas that are making their way from business schools into public discourse? Lepore’s 
line of attack suggests how professors might usefully apply their research skills to 
confront a number of damaging ideas that are beginning to take a toll in higher 
education. 
 
“Disruption” in Your Neighborhood  
  
Lepore’s main target is not the Harvard Business School at all. Rather, she is challenging 
the proposition that “disruption” will shut down colleges across North America. The 
argument is familiar by now: new technologies make it possible for ‘star’ academics to 
deliver their insights across the globe with virtually no marginal cost, rendering the 
prospect of an expensive education at brick-and-mortar universities seem hopelessly 
quaint. This past June, The Economist asserted gleefully that “the staid higher-education 
business is about to experience a welcome earthquake.”6 Clay Christensen himself has 
applied his trademark “disruption” analysis to the industry, prophesying that “fifteen 
years from now, maybe half of the universities will be in bankruptcy. Including the state 
schools.”7 
 
Unsurprisingly, Christensen’s prediction drew a lot of attention last year. Yet the figure 
seems pulled from thin air. In conversation with The Economist, Christensen offered a 
more modest figure: “I’d be very surprised if in ten years we don’t see hundreds of 

5 Promotional copy on the Amazon.com web site for The Innovator’s Dilemma. 

6 “The digital degree,” The Economist, June 28, 2014. Note that The Economist is half-owned by 
Pearson, which creates the impression of a conflict of interest. 

7 Derek Anderson, “Clayton Christensen Talks Venture Capital, Crowd Funding, and How to Measure 
Your Life,” April 6, 2013; posted on techcrunch.com (accessed Aug. 16, 2014). The quote came during an 
interview with Mark Suster of GRP Partners. More generally, see Christensen and Henry J. Eyring, The 
Innovative University: Changing the DNA of Higher Education from the Inside Out (San Francisco, Calif.: 
Wiley/Jossey-Bass, 2011). 
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universities in bankruptcy.”8 If he is hard to pin down, this may have to do with his 
tendency to conflate the specific problems of MBA programs with the cost pressures 
faced by undergraduate colleges and universities as a whole. Christensen notes that 
institutions of higher education have been competing on quality rather than cost – 
leading to a spiral of uncontrolled spending on peripheral glitz. In his view, this creates 
opportunities down-market for less extravagant, more efficient modes of education. 
Such “disruption” does not have to be better than a four-year on-site degree, so long as 
it provides what consumers want at an attractive price.9 
 
Whether Christensen’s analysis is on target requires more than a brief rejoinder, and it 
should be acknowledged that on the margins, he may be right: some colleges surely are 
headed for collapse, and the higher education sector would probably benefit from a 
certain winnowing.10 Still, education is not a traditional consumer product, and it is not 
clear that the “down-market” demand is sufficiently strong to reshape the entire 
industry. On-line, low-cost degree programs will make a difference for independently 
motivated students living in remote areas of North America. Thus far, however, the 
much-touted MOOCs (massively open on-line courses) have elicited little sustained 
commitment from the throngs who have signed up for them. Those who are most in 
need of a challenging, transformative educational experience are least likely to benefit 
from the existence of MOOCs.11 The only business model that seems truly imperiled by 
MOOCs is the recorded-lecture industry.  
 
Confronted with dire warnings of “disruption,” college leaders are putting on a brave 
face.12 In May 2014, Colgate University hosted a summit in New York on “disruption + 
innovation in higher education,” with Christensen as the keynote speaker. A panel of 

8 B. R., “Clayton Christensen: Still Disruptive,” posted on “Which MBA?”, a blog hosted by The 
Economist (accessed Aug. 16, 2014). 

9 Christensen’s theory tends to make him emphasize the quick-and-dirty aspects of disruptors; a 
contrasting model touting claims of superior pedagogy has been developed by Ben Nelson, founder/CEO of 
the for-profit Minerva College. Graeme Wood, “The Future of College?”, The Atlantic, Aug. 13, 2014, at 
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/08/the-future-of-college/375071/  

10 One thinks, for example, of the oversupply of small colleges across Kansas – profiled memorably in 
an investigative long-form piece in Sports Illustrated. “Murder of Football Player in Kansas Shakes Town, 
Raises Questions,” Sports Illustrated, Dec. 4, 2012; found at http://www.si.com/more-
sports/2012/12/04/kansas-brandon-brown-murder  

11 Max Chafkin, “Udacity’s Sebastian Thrun, Godfather of Free Online Education, Changes Course,” 
Fast Company, November 14, 2013, posted at http://www.fastcompany.com/3021473/udacity-sebastian-
thrun-uphill-climb  

12 See, for example, Barry Glassner and Morton Schapiro, “Beware Higher-Ed Doomsayers,” The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, posted Oct. 6, 2014. They are the presidents of Lewis & Clark College and 
Northwestern University, respectively. Former college presidents appear more swayed by promise of 
technological transformation; see, for example, William G. Bowen, Higher Education in the Digital Age; also 
Derek Bok, Higher Education in America (both Princeton University Press, 2013). 
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presidents from liberal arts colleges insisted upon the unique value of the four-year 
campus experience and more or less disregarded Christensen’s warnings about 
obsolescence.13 University presidents respond every day to a huge number of 
constituents – alumni, sports fans, community leaders – who do not have a vested 
interest in tearing apart academia brick by brick. More modest forms of austerity may 
suffice to appease the public’s growing concern about college costs. My own university, 
Purdue, has chosen to freeze tuition three years running; this has generated cost-
cutting pressure without sacrificing essential features of the research university. 
Adaptation, not extinction, may yet characterize the response of higher education to a 
new era of price sensitivity. 
 
Ironically, the most substantial “disruptive” pressure may not be coming from the top at 
all. Professors and the news media are likely to notice pushy trustees or state legislators 
with a bone to pick. They may be less cognizant of how mid-level administrators have 
begun to internalize the received wisdom of the disruptors. ‘Reform’ consultants breeze 
in and out of the corridors of campus buildings, full of outrageous and often 
irresponsible claims about educational technology. Under the guise of ‘student-centered 
learning,’ they insist that cost efficiency and student achievement can be enhanced 
simultaneously – by getting students to spend more time in front of electronic screens. 
Such consultants parrot the fashionable sentiments of Silicon Valley, where tech gurus 
complain (falsely) that “education hasn’t changed for 1,000 years.”14 PowerPoint slides 
featuring medieval Italian universities are meant to lampoon the unchanging, 
hidebound professoriate, as if Germany’s nineteenth-century research seminars had 
anything in common with the recitation-lecture style of the Middle Ages.15 If would-be 
reformers harbor such willful indifference toward the dynamic evolution of higher 
education, how can humanities scholars expect to have a serious conversation with 
them? 
 
Sadly, mid-level administrators are acutely sensitive to cost pressures, and they are 
sorely tempted to reach for expedients that devalue the humanities and denigrate the 
teaching environment. One much-touted practice, ‘peer grading,’ would have 
undergraduates rate one another’s essays on a routine basis – in order to save money 
on paid teaching assistants or to cram more students into the sections of full-time 
professors. If undergraduates don’t grade the essays, perhaps computers will? In a 
widely cited example, the University of Southern Mississippi consolidated eight 
hundred students into a single section of World Literature featuring automated as well 
as human grading – reducing the number of faculty involved to a single full-time 

13 Highlights of the proceedings can be found at http://www.colgate.edu/innovationdisruption  

14 The quote is from Peter Levine, a board member of Udacity – the MOOC founded by Sebastian 
Thrun. See Chafkin, “Udacity,” cited above. 

15 See, for example, the slides used by Dave Goldberg, a proponent of reform in engineering 
education. http://threejoy.com/2013/02/07/are-you-ready-to-flip/  
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equivalent (originally four professors each teaching for four weeks) and dropping the 
cost per student from $70 to $41. The National Center for Academic Transformation 
(NACT), a non-profit group that spearheaded this and other course ‘redesigns,’ proudly 
boasts of the efficiencies gained when faculty spend fewer contact hours with students. 
The NACT’s drive toward higher student-teacher ratios has enjoyed the support of the 
Pew Charitable Trusts and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.16 
 
Administrators are also the group most directly accountable to accreditation agencies. 
On balance, the process of accreditation is valuable for universities; one might even 
wish for more aggressive efforts to ‘decertify’ bottom-tier colleges. Even so, accreditors 
are demanding answers to questions that professors in the humanities are loath to 
quantify. How much learning is taking place in our classrooms? Can we prove that good 
exam grades represent specific gains from our courses – not the students’ general 
aptitude? These are hardly the most meaningful questions about college education, but 
they are measurable, and that makes them attractive to the large university staffs 
charged with documenting student achievement. The same people who brought us 
course evaluations now concede that student ratings are not the best measure of 
quality. Unfortunately, their proposed answer is to unleash an additional battery of 
student surveys and ‘pre-testing’ exercises. Our classrooms are to serve as fields of 
pedagogical experimentation. It’s not hard to anticipate where this could end up: a rigid 
insistence that professors apply ‘proven’ pedagogical techniques. There’s a fine line 
between measurement and control.17 
 
More thoroughgoing threats are visible on the horizon. Over the past decade, colleges 
have ratcheted up their career services staffs. Those offices are, in turn, highly sensitive 
to the expectations of industry – or, more immediately, to the convenience of human-
resource managers. This has touched off a conversation on several campuses about how 
academic transcripts might be re-fashioned to highlight skills rather than course 
credits. “Factors like seat time (time spent in the classroom) and instructor credentials 
will be less important to a student’s academic career,” predicts Roger Novak, an ed-tech 
investor (and trustee at Kenyon College). He is putting his money behind “new kinds of 
global credentials… managed by the students themselves.”18 Technologists at Purdue 
have created their own ‘achievement badge’ system inspired by video gaming (and 
derived, at some remove, from the world of scouting). Fanciful as it may sound, 

16 For the details, see http://www.thencat.org/PCR/R3/USMs/USMs_Overview.htm  

17 For one problematic example of this tendency, consider a study conducted in 2013 by the Teachers 
College of Columbia University. Graduate students spent one week evaluating hundreds of courses at two 
universities based upon a (cursory) reading of syllabi and a checklist of “effective teaching practices.” Their 
judgments about “academic rigor” and “teaching quality” can only be good as the benchmarks set by the team 
in advance. Dan Berrett, “A New Kind of Study Seeks to Quantify Educational Quality,” The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, Feb. 7, 2014.  

18 Roger Novak, “Ed Tech’s Next Wave Rolls Into View,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, Sept. 15, 
2014. 

6 | P a g e  

                                                        

http://www.thencat.org/PCR/R3/USMs/USMs_Overview.htm


H-Diplo Review Essay 

‘badging’ is seen by some on my campus – and perhaps yours as well – as the future of 
credentialing. It is not hard to see higher education degenerating into a glorified form of 
corporate training videos. 
 
The public debate about higher education is being waged among authors of tomes thick 
and thin. There are, of course, voices speaking out in defense of traditional 
skills: reading long books, writing formal papers.19 But on campus, where it really 
counts, technology companies dominate the conversation. This trend is reinforced by 
reporting in the Chronicle of Higher Education, which veritably crackles with excitement 
over the “disruption” of the entire industry.20 A 2013 special report by the Chronicle – 
underwritten by Adobe – framed the issue in purely Christensenian terms: do we need 
an enormous amount of disruption in higher education, or just a moderate amount?21 
 
Pushing Back: Disrupting the Disruptors 
 
Here is where Lepore shows the way forward. Her devastating critique of Clay 
Christensen’s business scholarship reminds us that academic fields and sub-fields do 
not always police themselves rigorously. Accepted wisdom can easily go unchallenged – 
until an outsider such as Thomas Piketty comes along, ripping away at the side of a 
discipline (in his case, North American departments of economics).22 Such 
interventions are often resisted, but the results can be extremely healthy for all 
concerned. One recent example played out on the virtual pages of this listserv, as H-
Diplo hosted a vigorous methodological debate on international relations theory. An 
opening salvo by historian Frank Gavin – a longstanding and sympathetic observer of 
political science research – served to flag some troubling issues arising from the effort 
to quantify examples of nuclear conflict.23 
 

19 Intriguingly, one recent defender of the liberal arts – Wesleyan president Michael S. Roth – teaches 
a MOOC for Coursera. Roth, Beyond the University: Why a Liberal Education Matters (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2014). 

20 Jeffrey J. Selingo, a Chronicle editor-at-large, has made perfectly plain his embrace of a technology-
driven revolution on college campuses. Selingo, College (Un)bound: The Future of Higher Education and What 
It Means for Students (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013). 

21 In keeping with the true spirit of corporate sponsorship, Adobe will only make the report available 
to those who enter contact information into the Adobe database. See 
http://results.chronicle.com/InnovationSurvey2013_Adobe  

22 The reference is, of course, to Piketty’s monumental study Capital in the Twenty-First Century, 
trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge: Harvard Belknap, 2014). 

23 See http://issforum.org/ISSF/PDF/ISSF-Forum-2.pdf  
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Social and psychological sciences are enjoying a kind of renaissance at the moment, as 
Steven Pinker proclaimed triumphantly in the New Yorker last year.24 Behavioral 
economics enjoys special prestige as a window into our psyches. The governments of 
Angela Merkel and David Cameron have even turned to academic consultants in order 
to improve the delivery of public services.25 The policy relevance is clear: subtle 
changes in enrollment forms can have a huge impact on, say, employee participation in 
retirement plans. So why wouldn’t we want apply similar insights to problems in higher 
education? Shouldn’t universities take advantage of what we know about “how we 
learn”?26 Why wouldn’t we want to apply the techniques of ‘big data’ in micro-analyzing 
our students’ performance?27 
 
The trouble is that research on technology in the classroom is thin. Much of it is 
sponsored by the technology companies themselves, either directly or through non-
profits they finance. More generally, the field is far behind the social sciences in 
methodological rigor. According to Matthew Makel and Jonathan Plucker, education 
researchers almost never bother to re-examine others’ conclusions; top journals focus 
on novelty rather than depth. What’s more, efforts to replicate key findings fail almost 
half the time – unless the original author is involved in the new study.28 The same few 
data points are repeated ad nauseam – for example, the claim that only five per cent of a 
lecture is retained by students 24 hours later. (If it’s the right five per cent, is that even 
a problem?) When technocratic staff members at our universities insist that they are 
recommending new approaches based on “what we know” about teaching, professors 
need to demand the evidence. Perhaps peer grading actually worked for high school 
math students in Hong Kong, as one study attests; but what does this actually tell us 
about the ability of North American sophomores to grade one another’s history exams 
fairly and accurately?29 
 

24 Steven Pinker, “Science Is Not Your Enemy,” The New Republic, Aug. 6, 2013, found at 
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/114127/science-not-enemy-humanities  

25 Philip Plickert and Hanno Beck, “Kanzlerin sucht Verhaltensforscher,” Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, Aug. 26, 2014; Katrin Bennhold, “Britain’s Ministry of Nudges,” New York Times, Dec. 8, 2013, BU1. 

26 Benedict Carey, How We Learn: The Surprising Truth About When, Where, and Why It Happens (New 
York: Random House, 2014). 

27 Frank Bryce McCluskey and Melanie Lynn Winter, The Idea of the Digital University: Ancient 
Traditions, Disruptive Technologies and the Battle for the Soul of Higher Education (Washington, DC: 
Westphalia Press for Policy Studies Organization, 2012). 

28 Matthew C. Makel and Jonathan A. Plucker, “Facts are More Important Than Novelty: Replication in 
the Education Sciences,” Educational Reseacher, published in an on-line advance copy on Aug. 14, 2014; 
accessed at http://edr.sagepub.com/content/early/2014/07/23/0013189X14545513.full.pdf+html  

29 Jingyan Lu and Nancy Law, “Online Peer Assessment: Effects of Cognitive and Affective Feedback,” 
Instructional Science 40 (2012): 257-275. 
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Even where the education research is sound, the message may be thinned out and 
oversimplified by the time it gets to administrators. ‘Education technologists’ offer 
confident promises – and money gets spent accordingly. Expensive ‘smart’ classrooms 
are set up with cameras and monitors and whiteboards, assuming that this will result in 
a more dynamic learning environment. No more soporific lectures! Lower-level math 
and statistics courses may well benefit from this approach. ‘Flipped’ classrooms 
featuring real-time problem solving might indeed help weaker students remain 
engaged in their science courses.30 Still, there is always and inevitably a gap between 
theoretical insights – how we seem to learn – and policy prescriptions – how to 
structure a course (or an entire curriculum) to best foster learning. The gap can be less 
acute in the realm of public policy. Small fixes are evidently enough to nudge more 
Britons into paying their traffic tickets or insulating their attics.31 The scale of the 
problem in academia is more overwhelming, thanks to the long time span of a college 
education. A whole range of contradictory prescriptions might be seen to flow from the 
fashionable push toward ‘active learning.’ Should an entire college education be pre-
programmed methodically, with all the relevant lessons charted out on an Excel 
spreadsheet and tucked into the curriculum at just the right place?32 Or, alternatively, 
should students have radical freedom to structure their education in accord with 
desired ‘competencies,’ without having to seek formal course credits in the first place? 
 
Humanities scholars may find it hard to even approach this sort of conversation. For 
one thing, few of us engage in quantitative research, and we may not have the training 
or stamina to identify methodological flaws in miserably written, jargon-infested 
literature. (Popular business books make for lower-hanging fruit, as Lepore’s essay 
demonstrates.) Our professional instincts stand in the way of over-simplification; we 
love to ‘complicate’ things. It is no accident that historians steer clear of the glib world 
of TED talks.33 What do we have to say to ‘data-driven’ administrators who want 
straightforward answers? Is it enough to be gadflies, buzzing around sowing doubts? 
 
It might help to recall the soft skills that historians do bring to bear: crisp writing, 
rhetorical wit, and long-range perspective. We are experts in narrative interpretation; it 

30 On the other hand, they may produce chaos. Jeffrey R. Young, “A Tech-Happy Professor Reboots 
After Hearing His Teaching Advice Isn’t Working,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, Feb. 12, 2012. 

31 Max Nesterak, “Nudging the UK: A Conversation with David Halpern,” Psych Report, Jan. 5, 2014, 
posted at http://thepsychreport.com/conversations/nudging-the-uk-a-conversation-with-david-halpern/  

32 One expert on “assessment,” Ronald S. Carriveau, has put together a manual that proposes linking 
every aspect of the college curriculum to assessment. In other words, every single data point in a course is to 
be tied to specific course learning objectives, charted on “Bloom’s Taxonomy,” and keyed to test questions. 
Connecting the Dots: Developing Student Learning Outcomes & Outcome Based Assessments (Denton, TX: Fancy 
Fox Publications, n. y.) 

33 Few of the 73 talks posted on the TED web site under the rubric of “history” are actually delivered 
by professional historians. See https://www.ted.com/talks/browse?topics=history  
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allows us to make sense of the world around us with little more than a chalkboard. We 
are artisans in a society that admires hand-crafted products. Our talents cannot be 
emulated mechanically – and that is precisely what makes us valuable. In our 
classrooms and at our desks, we grapple with complex and fundamental issues about 
the human experience, and we encourage our students to do the same. If it’s true that 
mentorship is a central feature of a quality education, then we have a great deal to offer 
indeed.34 Year by year, the highly individualized nature of history research papers 
draws us into close interactions with our undergraduates. We have value, and we have 
the capacity to peer up from our documents and weigh in on the vital issues facing our 
institutions. 
 
One of the most constructive things we can do is force the conversation out into the 
open. What is it that the ‘disruptors’ want to achieve? If, for example, one 
administration goal is to reduce attrition and get more students to graduate in four 
years, wouldn’t it make sense for faculty and staff to consult together about the issue – 
rather than assuming a priori that the obstacles to student success lie in the faulty 
pedagogical skills of the professoriate? At a time when faculty members and 
information technology experts appear to be talking past one another constantly, 
professors should insist on a cross-campus dialogue conducted in proper English.35 
Higher-education technocrats might actually benefit from having to express their 
thoughts in plain speech rather than technical jargon or poorly digested Silicon Valley 
catch-phrases.  
 
All this presupposes a willingness on the part of faculty to re-engage with our own 
universities. A lot has changed over the past two decades, while we have devoted more 
and more time to national and international conferencing in our research sub-fields. Do 
we know where the new campus buildings are located, and what they symbolize in 
terms of administration priorities? Do we know how decisions are made – especially 
decisions concerning technology and curricular issues? Universities are complex and 
sometimes bewildering places and it often seems easiest to leave it up to our deans to 
defend our interests. But a faculty that is vocal and united is less easy to ignore. We may 
even find that we have allies around campus; plenty of scientists and engineers want 
their students exposed to rigorous humanities courses. 
 
That being said, an assertive professoriate can scarcely take to the barricades against 
sloppy ed-tech claims and damaging administrative fads without showing some 

34 For details on the “Gallup-Purdue poll” making this argument, see 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/168848/life-college-matters-life-college.aspx  

35 The Chronicle’s 2014 tech disruption survey, conducted by the Huron Consulting Group, sponsored 
by Dell, and penned by Jeffrey Selingo, highlights major gaps between how IT professionals and faculty 
members view the technology situation on their campuses. See “College 2.0: How Chief Information Officers 
View Technology and the Future of Higher Education,” Oct. 14, 2014, downloaded at 
http://images.results.chronicle.com/Web/TheChronicleofHigherEducation/%7B8d47ec41-d002-4e78-9129-
983d0fee9316%7D_Tech_Disruption_Survey_final_web_Dell.pdf  
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willingness to compromise. We are entering the conversation from a position of 
weakness. We have been painted into a corner: tenure is seen by many reformers as an 
extravagance, a selfish privilege, rather than something that benefits the university’s 
mission as a whole.36 
 
Meanwhile, professors’ collective behavior often betrays a certain narrowness of vision, 
a tendency to speak up only when caste privileges are at stake. Perceived infringements 
on academic freedom arouse howls of disapproval, yet we seldom go out of our way to 
censure professorial misconduct. Serial plagiarists still get promoted – or hired away to 
more prestigious positions.37 When scholars fail to uphold their own proclaimed 
standards, it is hardly surprising that the overall prestige of academia wanes. 
 
Professors should also acknowledge their indirect role in the great mushrooming of 
administration and staff over the past few decades. Wages for professors have not 
skyrocketed, and the number of faculty lines is quite stable at many universities; for this 
reason, faculty members tend to approach the problem of college cost with self-
righteous equanimity. External factors, such as federal compliance and the demand for 
student services, clearly do drive much of the additional hiring. Yet one further 
explanation for the explosion of staff – and adjunct labor – is the vacuum left behind by 
faculty members themselves as teaching loads and service requirements have fallen 
away.38 It is hard to imagine higher education moving forward in the next several 
decades without a certain shift in responsibilities. If admin posts are to be pared back 
and adjunct positions re-absorbed, then tenured professors will have to pick up some of 
the slack. There will be costs in terms of research productivity. 
 
Some might feel that the above course represents an unwelcome, and even tactically 
unwise, shift in priorities. A fundamental, no-holds-barred defense of the status quo 
would be easier for faculty to mobilize around. Yet an astute professoriate that shows 
flexibility in responding to institutional problems will be better placed to engage in the 
essential war of ideas raging on the other side of campus. We will find it far more 
pleasant to set our own priorities – and introduce reforms in keeping with our 
pedagogical and academic values – rather than waiting for bureaucrats to ‘disrupt’ the 
liberal arts in a callous and indiscriminate manner. With Lepore, we can challenge 
Clayton Christensen’s assertions about the impending decline of North American 
colleges. We can wield our talents as scholars and teachers to write a more compelling 
narrative about the lasting value of the humanities to our students and the reading 
public. 

36 Naomi Schaefer Riley, The Faculty Lounges and Other Reasons You Won’t Get The College Education 
You Pay For (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2011). 

37 Consider, most recently, the case of Mustapha Marrouchi. Peter Schmidt, “UNLV Professor Is 
Investigated for Career-Long Plagiarism,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, Sept. 5, 2014, A16. 

38 Benjamin Ginsberg, The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the All-Administrative University and Why It 
Matters (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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