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Abstract
Although organizational identity has been a vibrant and active area of study for several

decades, there has been a relative lack of engagement in the higher education literature with the
ways in which the contextual enactment of multiple organizational identities can explain key
phenomena of interest to higher education scholarship. This dissertation makes both theoretical
and empirical contributions at the intersection of organizational theory and higher education
through three papers exploring the history of higher education governance in California. The first
paper develops a history of the evolution of higher education coordination in California since 1960
and argues that a key causal factor explaining the evolution and eventual elimination of
California’s State Higher Education Executive Office (SHEEO) was the inability of its staff and
leaders to connect its organizational identities over time. The second paper builds on the empirical
contributions of the first to develop theory about the enactment of organizational identities in
socio-historical context. This paper theorizes the ‘organizational self’ as a momentary gestalt
created by an organizational response to a focal event in an institutional context. The third paper
problematizes the pursuit of prestige as the causal driver for academic drift and explores its
evolution at the field level, finding a key causal role for organizational identity as a motivator for
academic drift. Collectively, these papers demonstrate the possibility and potential of rigorous
engagement between higher education and organizational theory by describing different aspects
of the evolving relationships between organization members, organizational identities, and their

institutional, social, and historical contexts.
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Introduction

All of social life is in a sense also organizational life. We organize formally and informally,
personally and professionally, at every scale of social life. Professionally, we organize in
workgroups, which organize to form professional and academic organizations, which are members
of consortia and associations, which are in turn organized regionally, nationally, and
internationally. At each level, we perform a set of roles that assign us an identity that corresponds
to the social category in which we are organizing. When we take notes or lead meetings, we self-
categorize or are categorized as notetakers or team leads; when companies manufacture or market
goods, they enact organizational identities as manufacturers or marketers; and when consortia
advocate for or against a law, or enforce a set of rules within a field, they are identified with respect
to the social categories of ‘lobbyist’ or ‘regulator.” These identities, however, are neither singular
nor mutually exclusive. Individuals can be both team leaders and notetaker; companies can be both
supplier and manufacturer; and associations can be both regulators and lobbyists. What matters is
which actions are undertaken, in which context, with respect to which social category, and to
achieve what outcome—in other words, how does the contextual enactment of identity help us

understand social life?

As a theoretical construct, identity has been studied extensively as an individual
characteristic that can enable or constrain agency in social settings (Burke & Tully, 1977;
Ramarajan, 2014). Similarly, at the organizational level, organizational identity has been a vibrant
and active area of study for several decades (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Gioia & Hamilton, 2016).
Within the higher education literature, however, despite a long and storied engagement with

theories drawn from organizational sociology (Bastedo, 2012b), there has been a relative lack of



engagement with the ways in which the contextual enactment of multiple organizational identities
can explain key outcomes of interest (Stensaker, 2015) and a general aversion to theorizing using

higher education as an empirical base (Bastedo, 2012b; Tight, 2004).

This dissertation aims to make both theoretical and empirical contributions at the
intersection of organizational identity and higher education through three historical case studies of
in the context of higher education governance in California. The first paper highlights the work of
staff, leaders, and external stakeholders in making sense of the multiple institutionally prescribed
identities of a public quasi-regulatory agency, and to demonstrate that this work explains the
evolution of state governance arrangements and the dynamics of ongoing tensions between state
control and institutional autonomy over a fifty-year period. State Higher Education Executive
Officers (SHEEQs) are widely acknowledged to be integral actors in maintaining a balance
between institutional autonomy and state control in service of the public good in higher education.
However, the internal dynamics of SHEEOs have been left in an analytical black box, and the
agency of SHEEOs in self-determining their identities and influence has been neglected as an
explanatory construct. In developing a history of higher education coordination in California
between 1960 and 2011, this study fills that gap, finding that the SHEEO agency’s inability to
maintain consistency in its organizational identity over time alienated its key stakeholders over

time, which led to the eventual elimination of the organization.

The second paper builds on and extends an emerging line of research in organizational
theory that explores the multi-level relationship between organizational identities and changing
institutional, social, and historical contexts (Schreiter & Ravasi, 2018). Elaborating Pratt and
Kraatz’s (2009) construct of the organizational self, this paper explores the evolution of the

organizational selves of the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC) over a



period of 35 years. | find that although CPEC continually prioritized its many organizational
identities on an ongoing basis, those identities were only able to cohere as an organizational self
with respect to two particular moments in time. At other times in its history, in the absence of a
focal event within the institutional context, organization members were unable to create the
integrative ‘self” because there was no referent against which organization members could resolve
identity tensions within the organization. This paper emphasizes the historical contingency of the
organizational self and the institutional context; theorizes the focal event in the institutional context
as a necessary condition for the creation of an organizational self; and suggests that a hermeneutic
(parts-and-wholes) understanding of organizational identity can help scholars better understand

the macro dynamics of institutional, political, and social change.

The third paper studies the relationship between an organization’s institutionally prescribed
identity and the one it holds by virtue of its day-to-day actions to better theorize the phenomenon
of academic drift. Although academic drift has been a central concept in the study of higher
education for the past half-century, the pursuit of prestige is unproblematically assumed to be the
motivating driver for universities to engage in the kinds of activities that have been studied under
the ‘academic drift’ umbrella. Moreover, the literature has also yet to explore the contours of
academic drift as a conflictual, contested process at the field level over an extended period. This
paper addresses these gaps in the literature through a historical study of academic drift within the
California State University system between 1960 and 2005. I find that the motivation to engage in
‘academic drift’ stemmed not from a pursuit of prestige, but from an inconsistency between CSU’s
ascribed organizational identity and the identity organizational members inhabited as a matter of

daily practice. Moreover, these in describing how these activities were contested by field actors at



each turn, this paper offers a novel characterization of academic drift as a historically contingent,

political, and contested process.



Chapter 1:
Designed to be Ineffective?
Higher Education Coordination in California, 1960-2011

Introduction

On June 28, 2011, facing a $26.6 billion dollar budget deficit, the California legislature
passed a balanced budget calling for $120 billion dollars in expenditures. Two days later,
California Governor Edmund G. “Jerry” Brown signed the budget package into law, using his line-
item veto authority to trim an additional $258 million from the budget (Legislative Analyst’s
Office, 2011). An unexpected casualty of the line-item veto was California’s state higher education
executive office (SHEEOQ), the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC). The
agency, which traced its roots back to California’s 1960 Master Plan for Higher Education, had its
$1.9 million budget—0.0016% of budgeted state expenditures—eliminated. “While I appreciate
the importance of coordinating and guiding state higher education policy,” said Brown in his veto

message, “I believe CPEC has been ineffective” (Brown, 2011).

What confluence of events and factors led to the elimination of the California
Postsecondary Education Commission, and how can California’s experiment with higher
education coordination help us understand the evolving role of SHEEOs in higher education
governance over the past half century? In this paper, | develop a history of the evolution of higher
education coordination in California since 1960, dividing it into four distinct periods. | argue that
a key causal factor explaining CPEC’s evolution and eventual elimination was the inability of its
staff and leaders to connect its organizational identities across each of those historical periods. |
find that initial disagreements about the appropriate role of coordination led to CPEC’s enabling
statute giving the agency a broad mandate, which left enough room for organizational and policy

actors to exercise agency in determining CPEC’s organizational identity. As the appointed



commissioners and CPEC’s professional leadership changed over time, they constructed different
identities for the organization at each turn based on personal, parochial, and state policy interests.
Without a consistent organizational identity as an anchor, CPEC faced both internal incoherence
and external irrelevance, each made more acute during times of state fiscal exigency. Over the
course of 38 years and under eight executive directors, CPEC accreted so many different identities
that no stakeholder could articulate exactly how it served their interests. By the time it was
eliminated by line-item veto in 2011, it had few institutional defenders willing to spend the political

capital to save it.

Beyond a historical analysis of higher education coordination in California, this paper
contributes to a broader literature on higher education governance. The question of how states
ought to govern public higher education to balance the competing goals of access, quality, and
institutional autonomy have been central issues for scholars and policymakers since the emergence
of mass higher education after the second world war. SHEEO agencies like CPEC have had as
their central charge to “tend to the public good and to advance a public agenda for higher
education” (Tandberg et al., 2018, p. 3). The research literature on state governance of higher
education has described and categorized SHEEO agencies by their structures, function, and level
of authority, and analyzed the impact of the SHEEO in realizing specific policy objectives as a
function of its statutory authority. Yet, this research makes two strong assumptions: first, that the
SHEEO’s level of statutory authority is determinative of its impact in state policy; and second,
because legal structures tend to be stable in the short-term, that the SHEEO’s influence in the state
higher education policy space does not vary much over time. In other words, the SHEEO itself has
been left as an analytical black box, and the lived experiences of its staff and leadership in

navigating the ambiguities of state policy have been considerably underdeveloped.



My analysis of the evolution of higher education coordination in California since 1960
challenges these assumptions and assigns explanatory power to agency exercised by organizational
actors in defining the SHEEO’s relationships with its external stakeholders and the historical
reverberations of those decisions over time. Through this analysis, | reframe SHEEOs as
historically contingent organizations rather than as organizations that exist unchangingly as
defined in statute. This reconceptualization allows for more nuanced explanations of the evolution
of higher education governance and revises current understandings of SHEEOs as organizations

defined by their statutory and regulatory authorities.



A brief history of SHEEO research
The tensions between university autonomy and state control

Although scholars have traced the idea of a State Higher Education Executive Office
(SHEEO) back to Thomas Jefferson’s 1785 Notes on the State of Virginia, the modern concept of
the SHEEO as a public agency charged with coordinating higher education activities in the public’s
interest stems from the emergence of mass education after World War Il (Lingenfelter, 2018).
Consequently, scholarship about SHEEOs originated in the study of postwar state higher education
governance, as scholars sought to understand the tension between the institutional autonomy of
public universities and the state’s interest in ensuring that public investments in higher education
serve the ‘public good’ (Longanecker, 2005; Marginson, 2011; Pusser, 2006). As intermediaries
between the state and the university, SHEEO organizations were at the very center of debates
around “what the public desires from higher education and what is delivered” (Holly, 2018, p.

54).

The first academic study of statewide coordination was by political scientist Lyman
Glenny, whose 1959 book The Autonomy of Public Colleges called attention to the problem of
statewide “planning, control, and leadership” of public higher education (Glenny, 1959, p. 1).
Surveying governance arrangements across several states, Glenny defined three main types of
policy structures adopted by states to maintain the public good in higher education—regulatory
governing boards, advisory coordinating agencies, and voluntary institutional coordination—the
latter two of which came to be known as state higher education executive offices, or SHEEOs.
Over the next decade, as states struggled to design postsecondary education systems that could

absorb the “tidal wave” of postwar enrollments, research on statewide coordination took the form



of lengthy reports that tried to determine the optimal state policy structure(s) for public higher

education (for example, Brumbaugh, 1963; Paltridge, 1966).

Most notable among these studies was Robert Berdahl’s 1971 Statewide Coordination of
Higher Education, which kept Glenny’s regulatory-coordinating-voluntary structure as the analytic
frame. The book offered the field a research agenda for higher education governance grounded in
questions of substantive autonomy, the ability of public institutions to determine the ends of their
actions, and procedural autonomy, their ability to determine the means by which to pursue those
ends (Berdahl, 1971, p. 10). Together, Glenny and Berdahl’s research defined the means and ends
of state policy research for the next three decades. Research building on Berdahl and Glenny’s
foundational work over the next decade tried to determine the appropriate balance between
autonomy and control of public universities in the interests of the public good (Glenny, 1985;
Glenny & Schmidtlein, 1980; Millett, 1984). By 1990, Berdahl had concluded that advisory
coordination was “left as the most desirable (or least undesirable) means” (1990, pp. 38-39) of
securing the public good in higher education given research showing that pure autonomy was

impossible for universities, full control impossible for legislatures (e.g. Zusman, 1986).
Linking SHEEOs to policy outcomes

By the turn of the millennium, research on state governance of higher education expanded
into the realm of the analytic and evaluative. These studies largely analyzed the effects of different
state governance structures on substantive policy outcomes of interest. Richardson and colleagues
(1998), for example, adapted Burton Clark’s model of the “triangle of tensions” between the state,
market, and higher education and layered analysis of political culture, economics, geography,
demographics, and history over this structure in case studies linking the policy environment and

system design to higher education policy outcomes in five states (R. C. Richardson et al., 1998;

9



see also Clark, 1983). Other research through the 2000s modeled SHEEOs as black-box variables
in panel regression analyses, finding mixed effects on various policy outcomes. Knott and Payne
(2004), for example, found that state governance arrangements were unrelated to total institutional
revenue and higher education appropriations, but that strong regulatory boards were associated
with lower tuition rates, fewer research dollars, and fewer research publications by faculty. Other
studies found negative correlations between coordinating boards and institutional revenues and
between consolidated governing boards and state appropriations, but no relationship between
governance arrangements and state adoption of accountability policies (Lowry, 2001; McLendon

et al., 2005; Tandberg, 2010).

Importantly, these studies, in adopting rational actor models of state governance, modeled
the influence of the SHEEO as a time-invariant function of its statutory authority—regulatory or
advisory—assuming that that the agency’s legal authority would be equivalent to its influence in
practice. More recently, efforts have been made to understand the SHEEO as a “critical policy
actor worthy of practical, empirical, and theoretical consideration” (Tandberg et al., 2018, p. 5).
In response, contemporary scholarship has moved away from the effects of governance structures
on policy adoption and focused on uncovering the mechanisms of SHEEOs’ impacts on specific
outcomes. Tandberg and colleagues (2017) have argued that SHEEOs’ impacts on state policy
adoption may be related to the appointing authority of the state’s governor; Rubin and Ness (2019),
in a comparative case study of Georgia, Tennessee, and Texas, conclude that SHEEOs serve as
gatekeepers of higher education information, mediating information flow by limiting how and to
what extent they report data. Like the earlier studies in the mid-2000s, however, this more recent
line of research has also uncovered substantial variation across states in the roles that SHEEOs

play in the policy process, which is then attributed to the level of regulatory control of the agency,

10



thus returning to explanations privileging the role of legal authority in explaining outcomes. As a
consequence, the evolution of the day-to-day work of state governance, and the agency of SHEEO
staff and leaders to self-determine their influence in the policy process, has been left

underexplored.

Despite this progress, we are yet to understand how SHEEOSs influence the dynamics of
autonomy and control in higher education over time. Missing from this scholarship is an
understanding of how staff and leadership at SHEEOs make sense of their organization’s identities
and roles within the higher education ecosystem and the impact of “continually attempting to look
in multiple directions at once” (Tandberg et al., 2018, p. 1). Through this historical analysis of
higher education coordination in California, | open the analytic black box inside which SHEEOs
have been confined. | ascribe to CPEC staff and leaders agency to determine its role, influence,
and identity, over time, and demonstrate the importance of those daily enactments of agency in

explaining key moments in higher education coordination in California over a fifty-year period.
Methodological Note

My periodization of the history of the California Postsecondary Education Commission is
grounded in an interpretive analysis of a wide range of primary and secondary source documents
preserved in the California State Archives and the California State University Archives. Archival
documents included correspondence and memoranda authored by CPEC’s various executive
directors and professional staff (2004-2011), published research reports and legislative analysis
(1960-2011), and Commission meeting agendas and minutes (1961-2004). In addition to primary
sources, | examine published secondary accounts from local and regional newspapers digitally
archived at the California Digital Newspaper Collection, and national newspapers (primarily the

Los Angeles Times) archived in ProQuest’s historical newspaper database. Together, these

11



primary and secondary sources comprised several thousand pages of archival evidence that
allowed me to identify critical junctures (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007) and key protagonists.
During my archival visits, | took photographs of key documents as permissible and detailed notes

on documents that were not amenable to reprography.

Based on the critical junctures and key protagonists identified in the historical record, I
reached out to key informants for supplementary oral-history style in-depth interviews to
supplement my primary and secondary source analysis. In total, | conducted 30 hours of in-depth
interviews with 21 key stakeholders in California higher education governance, including several
surviving CPEC executive directors. Interviews were conducted between January and June 2020
via Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the advanced age of several participants. Transcripts
were auto generated using transcription software, manually checked by me, and subsequently
verified with participants prior to their inclusion in the source material. Although I coded the
interview transcripts for easier organization and retrieval of key themes, the creation of a coding
schema was not a key part of the research methodology. Rather, the information gleaned from
participant interviews was triangulated with other participants’ recollections, archival documents,
and to increase the dependability of key constructs (see Gill et al., 2018, p. 198). In writing the
narrative, | endeavored to reconstruct a subjective understanding of actors’ motivations in their
historical contexts—however, it is an important note that the history | present here is a subjective
representation—an interpretation—of CPEC’s history, rather than a factual retelling of ‘what

really happened’ (see Gaddis, 2002).
1960-1973: “A voluntary system with a fig leaf”

The story of higher education coordination in California story begins in the years after

World War Il. California, like nearly every state in the country, confronted the dual pressures of

12



the postwar economic slowdown and enrollment growth in public higher education driven by
American servicemen making use of their Gl bill educational benefits (Callan, 2012; Douglass,
2000b). But this enrollment growth brought “significant turmoil” as university leaders
aggressively lobbied state legislators to fund new campus development; the legislators, in turn,
pushed legislation siting new campuses in their districts (Douglass, 2010, pp. 5, 8). In the 1957
legislative session alone, legislators proposed creating seventeen new state college campuses
(Douglass, 2000a, p. 230). Amid the discord and rancor over how best to plan the growth of higher
education, the state legislature, at the urging of University of California President Clark Kerr,
called for the creation of a special Liaison Committee comprising representatives of the higher
education “segments” to negotiate and submit a comprehensive plan. The Committee, in turn,
appointed a sub-committee—the Master Plan Survey Team—to study the issue of organization,

growth, and governance of higher education in California.

After several months of contentious negotiations, the Survey Team delivered a report—A
Master Plan for Higher Education in California, 1960-1975—to the Liaison Committee, which
unanimously adopted its sixty-three recommendations on the structure, functions, and governance
of the three public segments of higher education—the University of California (UC) system, the
California State College system (CSU), and the system of community and junior colleges (for
details on the negotiations, see Douglass, 2000a, pp. 265-313; Master Plan Survey Team, 1960).!

The Survey Team’s key recommendation on statewide coordination was the creation of a new

! The California State College system was renamed the California State University and Colleges
in 1972, and then the California State University (CSU) system in 1982, the name by which it is
known today. For clarity of expression, | will refer to this system as the “California State
University” or the CSU system throughout this chapter, even when referring to events and
instances before it was formally given that name.

13



agency with constitutional autonomy at par with the University of California, whose Board of
Regents had been written into the state constitution in 1879. This Coordinating Council for Higher
Education (CCHE) would comprise three representatives each from the University of California,
the CSU, the junior colleges, and private non-profit (“independent”) universities. It would advise
“the governing boards and appropriate State officials” on relevant aspects of the higher education
budget, interpretations of the missions of the segments, the location of new facilities, and the need

for new academic programs (Master Plan Survey Team, 1960, p. 3).

That the Survey Team assigned to CCHE an advisory rather than regulatory role was forced
by the UC system’s constitutional autonomy, but it was also in line with prevailing views on higher
education governance. In 1956, only five states had established coordinating agencies to manage
postwar expansion; by 1969, 22 states had created such agencies (Glenny, 1959, p. 2; McGuinness,
2016, p. 12). When the recommendations were presented to the legislature in 1960, legislators
wary of ceding their “rightful authority” to regulate higher education dismissed the idea of
“freezing” its governance and coordination in the Constitution (Douglass, 2010, p. 10; Sexton,
1980, p. 24). The ensuing 1960 Donahoe Higher Education Act that codified the principles of the
Master Plan created a new coordinating board but did so by legal statute rather than constitutional
amendment. The legislature added three gubernatorial appointments to the CCHE but drew its
tasks and mission—to be advisory to the segments and “appropriate state officials”—nearly

verbatim from the Master Plan (1960 Donahoe Act, 1960).

From the start, CCHE meetings were dominated by the influential authors of the Master
Plan, who had been appointed to the Commission as an extension of their service on the Survey
Team. The publicly appointed members, noted one observer, “played a minor role. Each member

was absent from half or more of the meetings in [1961], and its full membership was never present”

14



(Paltridge, 1966, p. 50). Despite unanimously voting for a mission statement that framed the
agency as “an agency of cooperation, not coercion,” CCHE members could not agree on formal
guidelines of its functions and procedures until nearly two years after it had been signed into law
(for CCHE’s mission statement, see Minutes of the Meeting, 1961; on its difficulties identifying
its role, see Sexton, 1980, p. 28). An outcome of this early incoherence was a perception in the
legislature that the CCHE was “a voluntary system with a fig leaf, operating essentially to negotiate
bargains among thieves” (Berdahl, 1971, p. 32). In response, the legislature twice modified the
composition of the board to reduce segmental representation, first in 1965 and then in 1970
(Calexico Chronicle, 1970; Paltridge, 1966, pp. 106-108). Despite the change in membership,
however, by 1970 the Council was dismissed in the legislature as an apologist for the segments,
dominated by the groups it was designed to coordinate, and ineffective in guiding the public
segments of higher education to put the interests of the state above their institutional ambitions

(Gerth, 2010, p. 462; Huffman, 1979, p. 6; Sherriffs, 1984, p. 76).

Thus, when the legislature commissioned a Joint Committee in 1970 to review and update
the recommendations of the 1960 Master Plan, an explicit part of its charge was to recommend a
different mechanism to coordinate the activities of the higher education segments in the interest of
the public good. Chairing this Committee was influential Assembly member John Vasconcellos,
who had taken a keen interest in higher education issues since his election to the Assembly in
1966. When the Committee made its recommendations to the legislature, it proposed abolishing
the CCHE and replacing it with a “broader and more diverse” agency with constitutional autonomy
at par with the University of California. Segmental representation on this commission would come
from representatives drawn from their governing boards (whose members were appointed by the

governor and confirmed by the legislature). Thus, unlike the CCHE, the new coordinating board
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would have entirely lay representation, with the views of the segmental chief executives expressed
through their participation on a committee advisory to the agency itself. In addition, the Committee
also enumerated nineteen distinct responsibilities for the new coordinating body across eight
independent functional areas: statewide planning; coordination of public and private
postsecondary education; administration of federal programs; approval/disapproval of changes in
admissions policies by the public segments; “encouragement” of interinstitutional cooperation;
determination of need for new campuses; review of proposed new academic programs; and
“initiation and coordination” of segmental reviews of existing programs (details about the
proposed structure and functions of the new Commission taken from Joint Committee on the

Master Plan, 1973, pp. 24-29).

As it had been in 1960, the idea of constitutional autonomy for the new agency was a
nonstarter in the legislature. In 1973 the legislature passed, and Governor Ronald Reagan signed,
Assembly Bill 770 abolishing the CCHE and replacing it with a new 25-member California
Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC). CPEC would be advisory to the legislature and
the governor, but not the segmental governing boards. It would comprise representatives of the
governor (4 appointments), the Senate (4 appointments), the Assembly (4 appointments), the
governing boards of the public segments (2 appointments each, for 6 total across UC, CSU, and
community colleges), the independent non-profit higher education sector (2), the state councils on
vocational training and private (proprietary) postsecondary education (2 each), and the president

of the State Board of Education (1).2 Public members would serve six-year terms, segmental

2 1n 1978, the legislature passed another amendment (AB 3075, Lanterman) reducing the size of
the Commission from 25 to 15, by reducing the numbers of appointments from the segments
from 2 to 1, the legislature & governor from 4 to 3, and by removing the representation of the
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members would serve at the pleasure of their appointing authorities, and representatives of the
independent non-profit sector would serve three-year terms. The Commission would be led by an
executive director who would manage the Commission’s professional and administrative staff and
lead day-to-day operational management. To encourage Commission members to attend meetings,
Commissioners would be required to attend a minimum of 75% of meetings to retain their seat

(1973 Amendment, 1973).

Although the legislature, the governor, and the public segments were able to find common
ground on the structure of the Commission, there was still considerable disagreement about the
Commission’s purpose, functions, and roles. The final legislation expanded on the nineteen-item
list of responsibilities suggested by the Joint Committee, assigning CPEC 21 distinct statutory
responsibilities (see Appendix A for full list). This laundry list of statutory duties underlined the
ambiguity about CPEC’s envisioned role in the policy process—was it supposed to be the
legislature’s policy advisor on higher education, an independent evaluator of the segments of
higher education, or a neutral third-party to arbitrate and mediate their ambitions? This
foundational incoherence in its identity, and CPEC staff and leaders’ inability to resolve it

consistently over the next 38 years, would eventually prove to be its downfall.
1974-1990: CPEC as policy advisor

CPEC formally opened its doors in January 1974 under an interim Executive Director, and
in December 1974 appointed Donald McNeil, a former staffer to the Senate Higher Education

Committee and former Chancellor of the University of Maine, as permanent Executive Director

vocational training council. This served to further strengthen public representation but made no
change to the Commission’s missions.
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(“McNeil Sets Talk,” 1963; United Press International, 1974). But initial optimism about the
potential of the new agency quickly turned into frustration about its ineffectiveness. “There is no
firm consensus as to just who should provide leadership in planning for postsecondary education”
in California, lamented CPEC Deputy Director Ken O’Brien in a speech in 1976, concluding that
that “if one totaled up all the resources that State and local governments have invested in
postsecondary education, and then examine the impact the Commission has had on the utilization
of those resources, one might conclude that we had made little difference” (O’Brien, 1976). In
October 1977, McNeil was asked to resign from his position under public and acrimonious
circumstances. In his letter of resignation, McNeil complained that at CPEC, “with such a greatly
diversified set of interests having impact upon the conduct of administration, it is difficult to please
everyone at the same time” (Speich, 19773, p. 21). Commission chairman Roger Pettit countered
that McNeil had asked to let go “out of necessity because of a lack of leadership” (Santa Cruz

Sentinel, 1977). Just three years old, CPEC was in disarray.

Amid the rancor, the Commission turned to Patrick “Pat” Callan. Callan, a sophisticated
political strategist, had served as an aide to Vasconcellos and staff director of the 1970 Joint
Committee before going on to lead SHEEO agencies in Montana and Washington. On paper, he
was ready and able—but was he willing? When the Commission reached out to Callan in
November 1977 with an offer to take over the leadership, he was wary of CPEC’s lack of influence.
As he explained, “I wasn't going to take the job until I was sure that the leadership of state
government also wanted to get it right. I wasn't going to come down and spend all my time
defending the poor track record that this place had accumulated. That just wasn't what | wanted to
do” (Patrick Callan, personal communication, July 2020). Over the next three months, Callan met

with Governor Jerry Brown and members of the Legislature, the Legislative Analyst’s Office
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(LAO), and the Department of Finance. Importantly, Governor Brown committed to involving
CPEC in the state’s annual budget process, and the LAO agreed to not compete with CPEC for the
legislature’s attention on matters of higher education (Patrick Callan, personal communication,
July 2020). At the same time, Callan asked Robert Berdahl to assess the state of CPEC and offer
a path forward. Berdahl painted a bleak picture of an agency whose work “consume[d] enormous
amounts of staff, Commissioner and segmental staff time in an exhausting routine of drafting,
redrafting, and re-redrafting, only to come up in most instances with planning studies that have not
been taken very seriously” (Berdahl, 1978, p. 2). He encouraged Callan to reduce the breadth of
CPEC’s work, improve relations with segmental leadership, and leverage his relationships with
the legislature to “hammer out a CPEC identity related to your values and mode of operating, and

distinct from its previous image” (Berdahl, 1978, p. 18).

Callan knew that CPEC’s statutory tasks were too numerous to all be accomplished well.
Assessing his strengths, he decided to leverage his political influence to build CPEC into an
influential policy advisor to the legislature. He sought for CPEC to be involved in every political
conversation about higher education from budget to policy to legislation, leaning into CPEC’s role
as a policy advisor to the legislature. The agency’s staff, however, did not all immediately buy into
this new direction. Several staff members had spent the better part of the last fifteen years serving
as conveners of the public segments and building consensus about the issues facing the state.

Others, who had earned terminal research degrees and enjoyed CPEC’s culture of “intellectual
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rigor” and “academic seriousness,” wanted CPEC to do rigorous disciplinary work in public policy

and let the research speak for itself.’

The passage of ballot proposition 13 in June 1978, which came to be known as the
California “taxpayer revolt,” proved to be an immediate test of CPEC’s new identity. Proposition
13 limited taxes on residential and commercial properties to 1% of assessed value and limited
future increases in assessed value to 2% per year. Almost overnight and after five consecutive
years of growth, the state lost nearly a fifth of its per-capita revenue (For an overview of how Prop
13 changed the state’s fiscal structure, see Hoene, 2004; for its fiscal impact, see McCubbins &
McCubbins, 2010). Proposition 13 was particularly catastrophic for the community college
system, wiping out $400 million in available local revenues (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1979).
So when a CPEC analyst volunteered to put together a report modeling the enrollment impacts of
raising tuition and fees at the public segments, Callan saw an opportunity for CPEC to exert
influence on issues that the state would face in the coming years. The report, released in September
1979, provoked strong reactions from CPEC’ stakeholders. Even as UC staff reached out to CPEC
privately to help them model the impacts of potential fee increases (Samuel Kipp Ill, personal
communication, May 2020), the system’s spokesperson went on the record in the news media as
having “serious concerns” about the model, whose results they felt were “inappropriate” and
“questionable” (Friday, 1980a). In 1981, when UC President David Saxon suggested that the
system might need to raise student charges to $600, CPEC projected that the tuition charge could

decrease enrollments by over 5,000 students (Friday, 1980b). These findings were particularly

% Descriptions of staff perceptions synthesized from author’s interviews with several former
CPEC staff members, 2020.
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amenable to anti-tuition legislators like Assembly speaker Willie Brown, who in turn threatened

to pass legislation restricting the public segments’ ability to raise tuition (Synapse, 1981).

As the debate about whether tuition charges should fund enrollment demand for public
higher education dragged into the 1982 budget session, the legislature asked CPEC to recommend
a rational process for implementing student charges across higher education, including the
historically zero-fee community colleges. Leaning on the analytical tools developed in its 1979
report, CPEC recommended that “if the choice facing the state is one of severely curtailing
Community College enrollments...or imposing a general student charge, then a modest charge
should be imposed,” with the state offsetting the charge for low-income students through financial
aid (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1983, p. 16). This time, the
recommendation did not sit well with speaker Brown, who remained staunchly opposed to any
new student charges (Samuel Kipp Ill, personal communication, May 2020; Patrick Callan,

personal communication, June 2020).

In December 1983, a draft CPEC report on the demographics of students at community
colleges was leaked to the press prior to final publication. The report, which suggested that the
average community college student was a “relatively prosperous white woman,” caused an uproar,
as spokesperson for the community college system accused CPEC of leaking the study with “an
obvious political point in mind” (Miyao, 1983). The alleged political point was to bolster the
argument of Republican Governor George Deukmejian who, over the opposition of Assembly
Democrats led by Speaker Brown, had proposed a first-ever $50 fee for community college
students (for more on the budget battles between Deukmejian and Brown, see J. Richardson, 1996,
pp. 295-315). And although Callan pointed out that the study was never intended to be considered

in the light of the tuition fight, Brown responded forcefully, with a key aide characterizing the
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report as “an attempt to statistically manipulate data” for political purposes (San Bernadino Sun,
1983). Callan leaned on his relationships in the legislature, including his strong friendship with
Vasconcellos, to weather the political storm, and by 1985 CPEC—beloved or despised, but not
ignored—was recognized as wielding “extraordinary influence in the decision-making process” of
the legislature (Stevens, 1985). Callan, however, was exhausted by the stress of eight years in a
high-profile role, and having resurrected CPEC from its initial disarray, left CPEC in 1986 to

become Vice President at the Education Commission of the States.

Callan was succeeded by deputy director William “Bill” Pickens. A historian by training,
Pickens had started at the agency in 1975 as a staff analyst after finishing his Ph.D. from UC Dauvis,
rising up the ranks to be deputy director. Widely recognized as a talented fiscal analyst, as a career
civil servant Pickens did not possess the same kind of political influence that Callan had wielded.
His approach to his role as executive director was to lean on CPEC’s research strengths to build
consensus between the legislature and the segments on controversial issues. At the staff level,
reactions were mixed. On the one hand, the career civil servants who had championed a less
political identity for the agency found themselves given more responsibility; on the other, those
hoping for a visionary leader who could build on Callan’s “activist” agenda bristled at the direction

taken by CPEC under Pickens’ leadership.*

Almost as soon as he became executive director, Pickens found himself on what turned out
to be the wrong side of a big decision. The CSU system had developed a proposal to secure
legislative funding for a permanent satellite center for the CSU-Hayward campus in Concord.

Chief among the proponents of this proposal was influential newsman Dean Lesher, who owned

4 Synthesized from author’s interviews with several former CPEC staff members, 2020.
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the Walnut Creek-based Contra Costa Times, had recently been appointed to the CSU Board of
Trustees by Governor Deukmejian, and had a strong interest in the development of the region
(Santa Cruz Sentinel, 1985a). During CPEC’s statutorily mandated review of the proposal in 1987,
Pickens acknowledged the need for an off-campus center but expressed reservations about the
demand for and inaccessibility of the site, pointing to CSU’s own analysis and opposition from
local leaders and the CSU-Hayward student body (all cited in California Postsecondary Education
Commission, 1987¢).> As a middle ground, he encouraged CSU and the legislature to consider
alternative locations in Contra Costa County. In response, influential state senators Daniel
Boatwright and Nicholas Petris sent CPEC Chairperson Thomas Dean strongly worded letters
warning that “there is nothing to be gained by continued staff sniping at the university site
selection” (cited in California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1987c, pp. 111-112).
Overwhelmed by the politics of the moment, facing opposition to its analysis from within the CSU
system, and without the influence to prevail in the legislature, the Commission overruled Pickens
and voted to concur with the development of the Walnut Creek site. By 1988, Pickens had departed
CPEC, replaced as executive director by his deputy Ken O’Brien, three years away from his civil
service retirement and universally liked within and outside the organization. O’Brien was an

affable and academic consensus-builder whose mandate was to keep the organization running

® For CSU's analysis, see memo from Maurice Dance to Ralph D. Mills, November 27, 1984, 47-
49; for opposition from the student body, see letter from Associated Students, CSUH to William
H. Pickens, November 12, 1987, pp. 121-130; for opposition from local leaders, see letter from
Hermann E. Welm to William H. Pickens, November 17, 1987, pp. 131-133; letter from Tom
Powers to William H. Pickens, November 16, 1987, pp. 134-137. See also letters of support from
community leaders, pp. 138-155.
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while the legislature, which had embarked on another decennial review of the Master Plan,

determined the future of the agency.®

Like it had in 1973, the legislature had established a bicameral, bipartisan joint committee
chaired by John Vasconcellos to make formal recommendations, which in turn appointed a study
commission to prepare background papers and make recommendations to the joint committee.
Where the needs of the 1970s were to rationalize enrollment growth and ensure the efficient
allocation of scarce resources, by the 1980s education policy conversations had shifted towards
holding educational systems at all levels accountable for student outcomes. Leading the national
conversation was the National Governor’s Association, whose chairperson, Tennessee Governor
Lamar Alexander, articulated a clear bottom line—“The governors are ready for some old-
fashioned horse trading. We’ll regulate less, if schools and school districts will produce better
results ”(Alexander, 1986, p. 202). The impact of this conversation on state governance of higher
education was a shift in several states—California included—from master planning the inputs of
higher education to ensuring that the outcomes of educational institutions were aligned with state

goals (McGuinness, 2016, pp. 22-25).

In 1987 the study commission delivered its final report to the joint committee with 33
recommendations on improving educational outcomes across admissions, transfer, student aid,
governance, and coordination. Explicit in those recommendations was the recognition that CPEC
could not simultaneously inhabit its multiple identities as policy analyst, independent evaluator,
and consensus-building coordinator that it had inherited in 1973. The commission’s report noted

that although CPEC had “gained the confidence of those outside the system, it no longer provided

® Synthesized from author’s interviews with several CPEC staff members, 2020.
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a forum in which segmental leaders could develop cooperative methods of addressing their
common concerns” (Commission for the Review of the Master Plan for Higher Education, 1987,
p. 3, internal parentheses omitted). Recognizing, however, the need for a formal space where the
public segments could “develop cooperative methods of addressing their common concerns,” the
commission’s first recommendation to the legislature was to split CPEC’s policy advisory and
coordinating roles into separate entities (Commission for the Review of the Master Plan for Higher
Education, 1987, p. 3). CPEC’s mandate, they recommended, ought to be narrowed to allow it to
provide independent policy advice and a second, voluntary, Education Round Table ought to be
established in statute to provide “the necessary operational linkage” in service of desired higher
education outcomes. The Round Table would comprise the chief executives of the public
segments, the chairperson of the association representing private non-profit universities, and state
superintendent for public instruction, and would establish its own administrative infrastructure
called the Intersegmental Coordinating Council. The CPEC executive director would have a non-
voting seat ex-officio, but CPEC’s primary role would be to evaluate the work of the Round Table
in its advisory capacity to the legislature (Commission for the Review of the Master Plan for

Higher Education, 1987, pp. 8-9).

When the joint committee wrote its recommendation to the legislature in 1989, it retained
the general thrust of the study commission’s recommendations. CPEC’s role in long-range
planning, policy research and analysis, and program evaluation ought to be enhanced, while the
Round Table, as the voluntary coordinating entity, ought to be responsible for “establishing a
mechanism for mediating conflicts between institutions” (Joint Committee for Review of The
Master Plan for Higher Education, 1989, pp. 55-58). However, it declined to endorse the clean

bifurcation of the coordination and policy advisory roles that the blue-ribbon commission had
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suggested: “We do not share the Master Plan Commission’s proposal that the Round Table be
understood as the operational linkage, but rather as one operational linkage. Further, we believe
authority over a number of programs of intersegmental cooperation must remain with the
California Postsecondary Education Commission” (Joint Committee for Review of The Master
Plan for Higher Education, 1989, p. 55). The legislature, in codifying the joint committee’s
recommendations, passed legislation establishing the mission of CPEC as “an independent and
nonpartisan body responsible for providing an integrated and segmentally unbiased view for

purposes of state policy formulation and evaluation” (1990 Amendment, 1990).

By the time Ken O’Brien retired from public service in 1990, it seemed like CPEC had
made its way through the muddy waters of the late 1980s. State higher education governance
arrangements had bifurcated—policy advisory to help the state develop goals and hold the
segments accountable for meeting them, and voluntary coordination so that the systems could
negotiate out of the regulatory eye. In principle, CPEC had a narrower mandate, an influential
champion in the legislature in John Vasconcellos, and the institutional memory of Callan’s eight

years at the helm. The question remained: who would lead them through the next decade?
1991-2002: CPEC as honest broker

The last decade of the 20th century got off to a rocky start. California was at the beginning
of what would turn out to be its longest recession since World War Il (Cromwell, 1994). State
revenues were down, as the legislature tried to close a $3.6 billion budget gap, and enrollment
across all three segments had increased (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1990a, 1990b). The passage
of ballot Proposition 98 in 1988, which guaranteed a certain share of the state’s budget to K-12
education and community colleges, meant that the legislature had less fiscal room to fully fund the

enrollment growth experienced by the four-year segments. In 1988, the UC system had proposed
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to build three new campuses by 2005; in 1990 both CPEC and the LAO recommended that the
state consider funding only one new campus in the near future (California Postsecondary
Education Commission, 1990, pp. 4, 23; Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1990a, p. 975). CPEC itself,
as part of a broader cost-cutting effort in the legislature to “sunset” unnecessary advisory agencies,
was facing the possibility of justifying its value to the legislature just a year after its existence had
been reaffirmed and mission narrowed for greater influence (See California Postsecondary

Education Commission, 1991a).

Amid these existential questions, CPEC launched a national search for a new executive
director in 1991. The search was led by CPEC Chairperson Lowell Paige, who had been appointed
in 1987 by Governor Deukmejian as a public representative. Paige, nominally a public
representative, had been an active member of the higher education fraternity for over 40 years—
first as professor and dean at UCLA, then as the UC system’s chief governmental relations
executive, and most recently as an advisor to Deukmejian on matters of education (see California
Postsecondary Education Commission, 1987b, p. 3). The national search for executive director
yielded 80 initial applications (Report, 1990, p. 7), but the search eventually narrowed to two
candidates—Warren Fox and Jane Wellman—each of whom represented a different vision for the

future.

Wellman, CPEC’s deputy director at the time, had served as a consultant to the Assembly
Ways and Means Committee in the early 1980s, where she had wielded enormous influence behind
the scenes in the state’s political battles (Cummings, 1983). She had been recruited to CPEC under
Callan’s leadership in the mid-1980s and was CPEC’s strongest link to Callan both politically and
intellectually. She wanted CPEC to continue to build CPEC’s stature as an influential policy

advisor, framing and contextualizing the state higher education policy agenda as enrollments
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increased and appropriations stagnated (Jane Wellman, personal communication, June 2020). Fox,
on the other hand, had been a career academic, most recently the Vice Chancellor for Academic
Affairs in the University of Nevada system. A native Californian and political scientist by training,
he had left the state shortly after earning his Ph.D. from Berkeley and had spent the majority of his
academic career in Texas and Nevada. Not actively looking for a job, he had been encouraged to
apply for the position by Paige. Fox’s vision for CPEC was for it to be an “honest broker” that
could foster collaboration and cooperation between the public segments in the interests of the state.
He, like Wellman, was concerned by the combination of increasing enrollments and diminishing
budgets in higher education, but unlike Wellman, saw CPEC as the entity that could serve as a
collaborative space where the segments could prepare coordinated proposals for increased funding
from the legislature (synthesized from author’s personal communication with Fox and Wellman,

2020).

Wellman had support for her candidacy within the legislature from John Vasconcellos,
with whom she had worked closely on the Ways and Means committee, and from Assembly Higher
Education Subcommittee Chair Tom Hayden. But her strong legislative relationships, the
legislature’s pivot towards accountability, and CPEC’s recommendation that the public segments
limit their growth ambitions meant that she faced strong opposition from the public segments—
and the UC system in particular—who worried that her leadership would strengthen CPEC as a
counterweight to their ambitions. Fox’s candidacy, on the other hand, courted support from the
public segments, who predicted that under his leadership the agency would be less confrontational
and more accommodating to their interests. For the CPEC commissioners, the choice could not be
starker: continuity in CPEC’s identity as an independent political advisor, led by a political

strategist with influential legislative relationships but opposition from the higher education
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systems? Or pivot to being an honest broker that could help mediate intersegmental issues as state
budgets got tighter, led by an affable academic who courted support from the politically powerful
and constitutionally independent University of California? In a divided decision, the
commissioners chose Fox—and gave him an explicit mandate to improve CPEC’s relationships
with the public segments of higher education (Warren Fox, personal communication, April 2020).
In what was perceived by some staff within CPEC as the legislature’s displeasure with the
Commission’s decision, CPEC’s budget was cut by one-third over the next three years (for CPEC’s
budget history, see Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2003a, p. 4; staff’s perceptions of the reasons for
the cuts synthesized from author’s discussions with several CPEC staff and Commission members,

2020).

Fox’s tenure was marked by CPEC’s significant reorientation as an advocate for the needs
of the public segments. Meanwhile, the California Education Round Table, largely inactive in the
1980s due to opposition from CSU Chancellor Glenn Dumke, grew in influence through the 1990s
as the voluntary organization for intersegmental coordination (Gerth, 2010, pp. 464, 469-470).
Fox, rather turning CPEC into the “evaluator” of the Round Table, sought to leverage his strong
relationships with CSU Chancellor Barry Munitz and UC President Richard Atkinson to continue
to build greater cooperation between the systems and CPEC on matters of statewide importance
(Warren Fox, personal communication, April 2020). During the lean fiscal years of the early
1990s, perhaps the only issue the public segments could agree on was that they each needed more
money from the state to keep up with their growing enrollments. Fox, heeding the charge he had
been given by the Commission, pivoted CPEC to advocate for greater appropriations. In 1993, the
Commission formally articulated a commitment to advocate for higher education funding in

cooperation with the Round Table:
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“One of the major priorities for the Commission this year is to work with the
educational institutions in presenting the best case possible that, at a minimum,
funding for existing enroliments should be maintained and, if possible, funding for
additional enrollments should be provided. Executive Director Fox has been
working with his counterparts on the Education Round Table in the development
of a policy statement on this issue” (California Postsecondary Education
Commission, 1993, p. 6).

The following year, the Commission made its primary focus collaborating with the segments “in
emphasizing the importance of providing adequate funding to maintain existing enrollments.”
(California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1994, p. 5.) Within the organization, staff
struggled to make sense of this shift. One staff member recalled that “separate and apart from the
director, we had lots of discussions about what we should be doing. We were not of one mind in
that regard” (personal communication with author, 2020). Some staff members, for example, were
concerned that CPEC was becoming a part of the higher education system from which it was
supposed to be independent, “a harmless lobby,” and an agency that “carried water” for the
segments in the legislature rather than being an independent advisor to the legislature (personal

communication with author, 2020).”

As CPEC was advocating for increases to higher education funding during a deep
recession, the LAO, which had given CPEC significant latitude through the 1980s, began to openly

critique CPEC for not helping the legislature make difficult policy choices:

“An abundance of information is provided annually to the Legislature and Governor
by each segment of higher education and by the California Postsecondary
Education Commission (CPEC). Most of this information focuses on educational
and financial inputs or processes...the outcome data that are reported are often

"1t is likely that Fox himself may have wished a stronger regulatory role for CPEC but needed to
perform his cooperative mandate from the Commission. A few years after his departure he wrote
a policy brief for UC Berkeley’s Center for Studies in Higher Education, in which he noted that
“advocacy can lead to a cozy relationship with the campuses, but a clear voice is needed on
statewide higher education needs...and oversight is needed to say no to new campuses...or to new
programs or unneeded expansions in mission™ (Fox, 2005, p. 3).
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either lost in a sea of information or reported without analysis of the implications
for decision-making”(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1994, p. F-17, F-18).

By the end of the 1990s, state general fund expenditures had returned to pre-recession
levels, but CPEC’s legislative funding had not rebounded. Moreover, a chorus within and outside
the government had begun to question CPEC’s existence amid broader national conversations
about the continued need for the state higher education governance arrangements that had been set
up in the 1970s and 1980s. The executive director of the national association for SHEEOs
acknowledged in 1996 that “the contributions of statewide coordination are not self-evident to all
and must be constantly reexamined and adjusted to meet the needs of the day” (Epper & Russel,
1996, p. ix). In New Jersey, Governor Christine Todd Whitman had eliminated the state’s
regulatory Board of Higher Education and the cabinet-level Department of Higher Education in
1995; in Arkansas, the legislature abolished the state board and replaced it with a coordinating
board in 1998. In California, where a regulatory board was constitutionally impossible, the
question arose: of what use to the State was a coordinating board that lacked regulatory authority,

was chronically underfunded, and served to advocate on behalf of the public segments?

Asking that question most vocally was the privately funded California Citizens
Commission on Higher Education, founded in 1996 as an initiative of the nonprofit, nonpartisan
Center for Governmental Studies out of concern that “California lacked a long-term and realistic
plan to enroll the surge of new students projected to seek college admission” (California Citizens
Commission on Higher Education, 1999, p. 7; Williams, 2002, p. 446). It is almost impossible to
miss the critique of CPEC’s role in policy leadership in the Commission’s name itself, but the
Commission’s 1999 flagship report, Toward a State of Learning, was even more explicit in its
critique of CPEC’s turn towards the segments. CPEC “lacks the capacity to make a significant

difference,” the report concluded, because “it is not sufficiently independent of the higher
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education institutions it seeks to coordinate and is disinclined to take controversial initiatives in
areas where its positions may be unpopular with institutions of higher education” (California
Citizens Commission on Higher Education, 1999, p. 51). In doing so, it echoed Robert Berdahl’s
words 25 years earlier that “a peaceful agency may well be an agency that is dodging the tough

but important issues” (Berdahl, 1971, p. 42).

By this time, the Legislative Analyst’s Office had emerged as the de facto policy advisor
to the legislature on matters of higher education. In a 1998 report, for example, the LAO released
a rare unmandated report to rebut CPEC’s long-range enrollment predictions; by 2001, it was
regularly releasing reports on topics formerly reserved for CPEC, including year-round academic
operations and improving student preparation for college (see California Postsecondary Education
Commission, 1995; for LAO’s response report, see Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1998, pp. 127—
147, for LAO’s other reports on higher education, see 1999, 2001). Importantly, there is no
evidence that the LAO was actively seeking to out-compete CPEC for the mantle of independent
policy analyst. Rather, to adapt an idiom, analysis abhorred a vacuum. As one former CPEC staff
member recalled, “lI never viewed LAO as being a competitor. In fact, they were my best
colleagues. They were the most analytic, the most thoughtful” (former CPEC staff member,

personal communication, 2020).

With CPEC no longer perceived in the legislature as the policy advisor of yore, legislators
turned to the LAO as their source of independent advice. CPEC Commissioners and leadership,
sensing that they were losing influence within the corridors of power, planned a two-day retreat in
San Diego in November 2001 to regroup and identify a way forward. They hired Gerald Hayward,
a former chancellor of the community college system, as a consultant to survey commissioners,

staff, and external stakeholders about their views on the state of the agency. At the retreat,
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commissioners faced the hard reality of CPEC’s lack of influence in the legislature and
organizational incoherence at all levels. Hayward chronicled a “malaise” within the organization
caused by low staff morale and lack of “collective identity” and a “common vision”” among the
commissioners. In terms of legislative influence, Hayward confirmed what everyone already
knew: “CPEC was often seen as an agency that advocated for higher ed and was not a group that
would be particularly helpful to the Governor or the Legislature in [helping them make] tough

priority decisions” (Transcript, 2001, pp. 21, 27-28).

If the retreat had forced the commissioners to face some difficult facts, Governor Gray
Davis’ May 2002 budget proposal added insult to the injury as he proposed to eliminate nearly all
of CPEC’s funding and its 43 FTE staff positions. Although the legislature restored $2.2 million
of its funding, CPEC still had to let go of 20.7 FTE staff; the cost of being saved from immediate
elimination was budget language calling for the LAO to examine the need for CPEC to remain the
state’s postsecondary coordinating entity (CSU Northridge, 2002; Legislative Analyst’s Office,
2002, p. 39). The commissioners read the budget cuts as votes of no confidence—*"“that was Gray
Davis telling the world that he doesn’t think much of CPEC,” recalled Commissioner Howard
Welinsky (personal communication, June 2020). It had become clear to the commissioners that the

status quo was unsustainable, and in June 2002 Warren Fox was asked to resign.
2003-2009: CPEC as independent evaluator

The decision as to who would replace Fox was subject to much debate. The commissioners
were divided on the question of whether to go through a national search for a new leader amid
concerns around costs, time, and whether CPEC would be able to attract high-quality candidates
to an organization whose budget had just been halved (Alan Arkatov, personal communication,

June 2020). Eventually, the decision was made to promote from within the organization—and as
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had been the case when Warren Fox had been hired in 1991, the decision came down to two

candidates, each promising a different view of the agency’s future.

The logical successor was deputy director and interim executive director David Leveille.
Leveille had started his career with the CSU system and had worked in a number of administrative
leadership roles with the system before joining CPEC. An institutionalist and technocrat in the
mold of Fox, Leveille had the support of the staff and represented a return to the agency’s academic
and research identity under Pickens. The other candidate being considered by the Commission was
a commissioner—Robert L. “Bob” Moore. Moore, a lawyer by trade, had served as an education
advisor to former Governor Jerry Brown in the 1970s. In that role, he had worked closely with
current Governor Gray Davis, who had been Brown’s chief of staff. Davis, when elected governor,
had appointed Moore to the Community College Board of Governors, which had appointed him
as a representative to CPEC in early 2001. Commission chairperson Alan Arkatov had proposed
appointing Moore to the executive directorship in part to help smooth relations with the governor
and obtain a secure financial footing for the agency (Robert L. Moore, personal communication,

June 2020; Howard Welinsky, personal communication, June 2020).

The Commission appointed Moore as acting executive director in June 2002, then made
his appointment permanent by the end of the year. In the short term, the unusual decision to appoint
a Commissioner as a member of the professional staff seemed to have worked: although the
governor’s January 2003 budget proposed another round of cuts to CPEC’s budget, the legislature
held CPEC’s budget steady at $2.2 million even as the state faced another budget deficit (For the
Governor’s January 2003 budget proposal, see Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2003b, pp. E211-214,
for CPEC’s general fund appropriations in the budget bill that passed, see 2003c, p. 11). Moore,

who had spent the vast majority of his career after serving in the Brown administration as a lawyer
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in private practice, came into the role with no strong affinity for CPEC’s history and its role in the
higher education ecosystem. Leading an organization he saw as “destined at some point to close
down” given its limited budget, broad statutory mandate, and minimal influence with the
legislature, Moore saw a path to saving CPEC by “repurposing” it into an agency that focused on

innovation in higher education:

“I was most interested in seeing if we could redefine the goal of the commission
would be. I didn’t have the attachment to statutory requirements that many probably
would have felt were appropriate. | thought the way in which the organization was
decimated afforded an opportunity to look at things anew. And maybe it shouldn’t
exist. [...] [ didn’t see my role as preserving an entity that may not be needed any
longer. | saw my role as seeing whether or not there was value in maintaining this
entity and if there was, what would that look like?”” (Robert L. Moore, personal
communication, June 2020).

Moore’s attempt to repurpose CPEC was not popular with the career staff. Reeling from
the layoffs of the past few years without a corresponding reduction in their statutory
responsibilities, staff members did not have a clear idea of how to reimagine CPEC. “None of us
could understand anything he was saying,” a former staff member recalled. “What is the goal of
it? How does it all fit together? What’s the purpose?” (personal communication, 2020). The
incoherence soon turned into dissatisfaction. “There was basically a staff revolt,” remembered
CPEC Chair Howard Welinsky of Moore’s tenure (personal communication, June 2020). When
Gray Davis was recalled by special election in November 2003 and replaced by Arnold
Schwarzenegger, Moore’s link to the executive office was also lost. And just eighteen months after

it had started, Bob Moore’s tenure at the helm ended.

Replacing Moore as acting executive director in April 2004 and then permanent executive
director after a formal leadership search was Murray Haberman, a career civil servant who had
been one of CPEC’s first hires in 1974. Haberman had served on staff until the 1990s, when he

had left to work at the California State Library, returning in 2001. He was an experienced civil
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servant who had spent the early part of his career as a staff analyst under Callan and sought to
return the agency to its earlier levels of political influence. The circumstances on the ground,
however, rendered the immediate pivot difficult. Many influential legislators who had served as
institutional memory of life before CPECs had left the legislature after the introduction of term
limits in 1990; by 2004, every legislator who held office in 1990 had been termed out of the
California legislature (see Cain & Kousser, 2004, for a full discussion of the impact of term limits
on the legislative process in California). Thus, although Haberman had memories of CPEC’s
influence as a policy advisor under Callan, the institutional memory of CPEC in the legislature
was of a collaborative coordinating agency led by Warren Fox and largely deferential to the public
segments of higher education. Moreover, by 2004, legislators were far more likely to turn to their
own staffs or to the LAO than to CPEC for policy advice on matters of higher education (Senator

Jack Scott, personal communication, July 2020).

At the same time, CPEC’s continued existence was becoming increasingly uncertain. In
2003, the LAO had compiled a report with recommendations on reforming or reconstituting CPEC.
The report had identified three principal issues: the breadth of CPEC’s statutory responsibilities,
the tension between those responsibilities, and insufficient funding to carry them out. The LAO
recommended that CPEC’s role as a data clearinghouse be protected and that its responsibilities
beyond data management be either coordination or policy analysis, but not both (Legislative
Analyst’s Office, 2003a, p. 8). The following year, a broader effort to find efficiencies in state
government spearheaded by Governor Schwarzenegger recommended that CPEC be eliminated
and its functions consolidated into a larger office led by a member of the Governor’s cabinet
(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2004, p. 25). In this context, Haberman saw an opportunity to make

CPEC relevant again—
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“| felt [that] it was important to challenge. If we were going to have any viability
as an organization, we had to...one, [show] we were out for the interests of the
people of California...two, we weren’t afraid to challenge the systems, and three,
we weren’t going to placate them. Because then we would be back to...the
coordinating council. I didn’t want us to go back to where I started” (Murray
Haberman, personal communication, April 2020).

Although Haberman’s adoption of a more forceful role for CPEC vis-a-vis the public
segments elevated its profile, it also antagonized the public segments and the legislature, each of
whom had been used to a much more non-confrontational agency over the past fifteen years. Two
incidents illustrate the changing relationship between CPEC and its stakeholders during
Haberman’s tenure. The first relates to CPEC’s six-year effort to acquire student-level data from
the UC and CSU system. In 1999, the legislature, responding to the governor’s call for “increased
accountability along the entire educational continuum,” had appropriated $424,000 to CPEC to
acquire data from the public segments and develop a database that could “[support] longitudinal
studies of individual students”(AB 1570, 1999). Almost immediately, the UC and CSU systems
made common cause to oppose CPEC’s stewardship of the data. The ostensive rationale was a
concern about data security as it related to the federal Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act
(FERPA), but CPEC staff believed that the segments feared the additional scrutiny that
longitudinal analysis would bring. “I don’t think the systems wanted to give [the data] up to an
external agency...because they thought they would be beaten up regularly and consistently by the
analysis of the data,” opined a former staff member (personal communication, May 2020; see also
Vernez et al., 2008, pp. 41-42). In an attempt to assuage these fears, in Warren Fox had signed a
memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the segments in 2001 narrowing the conditions under
which CPEC could use the student-identified data; this MOU also allowed the segments to review

and approve research projects proposed by CPEC (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2003a, p. 10).
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Haberman, rather than negotiate and find compromise with the segments, went on the
offensive. He reached out to the California attorney general’s office in August 2004, just a few
months after assuming his leadership role, and obtained an opinion that the segments “must”
provide data to the commission (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 2004, p. 2).
The segments, in turn, appealed to the federal Department of Education, which opined in March
2005 that the disclosures were, in fact, permissible (Rooker, 2005). Upon receipt of the opinion,
Haberman wrote to state assembly member Karen Bass—who had been supportive of CPEC’s
push for the data—in an attempt to raise legislative pressure on the segments (Haberman, 2005).
Simultaneously, Haberman worked with CPEC Chair Howard Welinsky to name and shame the
segments in the news media. “For the two segments to fail to deliver the data is not only arrogant,”
Welinsky complained to the Santa Cruz Sentinel, “but nothing less than obstruction and failure to
follow the law”(Sodders, 2005). Welinsky, who had been an influential donor and supporter of
UCLA, also started backchannel negotiations with UC Provost Wyatt “Rory” Hume, who had
come into the position from UCLA (Howard Welinsky, personal communication, June 2020). The
pressure tactics worked, and in April 2005 CPEC had reached agreement with the systems to get

the data without requiring segmental approval of CPEC research (Asen, 2005).

The other illustrative incident in Haberman’s tenure related to the UC system’s 2006
proposal to start a law school at UC Irvine, which it had submitted per statutory requirement for
CPEC’s concurrence. The proposal had strong support from within the UC system and from
influential legislators. In June 2006, state Senate President Don Perata (a Democrat) and Senate
Republican Leader Dick Ackerman jointly wrote to CPEC encouraging a favorable review of the
proposal (Perata & Ackerman, 2006). In September 2006, when commission staff completed their

review, they recommended that the Commission not concur with the proposal because the demand
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for lawyers in California was more than adequately met by existing supply (California
Postsecondary Education Commission, 2006). This resulted in a furious response—and a thinly

veiled threat—by Ackerman and Senator Joe Dunn, who represented Irvine:

“We are greatly disappointed in the handling of the UCI proposal by both you and
CPEC staff. When we met with you and your staff on August 29th, you specifically
committed to keeping an open mind and to working with UCI to reach a positive
result. We accepted your commitment in good faith. [...] We have reached the
inescapable conclusion that you and your staff are only “going through the
motions” and have no intention of working towards a consensus resolution. This
borders on bad faith. [...] We strongly suggest you earnestly return to the
commitment made on August 29th. Your current position does not serve well either
the interest of CPEC or of California (Dunn & Ackerman, 2006).

Haberman, however, was uninterested in negotiating a change to CPEC’s recommendation
and the Commission, in March 2007, voted 8-3 to adopt the staff “do not concur” recommendation
(California Postsecondary Education Commission, 2007). In July 2007, the Regents of the
University of California—constitutionally autonomous—formally recognized CPEC’s non-
concurrence, but approved the establishment of the law school anyway (for a full history of the
establishment of the UC Irvine law school, see DiMento, 2011). The same month, representatives
of the public segments wrote a joint letter to Haberman raising concerns about CPEC’s new, more
strident approach to its role. “We often hear reference to CPEC’s need for independence and we
concur that it is important; however, we also believe that “independence” does not prohibit open
communication, consultation, and collaboration with the segments. [...] We all want...greater
opportunities for today’s students and those in the future...but it will not happen if CPEC does not
improve communication, encourage collaboration and consultation, and approach differences as
opportunities to find better ways of doing things” (California Postsecondary Education

Commission Statutory Advisory Committee, 2007).
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2009-2011: “It has been ineffective”

In December 2008, after four years leading CPEC and more than three decades in state
service, Haberman retired from public service. Chosen to replace Haberman was Karen Humphrey,
formerly the first female mayor of Fresno, who had been with CPEC since 2004 managing nearly
eight million dollars in federal grants that passed through CPEC (California Postsecondary
Education Commission, 2009; Johnson, 2009). Generally collaborative and well-liked within and
outside the organization, Humphrey took the reins just as questions were beginning to be asked
anew about CPEC’s utility to the state. She was clear-eyed about the challenges she faced and
sought to work relationally to rebuild bridges with the segments and convince the legislature of
CPEC’s value to the state. “I wanted to make CPEC visible as an extremely valuable partner in
improving higher ed, in sustaining and improving the finest higher education system in the
country,” she recalled, “...we were all in this together, and [that] CPEC was a major supporting
player to help the whole system work together better” (Karen Humphrey, personal communication,

May 2020).

In 2010, the Legislative Analyst’s Office—on the 50th anniversary of the signing of the
Master Plan—released a report chronicling the history of higher education coordination in
California and critiquing its failure over the past fifty years. A key cause of CPEC’s failure to steer
public higher education in the state’s interest, according to the LAO, was “an intrinsic conflict
between CPEC’s coordination and advocacy responsibilities, and its role as an independent fiscal
and policy watchdog” (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2010, p. 12). CPEC pushed back strongly
against this characterization in a response brief: “We respectfully disagree with the LAO’s
suggestion that any real or perceived incompatibility of the Commission’s statutory roles creates

a need to limit our focus to either coordination and planning [...] The Commission believes that
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helping shape a public agenda for higher education and providing guidance on issues of resource

allocation can be balanced with advocacy for the state’s commitment to a robust system of colleges

and universities”(Woolfork, 2010, p. 3).

In January 2011, newly re-elected Governor Jerry Brown, facing a $25 billion budget
deficit, proposed a budget that maintained CPEC’s $1.9 million in general fund appropriations. By
May the appropriation was halved, with a plan to sunset the agency by January 2012. Between
May and July, as Humphrey and the CPEC commissioners lobbied the legislature for the agency’s
continued existence, the message was clear: “we can buy you at least one more year, but we’re
going to have to have some conversations in that one year about how to make CPEC
sustainable...this is too small potatoes for the fights that we’re having” (Karen Humphrey,
personal communication, May 2020). The legislature rejected Brown’s proposal to eliminate the
agency in the final budget, holding CPEC’s funding at $1.9 million and directing the LAO to
explore new structures for higher education coordination (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2011, p.
30). But when Brown signed the budget into law on June 30, he used his line-item veto authority
to eliminate CPEC’s $1.9 million budgeted appropriations, calling the agency “ineffective”
(Brown, 2011, p. 7). And although Humphrey and the Commission lobbied the legislature about
the possibility of overriding the veto, “it was clear that they weren’t going to spend political capital
on it” (Karen Humphrey, personal communication, May 2020). The public segments weren’t eager
to save CPEC from its demise either. “I don’t think there was any of us that felt that they should
not exist,” CSU lobbyist Karen Zamarripa recalled, “we just didn’t defend it. [...] none of us were
going to go fight for them in the midst of our own budget crises. It certainly wasn’t a relationship
that led us to want to do that” (personal communication, June 2020). A former lobbyist for the UC

system expressed similar thoughts: “I wouldn’t say we went out and fought for it the way we
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fought for our own budget. [...] I think it just reflects that people wondered whether it was really

performing a useful function” (personal communication, June 2020).
Discussion & Conclusion

When Governor Brown eliminated the California Postsecondary Education Commission in
2011, his decision to claw back 0.0016% of the state’s budget had the effect of sending the state’s
statewide governance structure back to the voluntary coordination that had existed before 1960. In
the intervening fifty years, California had experimented with two different advisory coordinating
SHEEOs with varying appointments that had varying levels of success in guiding state policy at
different times in their existence. With the explicit gubernatorial mandate to the segments to
coordinate among themselves, voluntary coordination in California shed the fig leaf. When CPEC
finally shut down in October 2011, nearly thirty-seven years after it had opened its doors, a news
report noted that it “will not be getting a funeral.” Interviewed for the article, deputy undersecretary
of education Bob Shireman noted that “CPEC was designed to be ineffective, and at that it

excelled” (Murphy, 2011).

But was higher education coordination in California always doomed to fail? Looking
across the longitudinal arc of its history, there is a more nuanced story than of a powerless agency
that was designed to be ineffective. CPEC’s influence waned not because of its Statutory
authorities, which stayed constant over the course of its 37-year existence, but because its staff and
leaders were unable to resolve in a consistent way its foundational need to continually “look in
multiple directions at once” (Tandberg et al., 2018, p. 1). Certainly, CPEC’s enabling statute was
broad, and it was granted “only” an advisory role in the policy process. But the statutory breadth
did not predestine CPEC’s demise, nor did its advisory authority preclude it from influence in the

legislature—as Pat Callan’s tenure in the 1980s and the rise of the LAO in the 1990s showed.
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The arc of CPEC’s history suggests that the historically contingent enactment of
organizational identity may play an important mediating role in explaining the mixed effects of
SHEEO agencies on policy outcomes found in the literature on higher education governance.
Organizational identity is an organization’s answer to the question “who are we and what do we
do” (Besharov & Brickson, 2016)? Over three decades of research on organizational identities both
within the field of higher education (e.g. Stensaker, 2015) and within organizational sociology
(e.g. Albert & Whetten, 1985; Gioia & Hamilton, 2016) have concluded that organizations can
hold multiple identities simultaneously, and that these identities can be in tension with each other
(Pratt, 2016; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). Identities can be “adaptively instable,” changing over time
in response to changes external to the organization (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2020; Gioia et al., 2000),
and can lead to ambiguity (Corley & Gioia, 2004) and fragmentation (Glynn, 2000) if organization
members are unable to reconcile the “what we do” with “who we are.” Importantly, the
organizational identity literature has shown that organizational identity claims are negotiated and
contested both within organizations (Schultz, 2016) and between insiders and outsiders (Coupland
& Brown, 2004) in an ongoing process, and that organizational leaders play an important role in

shaping this process (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Schreiter & Ravasi, 2018; Ybema, 2014).

These insights from the study of organizational identity can help explain the evolution and
eventual elimination of CPEC and shed light on the varying relationship between SHEEOs and
their stakeholders. By the time it was eliminated, the California’s SHEEO—first CCHE, then
CPEC—had accumulated four distinct identities: first as a quasi-voluntary coordinating entity,
then as a policy advisor under Patrick Callan, then as an advocate through the 1990s under Warren
Fox, and finally as an independent evaluator and oversight agency under Murray Haberman. These

shifting answers mediated the organization’s relationships with its key stakeholders and, over time,
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meant that CPEC’s staff, its leaders, and its external stakeholders were at odds about why and how
CPEC was doing what it was doing even as it continued to perform within a statutory context
which had not changed substantially in three decades. The disconnect between the what, the how,
and the why meant that neither staff nor external stakeholders could draw on a consistent narrative
to make sense of the organization’s place in the world, and by 2011, CPEC had lost credibility and

influence with all of its external stakeholders.

| do not claim here that if CPEC were to have constructed a consistent identity, it would
necessarily not have been eliminated. On the contrary, it is possible that if the Commission had
hired, for example, Jane Wellman instead of Warren Fox in 1990, the combined opposition of the
segments and Willie Brown might have been enough to eliminate it then. Rather, my claim is that
the evolution of the state’s governance arrangements—and CPEC’s influence on any particular
policy issue—could be explained at least in part by its organizational identity rather than its
regulatory authority or statutory mandate. CPEC was never granted regulatory authority, nor did
its statutory roles change significantly during its existence. What changed were the people who
inhabited the organization over the course of half a century, and the differing ways in which they
answered the “who are we as an organization?” question over time. At any point in time, CPEC
inhabited a particular organizational identity, based on what its leaders determined were in the
interests of the public good at the time, which mediated the relationship between the state and
public higher education segments. Responding to that identity, other policy actors—state
legislators, segmental representatives, and the LAO—shaped their approaches, strategies, and
goals. Thus, the governance structure defined a range of organizational identities for CPEC to
inhabit, and based on particular historical circumstances, the identity that it chose to enact

mediated its relationships with its stakeholders in the field. Those relationships, in turn, led to the

44



“adaptive instability” in CPEC’s choice of organizational identities in the future, as
Commissioners chose leaders with differing visions for the organization, and those leaders made

choices to answer the “who are we?”” question in different ways from their predecessors.

This agentic, processual view of SHEEOs suggests that organizational identity might be
one possible mechanism for explaining the mixed effects of SHEEOs on policy outcomes, and
challenges assumptions in present scholarship which generally portray the influence of SHEEO
agencies as limited to the amount of regulatory authority granted to them by statute (e.g. Rubin &
Ness, 2019; Tandberg et al., 2017). As the history above has demonstrated, SHEEOs may have
more agency than the literature has granted to them thus far, and the ways in which they use their
agency to form organizational identities may shape locus of influence at any given time in the

policy ecosystem.

This endogenous and recursive process by which a SHEEO both shapes and is shaped by
state policy is almost impossible to capture through the variable-based quantitative research
currently prevalent in the study of higher education governance because it is fundamentally
endogenous. Nor does a case study of the adoption of a particular policy at a particular time
apprehend the cumulative impact of many seemingly insignificant changes over time. For
example, Tandberg, studying the conditioning role of higher education governance structures,
concludes that he is “hard-pressed to find consistent results...on the impact of political factors on
various state higher education finance and policy areas” (Tandberg, 2013, p. 532). This analysis
explains that inconsistency, grounded in the endogeneity of SHEEOs’ work and in the particularity
of their organizational identities and relationships at any particular point in time. An advisory role
in statute may create the enabling conditions for SHEEOSs to play a particular role in state policy,

but the statute is not determinative of the role that the SHEEO actually plays. Instead, the day-to-
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day agency of SHEEO staff and leadership may be more important in determining whether and
how the SHEEO actually carries out that role, and the eventual influence it has in the policy
process. A fuller understanding of the ways in which public policy is contested in higher education
over time and by multiple policy actors necessitates a historical approach attuned to the agency
and historical contingency of SHEEOs, their state policy contexts, and interpersonal and inter-
organizational relationships. The most generalizable finding of this study, then, might be that
SHEEOs are particular organizations that resist the broad temporal and geographic generalizations

of research in higher education governance.

Yet, higher education governance is still a contentious policy area and proposals abound
in many states to strengthen and/or weaken the SHEEO. In the nine years since the elimination of
CPEC, the California legislature passed at least eight bills seeking to re-establish a statewide higher
education coordinating entity. Six died in the legislature, the remaining two were vetoed by the
incumbent governors (Newsom, 2019; Walters, 2018). In California and beyond, debates about
how the public good in higher education ought to be managed generally fall into the same analytic
paradigm advanced by Lyman Glenny sixty years ago—focusing on regulatory authority,
appointing power, and statutory mandate (Toppo, 2019; Warren, 2019). Perhaps, in learning from
the California experience, these conversations could be particular to the state and deeply engaged
with the construction of the SHEEO as an organization. Policymakers could ask not whether a
board should have regulatory authority, but which—and how many—identities the board ought to
be asked to inhabit. They could ask whether the organization has inhabited those identities before,
or whether it makes sense to eliminate the organization and define a new one, with a new set of
identities, so that it may create and sustain its own organizational identities attuned to its own

history and that of its state.
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Chapter 2:
Multiple Organizational Identities and the Dynamics of the Organizational Self

Introduction

The study of an organization’s identities has been of increasing interest to organizational
scholars since Albert and Whetten’s (1985) foundational definition of organizational identity (OI)
as a central, enduring, and distinctive organizational attribute (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Whetten,
2006). Over the ensuing three decades, scholars have revised and refined the initial formulation,
demonstrating that organizations can hold multiple and hybrid identities (Pratt & Foreman, 2000;
Sillince & Brown, 2009), which can be challenging to manage for organizations operating within
multiple institutional fields. Organizations facing such “institutional pluralism” may
simultaneously claim membership in more than one social category, which may be tension with
each other (Kraatz & Block, 2008, 2017). If not managed successfully, these conflicting
conceptions of “who we are” as an organization may lead to conflict (Glynn, 2000), loss of

meaning (Corley & Gioia, 2004), and poor organizational performance (Voss et al., 2006).

Successful management of multiple organizational identities may depend on the number
of distinct identities and their inter-relationship (e.g. Pratt & Foreman, 2000), on the discursive
sensemaking of organizational members vis-a-vis the organization’s identities (Larson & Pepper,
2003), and on the ability of members to construct a coherent and integrative ‘self’ out of the
organization’s many identities (Pratt & Kraatz, 2009). Although this research represents
significant progress in understanding how organizations can hold together multiple identities, the
analytic focus has been within the organization. To the extent that organizations’ institutional
contexts are given a role in explaining organizational identity, that role is generally limited to

supplying the institutional logics (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008) that define and structure the social
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categories within which the organization claims membership (Besharov & Brickson, 2016; Glynn

& Abzug, 2002).

In this paper, | build on and extend an emerging stream of research beginning to interrogate
the multi-level relationship between organizational identities and changing institutional, social,
and historical contexts (Schreiter & Ravasi, 2018). In particular, this paper responds to Pratt’s
(2016, p. 120) call to explore “whether there is such a thing as an organization that has multiple
identities, but not an integrated sense of self,” and to recent calls to explicitly theorize context in
management and organizational research (McLaren & Durepos, 2021). | explore the creation and
evolution of the organizational self in its institutional and historical contexts through a historical
study of the evolution of the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC), a public
agency in California, from its creation in 1974 to its elimination in 2011. | find that CPEC
organization members were only able to cohere its multiple identities into an organizational self
during two periods: first, from the late-1970s through 1990, when CPEC shepherded California
higher education through the uncertainty created by the passage of a key state constitutional
amendment; and second, in the mid-2000s, when CPEC recommended against the establishment
of the UC Irvine School of Law. My analysis of the dynamics of CPEC’s organizational identities
over the course of its history reveals that organization members were able to create the integrative
‘self” when there was a focal event within the institutional environment that served as the referent

against which members could resolve the tensions between the organization’s multiple identities.

Building on these findings, | emphasize the historical contingency of the institutional
context; theorize the focal event in the institutional context as a necessary condition for the creation
of an organizational self; and suggest that a parts-and-wholes understanding of organizational

identity can help scholars better understand the macro dynamics of institutional, political, and
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social change. Taken together, these propositions can help scholars better characterize
organizational identity dynamics, link the organization-level focus of organizational identity to
broader institutional, historical, and social dynamics, and make epistemological and

methodological advances in the study of organizational identities.
Conceptual Framework: The Organizational Self
Multiple organizational identities

The idea that organizations may hold more than one identity at a time is explicit in Albert
and Whetten’s field-defining article, in which they acknowledge the possibility of “multiple
equally valid statements [of identity] relative to different audiences for different purposes” (1985,
p. 268). In other words, the answer to the question ‘who are we?” as an organization need not have
a singular answer, universally agreed upon by organization members, for all of the organization’s
stakeholders. Indeed, some amount of conflict about ‘who we are’ as an organization may be
inherent to organizing, and this “disequilibrium must be attended to creatively in an ongoing
tension...if the organization is to survive intact as a whole” (Kreiner et al., 2015, p. 994). Even
when there is no conflict, multiple identities can nonetheless lead to ambiguity and a loss of
meaning among organization members (Corley & Gioia, 2004, pp. 201-202). When ambiguity or
disagreement about “who we are” is left unresolved, it can lead to intraorganizational conflict
(Glynn, 2000; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997), revenue loss (Voss et al., 2006), and being
outcompeted by disruptive innovation (Kammerlander et al., 2018). Conversely, when managed
well, multiple identities can increase organizational members’ well-being (Pratt & Corley, 2007)
and secure legitimacy from a wide swathe of institutional stakeholders (Chelliah et al., 2015;

Sillince & Brown, 2009).
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Scholarship on multiple organizational identities has largely focused on identifying
strategies that managers can use to minimize identity ambiguity and identity conflict (Corley &
Gioia, 2004; Kreutzer & Jager, 2011; Larson & Pepper, 2003; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). Although
this research has illustrated how organizations can productively control multiple identities, it
leaves unresolved what Pratt (2016, p. 116) calls the “parts versus wholes tension” in the study of
organizational identity. This tension manifests as the following question: if an organization’s
identity is the answer to ‘who we are’ as an organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Corley et al.,
2006), and organizations can have multiple identities which are not universally agreed-upon,
potentially ambiguous, and in conflict, then how can organizations go beyond compartmentalizing
multiple organizational identities to create a unifying, integrative ‘whole’ for organization

members?
The organizational self

In tackling this question, Pratt and Kraatz (2009) offer a different theoretical paradigm—
the “organizational self”—grounded in micro-sociological theories of identity (e.g. Stryker &
Burke, 2000) and in particular in Mead’s (1934/1972) theory of the multiple identities conception
of self (MICS). This translation of the ‘individual self” to the organizational level is premised on
the recognition that just like individuals comprise many identities and categories imposed by
society, organizations, too, are “coalitions of identities” (Kraatz & Block, 2017, p. 539) imposed
upon them by the institutional fields in which they are embedded. Organizations facing
institutional pluralism (Kraatz & Block, 2008) are in particular subject to multiple and
contradictory regulatory regimes, normative orders, cultural logics, and social categories. Because
these regimes, orders, logics, and categories serve as inputs into organization members’

sensemaking processes about ‘who we are’ as an organization (Besharov & Brickson, 2016; see
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also Glynn, 2000), a pluralistic institutional environment can make “disparate demands, and
[generate]...persistent and deep-rooted tensions within the organization itself” (Kraatz & Block,

2008, p. 243).

Thus, just as individual selves construct selves out of the “interdependent and independent,
mutually reinforcing and conflicting parts” (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 286) of their several
identities, organizations too can stitch their multiple identities into a “holistic, coherent, and
unifying” whole (Pratt & Kraatz, 2009, p. 405). Thus, organization members do not have to merely
manage an organization’s multiple identities to minimize conflict and ambiguity; rather, they can
take those “parts” and integrate them into a unifying entity that is “embedded in and nourished by
its identities, but also somewhat distinct, dynamic, and organized” (Pratt & Kraatz, 2009, p. 403).
This ‘organizational self” allows organizations to productively hold the “disequilibrium” (Kreiner
et al., 2015) of membership in several institutional categories and the performance of distinct
organizational roles and “make sense of past, future and other” (Clegg et al., 2007, p. 509). To
borrow a metaphor from the natural sciences, the organizational self is not a mere mixture of

organizational identities, but rather a compound with properties unique unto itself.

Yet, just as the mere presence of two elements in a glass beaker does not result in the
creation of a compound, so it is not inevitable that organizations comprising multiple
institutionally derived identities would automatically transform those identities into an
organizational self (Kraatz & Block, 2017, p. 536). Pratt (2012, p. 33), for instance, hypothesizes
that if an organization were to be able to create an organizational self, then the creation of the self
would be a process that unfolded over time and in close relationship with the organization’s
institutional environment. In the only paper, to my knowledge, that empirically explores the

construction of the organizational self, Pendse and Ojha (2017) draw from theories of Indian
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integral psychology to study the creation of the organizational self in an Indian textile
manufacturing company. They find that the company employed processes of meta-cognizing,
guarding, and organizing to form an “integrated experience” for its employees, which they term
the ‘organizational self” (Pendse & Ojha, 2017, p. 63). Although a promising step, this paper does
not study the evolution of this “integrated experience” over time, nor does it account for the roles
of the organization’s institutional, social, and historical contexts in the coming together of the

organizational self.
Context in the study of organizational identities

It is important to note here that the idea of identities being expressed and inhabited in
context is not new at either the individual or organizational level (Corley et al., 2006; Ramarajan,
2014). Indeed, there has been longstanding recognition that phenomenologically, identities can
only be understood with respect to the context in which they are expressed (Clegg et al., 2007, p.
497; Gioia et al., 2000, p. 65). However, in the organizational identity literature, the notion of
context has been largely limited to the organizational context. For example, although Schultz and
Hernes (2013) contextualize their study of temporality in organizational identity construction
within two periods of strategic change at the LEGO Group, they do not further contextualize those
changes within a broader institutional, social, or historical context. Similarly, Ernst and Schreiter
(2019) study the formation of organization identity at a new hospital department. Although they
situate their study within the broader context of organizational change within the hospital sector
across the country, they discuss organization members’ identity work in the context of the identity
dynamics within the organization, omitting analysis of the role of the broader sectoral restructuring

on intra-organizational identity dynamics.
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When scholars have explicitly noted the salience of the context beyond the organization,
they have generally determined that its study is beyond the scope of the Ol literature (e.g. Gioia et
al., 2010, who acknowledged the “salience” of context as a “boundary condition,” but concluded
that its study was out of scope). When scholars have granted a role to the context that is within the
scope of study, that role has generally been to supply the identity categories as inputs into
organization members’ identity-making processes (Besharov & Brickson, 2016), with the
assumption that such categories and fields are stable over time (e.g. Cloutier & Ravasi, 2020; see
Schreiter & Ravasi, 2018 for a critique). Yet, as organizational scholarship beyond the Ol literature
has shown, contexts evolve substantially over time (Micelotta et al., 2017), and their evolution is
a historical process inextricable from broader socio-historical projects (Sakai, 2020). Extending
Pratt’s (2016) parts-and-wholes framing, the Ol literature has focused on how particular identities
(“parts”) are managed within organizations (“wholes”) within a stable institutional environment.
Left considerably underdeveloped is the study of how organizational selves, as “wholes” of
multiple identities but “parts” of a broader context, evolve in relation to their evolving institutional

and historical contexts.

Although the study of contexts is limited in the Ol literature, the desire for contextualized
theories within the management literature is not new. Well over a decade ago Peter Bamberger
called for management scholars to engage in context theorizing—an approach in which theories
specify “how surrounding phenomena or temporal conditions directly influence lower-level
phenomena, condition relations between one or more variables at different levels of analysis, or
are influenced by the phenomena nested within them” (2008, p. 841). In the years since, scholars
in several fields have responded to the call for context theories of organizational phenomena,

including in entrepreneurship (Wadhwani et al., 2020; Welter, 2011), routines (Mutch, 2016), and
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teams (Maloney et al., 2016). Yet, as McLaren and Durepos (2021) point out, there is more work

to be done to give context a meaningful analytical role in explaining organizational phenomena.
Research Setting, Sources, and Methods
Empirical setting: The California Postsecondary Education Commission

In this study, I make explicit the delineation of a “parts versus wholes” treatment of the
relationship between the organizational self and its context. My choice of research setting and
method is premised on elaborating the relationship between organizational identities, as parts of
organizational selves, and of those organizational selves as parts of the institutional, social, and
historical contexts in which they are formed. | explore this process through a historical case study
of the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC), a public agency in California,

between 1978 and 2009.

In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, | traced the evolution of higher education coordination in
California between 1960 and 2011 with an emphasis on the evolution of the prioritization of its
multiple constituent identities and their role in explaining CPEC’s evolving role in the higher
education policy arena. In this chapter, | build on and extend those empirical findings, periodizing
the dynamics of CPEC’s organizational self into three distinct periods between 1978 and 2009:
1978-1990; 1991-2003; and 2004-2009. The time periods under study here span important socio-
political challenges including state budget crises, changes to institutional structures, and shifts in
perceptions about the role of government in higher education. Because periods of turmoil make
salient for organization members the dilemmas and contradictions of multiple organizational
identities (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Kammerlander et al., 2018; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006), this
consecutive three-decade period allows for a temporally-bounded close examination of CPEC’s

organizational selves in relation to their institutional and social contexts.
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Research method: analytically structured history

| use history as my main method of analysis and interpretation (Decker et al., 2020; Van
Lent & Durepos, 2019). Historical analysis takes as its goal the explication of “concrete details
and actions of a particular situation to understand the larger systems of meaning reflected in them”
(Hargadon & Douglas, 2001, p. 480). In doing so, it moves across multiple levels—individual,
organizational, and institutional—to develop nuanced and bounded explanations of key
phenomena of interest, and also explains dialectically how those phenomena help us better
understand the context itself. In particular, I present an “analytically structured” historical narrative
in which | analyze sources by imposing upon them theoretical constructs (such as organizational
‘self”) that “may not...have been perceived as such by actors at the time” (Rowlinson et al., 2014,
p. 234). The historical periods I construct below of when CPEC did and did not cohere as an
organizational self (see Cooke & Kumar, 2019, pp. 22-24, on periodization as a contribution) are
subjective and interpretive reconstructions rather than an objective narration of ‘what really
happened.” These interpretations underscore the importance of making “temporally contextualized
explanations...and the methodological challenges of assigning significance and meaning to

incomplete and temporally distant evidence from the past” (Wadhwani & Bucheli, 2013, p. 4).

| establish my narrative by triangulating evidence across thousands of pages of archived
primary and secondary source documents and original in-depth interviews conducted with 21 key
stakeholders in California higher education. Because archives contain too much information for
any researcher to sift through in a reasonable amount of time, all historical research requires the
setting of some boundaries on the types of sources that will be collected and analyzed (Decker,
2013). Historical narratives are therefore as much a product of the choices the historian makes in

deciding which materials to review (and which to exclude), as it is of the choices that were made
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for me by those deciding which materials to preserve in the first instance (Kipping et al., 2013).
Consistent with the notion of “dual integrity” to both history and organizational theory (Maclean
etal., 2016), | briefly explain my choices of each of the main sources of evidence and their purpose
in the developing the historical narrative. In the discussion that follows, | follow Rojas (2010) as
an exemplar, who uses a similar methodological approach to develop theory about power and

institutional work during the Third World Strike at San Francisco State College in 1968.
Understanding the “parts”: archival sources and original interviews

The main archival sources for information were the California State Archives, which house
68.5 cubic feet of textual records about CPEC. These records included official reports written by
CPEC, minutes of Commission meetings, correspondence and memoranda by several executive
directors and staff both within the organization and to external stakeholders, and official reports
and publications by the agency. These materials were valuable because they allowed me to
interpret how CPEC’s various identities were enacted in real time and helped me identify key
moments (such as leadership transitions) that brought to the surface questions of organizational
identity that might otherwise not have been explicitly documented. To supplement these materials,
| also consulted the Donald P. Gerth Papers at the California State University Archives. These
papers were collected by Donald P. Gerth, former chancellor of Sacramento State University,
during his research when writing The People’s University: A history of the California State
University (Gerth, 2010). In addition to containing correspondence and memoranda relating to
CPEC that were not archived in the California State Archives, these papers contained transcripts
of interviews Gerth conducted in 2006 and 2007 with several higher education leaders in
California, including those who were no longer living by the time | conducted my interviews and

whose papers were not preserved in the State Archives. These interviews—including Gerth’s own
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recollections which he shared with his participants—were helpful in reconstructing CPEC’s

identities and how they came together beyond what was available through the written artifacts.

In addition to these archival documents, | also conducted 30 hours of in-depth interviews
with 21 participants across California higher education, including with several non-executive staff
members and all but one living CPEC executive director. Through the archival research | was able
to identify and contact key ‘protagonists’ in CPEC’s history, who became my first participants.
Subsequent participants were recruited through a process of snowball sampling; | stopped
interviewing participants when their narratives substantially overlapped with respect to the key
themes of interest in this paper (see Low, 2019). Interview transcripts were transcribed using
transcription software, manually verified by me, and reviewed and approved by my participants
prior to being included as source materials. Some participants agreed to be interviewed on the
record; others declined to be identified by name and/or position. These interviews gave texture and
meaning to the archival sources, which do not necessarily illuminate how organization members
made meaning from their lived experiences (Decker et al., 2020, p. 16). They also allowed me to
triangulate and verify my interpretations of the historical record against participants’ lived
experiences. Moreover, the interviews allowed me to intentionally include the voices of non-elite
rank-and-file staff members as a way of intentionally combating the “silence of the archives”
(Decker, 2013). Together, these archival sources and interviews allowed me to reconstruct CPEC’s
organizational “selves” based on how its identities were inhabited by organization members in
real-time in the past and how they were perceived by key stakeholders in the various institutional

fields in which CPEC claimed membership.
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Understanding the “whole”: newspapers and context

While these sources were helpful in illuminating the organizational dynamics of the
organizational self (the “parts”), to corroborate those understandings and understand the evolving
institutional context in which those dynamics played out (the “whole”), I turned to newspaper
accounts and publications by outside groups such as the California Legislative Analyst’s Office.
Although each newspaper has its own editorial bias in choosing what to report and how to report
on it, reading from a wide range newspapers can lead to a reasonably comprehensive interpretation
of the institutional and socio-political context in which organizations operate (Bowie, 2019).
Moreover, because newspaper accounts are published contemporaneously with the events that they
report on, they can serve as an additional check against any potential retrospective bias from the

interviews conducted by Gerth in 2006 and by me in 2020.

To get this breadth of information about the context, | searched archived issues of national
newspapers such as The New York Times and The Los Angeles Times within ProQuest’s database
and local, regional, and student newspapers in California archived within the California Digital
Newspaper Collection. Where the national newspapers contextualized California within broader
national political and social projects, the regional newspapers afforded a more micro-view of their
effects on a much more local scale. In addition to the newspaper accounts, | also consulted reports
and analyses from the California Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO). The LAO serves as the
California legislature’s principal budget analyst. In addition to providing the legislature with
nonpartisan analyses on the state’s budget and other fiscal concerns, the LAO analyzes other issues
in public policy, including higher education, both by request and of their own accord. The LAO’s
analyses allowed me to trace funding patterns in California higher education and to further

contextualize CPEC’s identities in their institutional and historical contexts.
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The Contextual Dynamics of CPEC’s Organizational Selves
1978-1990: “A little guy with some backbone”

When the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC) was established as a
state agency in 1974, the hope among its legislative champions was that it would maintain the
“sensitive and delicate balance between segmental autonomy and statewide coordination” in its
role as an advisor to the Governor and Legislature on key matters of state educational policy (Joint
Committee on the Master Plan, 1973, p. 22). This delicate balance was exemplified by the diversity
of its institutional stakeholders (described more fully in Chapter 1) and the twenty-one item list of
statutory responsibilities delegated to it (1973 Amendment, 1973). Embedded within those
statutory mandates were multiple possible answers to the question of “who are we” as an
organization, rooted in established institutional categories: advisor, researcher, state planner,
regulator, clearinghouse, and advocate. In short, even at the moment of its creation, “the new
[agency’s] members had mixed signals™ (Sherriffs, 1984, p. 77). The early years of CPEC were
marked first by a “frustrating” extended search for its first permanent executive director
(Trombley, 1974), and then by a perceived lack of effectiveness among its key legislative and
higher education stakeholders (O’Brien, 1976). After just two years in office, Donald McNeil, the
incumbent executive director, departed amid considerable public acrimony. McNeil complained
of a “lack of cohesion...and a lack of a sense of direction” as commission members remained
mired in “fundamental disagreements” about the organization’s core identity (Speich, 1977b).
Amid these contradictory pulls, he argued, it was impossible to “please everyone at the same time”

(Speich, 1977a).

When Patrick Callan was recruited to be McNeil’s replacement as CPEC’s second full-

time executive director in February 1978, he knew fully well the challenge of pulling together
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CPEC’s multiple identities into something more coherent, because he had been a part of the
legislative committee that had assigned it those identities (Joint Committee on the Master Plan,
1973). “The place really was in disarray, and the staff was in disarray, too,” recalled Callan
(personal communication, June 30, 2020). Staff who had been hired from the policy worlds saw
CPEC as primarily an evaluator, those who had expertise in data systems focused on CPEC as a
data clearinghouse, and those who had earned terminal degrees sought to emphasize CPEC’s
research and planning identities. This conflict, noted a consultant hired by Callan before he started
as executive director, required better “lateral liaison between the staff concerned with information
systems and with evaluation and those in the planning section,” so that Callan could “hammer out

a CPEC identity...distinct from its previous image” (Berdahl, 1978, pp. 9, 18).

A few months after Callan started, California voters approved in July 1978 a
constitutional amendment by ballot measure—“Proposition 13”—that capped property tax rates at
1% of the value of the property, limited the rate of property tax increase, and prohibited the
imposition of new property taxes (CA. Const., Article XIIl A, Sec 1-7, n.d.). Proposition 13
fundamentally changed the dynamics of public finance in California (Hoene, 2004), forcing cuts
and layoffs in state government (Santa Cruz Sentinel, 1979) while shifting control from local
municipalities to the state government. Not since the early 20th century, wrote the Los Angeles
Times, had the state “witnessed such a turbulent shift in political power” (Boyarsky, 1983). This
turbulence was felt acutely in public higher education, as Proposition 13 “just knocked the
foundation out of financing California public postsecondary education” (Samuel Kipp III, personal
communication). Particularly hurt were the state’s system of community colleges, which had relied
heavily on local property taxes as a source of revenue. In 1979, community college funding

declined by 7% and enrollment by 12%; over the next five years, state per-student funding to
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community colleges would fall by 20% in constant-dollar terms (Trombley, 1983). The state’s
university systems were not spared from the cuts either. When a statewide Commission appointed
by Governor Jerry Brown and chaired by the state’s Legislative Analyst was unable to find ways
to further cut the budgets of the state’s baccalaureate-granting universities (Franklin, 1979a), the
legislature took matters into its own hand. In March 1979, the state Senate Finance Committee,
eliminated funding for the University of California’s Early Outreach, Partnership, and Student
Affirmative Action programs, which sought to broaden postsecondary access for “minority and

disadvantaged students” (Franklin, 1979b).

In these turbulent moments lay an opportunity for CPEC staff to build a coherent whole
out of its various identities that had been in conflict. “There was a role there for us to play in trying
to influence some of the decision making to try to make sure that there were some state priorities
as budgets were cut, and to protect the things that needed to be protected in the higher education
system,” recalled Callan (personal communication, June 30, 2020). The passage of Proposition
13 served as a focal point for organization members to bring together their differing answers to
“who are we” as an organization in the context of the turbulence caused by Proposition 13. As a
staff member recalled, “[Pat] sort of reinforced why [CPEC] was created, what was intended, how
he wanted to make it realize the legislature's goals and ambitions for it and make it an important,
effective agency. And everybody was sort of like "oh my God!" Now what we're doing is going to
be something that you can feel really good about, or proud of. [...] And then...his coming in
coincided to some extent with the moment of this huge state trauma of dealing with prop 13. That

was a tremendous opportunity” (Samuel Kipp III, personal communication, May 14, 2020).

Over the next few years, CPEC released several reports on key topics including student

tuition and fees (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1980, 1982, 1983) and
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expansion of educational programs and campuses (California Postsecondary Education
Commission, 1987c). As these reports received media and legislative attention (Miyao, 1983;
Walters, 1989)—sometimes controversially—there was a sense of broader purpose within the
organization. The disparate role identities had come together to become an “integrated experience”
(Pendse & Ojha, 2017) for organization members, something beyond just the sum of their parts.
As a staff member recalled later, the mood within CPEC after Proposition 13 was one of “when
the house is burning down, maybe a little guy with some ideas and some backbone...maybe a little
guy’s voice will rise above the status quo and rise above the establishment” (The Road Ahead For

Higher Ed, 2016, sec. 51:59-52:20).

Within the organization, the various “parts” of its identities had cohered into a larger, more
coherent and unifying “whole.” But that “whole” had also become an essential “part” of an even
bigger “whole”—the state higher education policy context. By the mid-1980s, CPEC had become
a key part of the state’s higher education policy context, which further served to reinforce its sense
of self. Externally, the agency was known as an “influential advisor” to the legislature, whose
“analyses on most university matters are weighed heavily and rarely, if ever, are disregarded by
lawmakers in Sacramento” (Roark, 1987, para. 3). This influence served to reinforce organization
members’ sense of self as the impartial arbiter issues of higher education: “CPEC was a place that
would be intellectually honest in terms of being a reality check. It's not like they weren't a political
organization, but they wouldn't cover for people, either. They might jack something up or turn
something down, but they wouldn't play games with reality. [...] And it kind of didn't matter whose

agenda was being served.” (Kirk Knutsen, personal communication, June 4, 2020).
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“There was no consensus”: CPEC through the 1990s

By the end of the 1980s, the turbulence of Proposition 13 was history, and state finance in
California had reached an equilibrium of sorts (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1990a, p. 970).
Within CPEC, too, the organizational context had changed. Callan had left CPEC a few years ago,
as had several other organizational members and leaders who worked for the organization through
the 1970s and 1980s. A divided CPEC Commission had appointed a new executive director,
Warren Fox, in 1991. Fox had a very different answer to the “who are we” question than Callan
(as described in Chapter 1), and it seemed like the consensus that had CPEC members had reached
with regards to its organizational self was beginning to fray. With a different context
organizationally, politically, and economically, Fox saw “a need to bring things together within
CPEC itself to build cohesion...and so [my tenure] started out with a commitment: to come
together, to refocus, and to move forward (Warren H. Fox, personal communication, April 30,

2020).

But come together around what? Fox and the Commission focused on guiding California
higher education through its projected “tidal wave” of college enrollments over the next decade as
the state struggled to find an even financial footing. In the early 1990s, California experienced
what State Superintendent of Public Instruction Bill Honig termed a “tidal wave” of enrollment
growth in the state’s public K-12 school system as the children of the Baby Boom generation
entered high school (Sun Reporter, 1991). Building on this trend, CPEC staff had analyzed these
trends with an eye towards projecting postsecondary education enroliments, and suggested that the
state could face a potential ‘tidal wave’ of future higher education enrollment (California
Postsecondary Education Commission, 1990). The state’s public higher education segments, in

turn, had proposed the construction of thirty new campuses spread across the community college
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and four-year university systems (Dudley, 1990). Yet, the state was in the middle of what would
be its longest recession in half a century, triggered by reduction in aerospace and defense spending
and a collapse in the commercial real estate market (Cromwell, 1994). State spending on higher
education had declined by an average of 1.5 percent annually due to the recession (Legislative

Analyst’s Office, 1994, p. F-5, F-9, F-18).

Much as Callan had done in 1978, Fox saw an opportunity for staff representing CPEC’s
various identities to “come together” to shepherd the state through the crisis of this “tidal wave”
of enrollments. And over the next few years, CPEC as an organization committed to integrating
its research, advocacy, and policy advisory identities to advocate for increased state funding for
higher education (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1991b, 1993). A 1995 CPEC
report predicted that the next decade in California higher education would be “difficult, frustrating,
and challenging” as increased enrollment coupled with a shortfall of funds would lead to “the anger
of the general public (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1995, p. 1). The same
year, an article in the Chicago Tribune predicted that increased enrollments would “push [the]
system to [the] brink” (Haynes, 1996). “The message was [that] the state really needed to fund
higher education. Higher education has always been a public good...[and] state funds are the
public investment in that public good,” he recalled (Warren H. Fox, personal communication,

April 30, 2020).

However, unlike the policy context in 1978, where there was fieldwide consensus around
the turbulence and trauma caused by Proposition 13, CPEC’s assertions about the urgency about
this “tidal wave” were contested by other stakeholders in the field. other stakeholders in the field

13

released reports contradicting CPEC’s “tidal wave” narrative. In 1995, University of California

officials acknowledged that projected enrollment growth would be smaller than anticipated
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(Wallace, 1995). In 1997, an article in the Los Angeles Times noted that although higher education
enrollments were increasing, they were still below the levels of the early 1990s (Slater, 1997). In
1998, the state’s influential Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) released its own set of enrollment
projections, concluding that “unlike a tidal wave, enrollment growth will be steady and moderate
(especially by historical standards), and manageable” (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1998, p. 147).
An although CPEC (e.g. Rodriguez Jr., 1998) and outside groups (e.g. California Citizens
Commission on Higher Education, 1999) challenged these competing narratives, the ultimate
result was to reframe the policy context to be about whether the tidal wave of enrollments ought
to be the key focus for higher education, rather than how public higher education would navigate
it.

Without the “tidal wave” serving as a consensus referent within CPEC’s institutional and
policy context, organizational members answering the “who are we” question in different ways
were unable to make meaning of their differing interpretations of the organization’s identity. Staff
members who “had either their own allegiance to themselves, or back to the Department of Finance
[or the legislature]” depending on their orientations towards CPEC’s identity, began to express
“considerable dissatisfaction” (David Leveille, personal communication, May 11, 2020). Fox, too,
recalled the challenge of trying to bring together the organization’s disparate identities, in our
interview: “we were not as coordinated, and as tight a unit as we should have been...things began
to fragment. Things became more territorial. And the atmosphere was tense” (Warren Fox,
personal communication, April 30, 2020). By the early 2000s, the tension had turned into
“malaise” as CPEC Commissioners confronted a “lack of coherence” and a lack of “common
commitment” within the organization (Transcript, 2001, pp. 1-20). As one staff member recalled,

“even if we knew what our specific little assignments were, nobody knew what is the goal of it?
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How does it all fit together? What's the purpose?” (former CPEC staff member, personal

communication, 2020).
“We were doing our job”: 2004-2009

By the mid-2000s, in the wake of the burst of the dot-com bubble, California faced a $2.6
billion budget shortfall (Broder, 2002). CPEC’s budget had been reduced to its lowest levels in
well over twenty years (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2003a), Fox had departed as executive
director, and CPEC was a smaller and much diminished organization in the higher education policy
arena. It was in this policy context that, when the University of California at Irvine proposed to
establish a new law school, the proposal reached CPEC’s desk for its review (DiMento, 2011, pp.
41-43). Statutory provisions required that all proposals from public universities to start new
academic programs with state funds receive a “concurrence” from CPEC before receiving state
funding (see 1973 Amendment, 1973, sec. 22712(5)). However, through the 1990s, as a former
Commissioner recalled in our interview, such decisions had “[come] across our desk, our
commission, to rubber stamp” (former CPEC Commissioner, personal communication, 2020). In
its review of UC Irvine’s proposal in 2006, however, CPEC staff recommended that the
Commission withhold their assent for the new campus (California Postsecondary Education
Commission, 2006). This rare non-concurrence generated public controversy (Haldane, 2006) and

bipartisan opposition from high-ranking politicians (Perata and Ackerman, 2006).

As two senior executives at CPEC at the time recalled, the non-concurrence generated
considerable conflict between CPEC and its institutional stakeholders. Murray Haberman, the
executive director, recalled an incident where he was summoned to the Senate by high-ranking
legislators to defend CPEC’s decisions: “I was brought in before the Senate Pro Tem and the

chancellor of UC Irvine, in a little ante room that's right off the Senate chambers, [with] the head
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of the legislature saying, ‘you need to get on board with this, it's important to me.’ [...] they weren’t
happy about it” (Murray Haberman, CPEC executive director, 2004-2009). Karen Humphrey, a
senior executive with CPEC who would go on to serve as executive director a few years later,
recalled the UC Irvine incident as being the “biggest fight we had in the years I was at CPEC. [...]
| remember [a high-ranking UC administrator] telling me in an elevator that we were absolutely a
bunch of idiots to not support that law school. Didn't I know that the minute it opened, it would
become one of the top prestige law schools in the country?” (Karen Humphrey, CPEC executive

director, 2009-2011).

The conflict that the incident generated served as the focal referent—against which CPEC’s
various organizational identities could coalesce to come up with a common answer to “who are
we” as an organization. The organizational ‘self’ that was formed out of CPEC’s many role
identities was that of an organization that was willing to speak truth to power in the interests of
fiscal efficiency of the state—the “truth,” in this case, being CPEC’s analysis, and the “power”
being the politically influential University of California system. As a former CPEC staff member
noted, UC Irvine “believed the proposal should be supported because it met all of our guidelines.
| tried to explain [that] simply meeting our guidelines did not mean necessarily that we would
support the proposal because the State did not have unlimited resources to fund every program
proposal. [...] One of our main roles was to try and eliminate waste by only spending money on

really needed programs and services (personal communication, 2020).

Haberman, too, echoed this sentiment of protecting the public good against the self-serving
interests of the higher education establishment: “[Irvine] had very strong political interests in
seeing this campus get our blessing. And I wasn't going to give it because...the research [showed]

that we had reached more than a critical mass on our production of attorneys, [...] CPEC's role
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was really to come in there and say, ‘we're not talking about the systems here. We're talking about
the people here.” What's going to be in the best interest of the state?” Howard Welinsky, Chair of
the Commission, summarized it as such: “the UC Irvine law school was the classic conflict
between the perceived best interests of the State, versus the needs and interests of one campus and
their surrounding community [...] and our job as CPEC was to identify the future needs and to

suggest where the resources should be.” (Howard Welinsky, personal communication, June 8,

2020).

By the end of 2006, CPEC had lost the substantive battle with respect to the establishment
of the law school. As an agency with only advisory authority, CPEC had no power to overrule the
constitutionally autonomous University of California Board of Regents, which approved the Irvine
proposal and ultimately raised $23 million in private funds to finance the project (Trounson &
Rivenburg, 2006). And with the conflict generated by UC Irvine now in the past, CPEC’s
momentary unity began to fragment. By 2009, Karen Humphrey, now executive director, faced an
organization with several fragmented identities and no focal event in the policy context around
which to coalesce: “I don't know whether it is possible—and believe me, | thought about it—I
don't know whether it would ever be possible to build an identity for CPEC [...] CPEC has no
politically mandatory identity and I don’t know that it ever will” (Karen Humphrey, personal
communication, May 7, 2020). Two years later, amid budget cuts and continuing questions in the
legislature about CPEC’s ‘effectiveness’ as the state higher education agency (e.g. Legislative
Analyst’s Office, 2009, 2010), CPEC’s funding was eliminated by gubernatorial veto (Brown,

2011). The organizational self—both physical and metaphorical—ceased to exist.
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Discussion

The empirical exposition above demonstrates that CPEC’s organizational selves coalesced
as a contingent response to a particular focal event in the institutional context at a particular
moment in time. As these focal events shifted over time, so did the organizational selves. As I
demonstrate through the historical narrative, the “elements” that were CPEC’s multiple identities
were able to come together to form a “compound” that transcended the individual identities only

with respect to a focal event in the policy context that served as a common referent.

| define a “focal event” as a historically contingent, temporally bounded fieldwide event
that dominates fieldwide discourse for the period of time that it is salient in the field. Focal events
may be exogenous or endogenous in origin and may be sudden shocks (like Proposition 13) or
longer-term processes that break through at a particular moment (like the UC Irvine law school
proposal). Either way, a focal event is characterized by a broad consensus among key field actors
about the centrality of the event as the key issue for the field. Even if the proposed resolution for
the focal event is contested (as with the UC Irvine law school proposal), the centrality of the event
itself is not contested. Thus, as the discourse surrounding the ‘tidal wave’ of enrollments in the
1990s showed, the mere assertion of the centrality of the event does not make it into a focal event
insofar as it creates the conditions for the organizational self to coalesce. Where CPEC’s assertion
of the “tidal wave” of enrollments as the focal issue for higher education policy was contested by
other actors in the field, there was broader consensus in the 1980s about the centrality of
Proposition 13 and in the mid-2000s about the UC Irvine law school proposal. The broad
consensus about the centrality of focal event is key to creating the enabling conditions for the
organizational self because it allows the event to serve as a consensus referent around which an

organization’s multiple identities can coalesce into a coherent ‘self.’
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It follows, then, that the focal event may be a necessary condition for the formation of the
organizational self. In the two periods in which CPEC members were able to come together to
form a coherent “whole” out of its multiple identities, they did so with respect to a referent event
in the institutional-historical context. In the years after Proposition 13 was passed, the metaphor
of the “little guy with a backbone” helped organization members find meaning in their work amid
the disarray that had existed prior; in the mid-2000s, the idea of being the fiduciaries of the state’s
limited resources in the face of the UC system’s proposal to start a new law school helped
contextualize and unite the agency’s several identities. Conversely, through the 1990s, CPEC’s
staff members with different answers to “ who we are” struggled to find a common referent against
which to make meaning of CPEC’s multiple identities. Thus, the findings from CPEC’s history
suggest that the focal event can serve as the conduit through which an organization’s identities

bring meaning or coherence to organizational life.

The key contribution of the discussion above is to contextualize and historicize the
institutional environment with respect to the study of organizational identities and the
organizational self. Institutionalist views on organizational identities typically focus on the
importance of the institutional “environment” in supplying the social categories that serve as the
‘inputs’ for organizational identity (e.g. Besharov & Brickson, 2016). For organizations in multiple
institutional fields—those facing institutional pluralism (Kraatz & Block, 2008, 2017)—
institutional environments comprise multiple social categories and “vocabularies of motive”
(Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 101). By contrast, CPEC’s institutional context comprised not just
the social categories (researcher, advocate, policy analyst) in which CPEC claimed membership,
but also the particular socio-historical events within and beyond CPEC’s institutional fields that

created the enabling conditions for CPEC to cohere together as a ‘self.” Moreover, this institutional
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context was fundamentally a historical moment in the sense of existing at the intersection of
multiple temporal processes: “a momentary event, a process that had been emerging over several
years, and a decades- or centuries-long set of ideas [coming] together in the moment of the action

being explained” (Wadhwani & Bucheli, 2013, p. 10).

Thus, each organizational self is itself a historical entity—inarticulable without reference
to the institutional-historical context and the focal event, which are incorporated into the ‘self’ by
incorporation. The institutional context in 1978, for example, was the product of the coming
together of a momentary triggering event (the passage of Proposition 13, which has its own social
history), a short-term process (CPEC’s initial years of “disarray”), and a longer-term set of ideas
(CPEC’s membership in multiple institutionally validated categories). The organizational self that
CPEC members created in that context was only articulable with respect to Proposition 13 as a
phenomenon; once that particular historical moment had passed, so did the organizational self.
Similarly, the institutional context around CPEC’s organizational self in the mid-2000s was the
product of the momentary event (the 2006 UC Irvine proposal), a short-term process (CPEC’s
‘rubber stamp’ approach to program review through the 1990s), and the longer-term set of ideas
(again, its membership in multiple institutionally validated categories). Again, the organizational
self that coalesced at that time incorporated the debates surrounding UC Irvine as a part of the self.
Thus, although the organizational self is a “gestalt and fluid structure” and a “momentary
accomplishment” as suggested by Pratt and Kraatz (2009, p. 403), | propose that it a gestalt
because the focal event in the institutional context around which it coalesces is itself a “momentary
accomplishment.” Because of the unique historical processes that make up the institutional

context, each organizational self is unique. As the context and the focal events change, if an
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organizational self does come together, it exists with respect to the new focal event, which has its

own temporal and social history.

Taken together, the above discussion suggests a greater analytical role for context in the
study of organizational identities. To this end, returning to the “parts versus wholes” concept that
| elaborated above, another major contribution of this study is to argue that organizational selves
and contexts are mutually constitutive. In its strongest form, this argument suggests that with
respect to the organizational self, “phenomenon and its context are inseparable...a phenomenon is
woven into its surrounding environment and is an integral component of the environment itself.
Without the phenomenon, the environment as we know it would no longer exist.” (McLaren &
Durepos, 2021, p. 82). The institutional context in which each of CPEC’s organizational selves
coalesced constituted a part of that organizational self, even as the context itself comprised the
CPEC’s organizational self, the focal event, the debates generated by the focal event, and the other
temporal and historical processes described above. For example, although the passage of
Proposition 13 in 1978 was incorporated (as a “part”) into the organizational self (the “whole”)
that Callan and CPEC staff created, Proposition 13 as a historical phenomenon (the “whole”) is
also impossible to fully characterize without understanding how CPEC’s multiple identities
coalesced as a self in guiding the state’s higher education system through it (as a “part”). Similarly,
although the organizational self (as “whole”) formed in the mid-2000s incorporated the debates
surrounding UC Irvine (as “part”), the history of the creation of the UC Irvine law school (as
“whole”) cannot be told without recognition (as “part”) of how CPEC’s multiple identities came

together to form an organizational “self” in recommending against its establishment.

Most broadly, therefore, this paper extends the reach of the study of organizational

identities and the organizational self beyond the organization itself. The mutual constitution of
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context and organizational self suggests that the study of how organizations manage their identities
is important for more than just scholars of management and organizations—it can serve as a useful
analytical lens to help explain broader historical and social phenomena. As an example of what
such research might look like, consider Schreiter and Ravasi’s (2018) history of the evolution of
the identity of a German manufacturer over a fifty year period, one of the few studies to make
contributions to the study of both organizational identity and the institutional context. The paper
not only helps illuminate the market dynamics of organizations under state socialism in postwar
Germany, but also makes a theoretical contribution to the Ol literature by highlighting how
organizations might maintain continuity and distinctiveness in changing institutional contexts.
Similarly, future research building on this study may explore, for example, the role of CPEC’s
organizational self in explaining short- and long-term outcomes of Proposition 13, or the expand
beyond CPEC and consider how organizational identity dynamics of university systems might help
us understand the evolution of broader social processes such as affirmative action (e.g. Pusser,
2012) in California and elsewhere. At a time when organization studies as a field is being
challenged to contribute to the broader study of the ‘grand challenges’ of social life (Chrispal et
al., 2020; Hampel et al., 2017), this kind of phenomenon-context (or parts-and-wholes) approach

can be a promising avenue for further research.
Limitations and Conclusions

In sum, this paper seeks to advance our knowledge of the ways in which organizational
identities are negotiated in their organizational, temporal, and socio-historical contexts, and
provide greater texture and nuance to the potentially powerful concept of the organizational self
as both an input to and an outcome of those dynamics. First, | caveat the discussion above by

acknowledging that is premised on the results of one case. In making this caveat, | make two
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important distinctions. First, as | discuss above, one outcome of this study is to better illuminate
the dynamics of organization and context. Thus, selection of CPEC as a “case” is justified on the
grounds of its intrinsic utility (e.g. Curtis et al., 2000) in helping to elaborate the dynamics of the
history of public higher education in California. In exploring how CPEC’s various identities
coalesced (or did not) in different contexts, we illuminate the dynamics of the context itself, such
as by developing a better understanding of the dynamics in California higher education in the
moments after Proposition 13 was passed . Beyond its intrinsic importance, however, this study
allows for analytic generalization (Yin, 2014) to theories of organizational identity—and in
particular, to the study of the organizational self. Here, the goal is not to generalize to a population
of similar organizations, but to a population of potential theoretical relationships between
organizational self and institutional context. This study, thus, shows one potential relationship that
might exist between self and context. Whether this relationship is typical or exceptional will only

be known as subsequent research builds upon these findings.

This limitation notwithstanding, this study presents important contributions to the study of
organizational identities, and advances in particular our understanding of the organizational self
and its evolution. This research suggests that the organizational self as a coherent whole may be a
momentary accomplishment located in a particular organizational response to a focal event in a
particular institutional context. This finding suggests that fully understanding the dynamics of
multiple organizational identities may require a deeper attention by scholars to context as an
analytical construct, and in particular encourages greater focus on the temporal and socio-historical

embeddedness of organizational identity dynamics.
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Chapter 3:
The Origins and Evolution of Academic Drift:
The Case of the California State University, 1960-2005

Introduction

Academic drift has been a central concept in higher education scholarship for the past half-
century, although the specific phenomena captured by the term has varied depending on the
national and disciplinary context of the researcher (Harwood, 2010; Neave, 1979; Warshaw et al.,
2020). Across contexts, however, its general form can be stated as the process by which relatively
lower-status colleges and universities adopt the organizational forms and practices of higher-status
ones via processes of mimetic, normative, or coercive isomorphism (Morphew & Huisman, 2002;
Tight, 2015). In the United States, academic drift has been termed ‘mission creep’ or ‘striving’
and studied largely in the context of liberal arts universities and public comprehensive universities,
which are considered to be caught the most susceptible to status-seeking isomorphic pressures

(O’Meara & Bloomgarden, 2011; Orphan, 2020; Warshaw et al., 2019).

Higher education scholars have traditionally conceptualized academic drift as a relatively
linear process in which colleges, in the search for greater prestige, adopt the ‘university’ title
(Jaquette, 2013; Morphew, 2002), professionalize enrollment management and increase academic
selectivity (Crisp et al., 2010; Kraatz et al., 2010), and increase production of graduate and doctoral
degrees (Baker et al., 2007). Yet, these assumptions are beginning to be called into question. For
example, starting new graduate programs requires the support of the faculty, who may not be
willing to abandon ‘lower-status’ but mission-integrated teaching activities in favor of the research
enterprise (Gonzales, 2013, 2014). Moreover, even when internal constituents agree on the need
for and approach to changing university practices, achieving the ends of academic drift may require

the cooperation of other fieldwide actors—in many states, starting new programs, changing
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admissions criteria, and changing the organization’s name require regulatory approval (Education
Commission of the States, 2019). Academic drift, thus, can be a complex and non-linear process
with uncertain outcomes. However, the literature is yet to problematize the pursuit of prestige as
the causal driver for academic drift or explore its evolution at the field level over an extended

period.

In this paper, | explore the origins and evolution of academic drift through a historical study
of academic drift within the California State University (CSU) system between 1960 and 2005.
Problematizing the origins of academic drift, | find that the impetus for academic drift within the
California State University system stemmed not from a pursuit of prestige, as currently assumed
by the research literature, but from a sense of perceived injustice about CSU’s organizational
identity institutionalized by the California legislature in 1960. Tracing the evolution academic drift
within the CSU system as a contingent phenomenon over the course of 45 years, | extend present
research by demonstrating how CSU’s attempts to gain recognition were contested at various times
both within the university and at the field level. | conclude that academic drift may not necessarily
stem from a desire for additional prestige, and that it can be a political and contested fieldwide
process with contingent origins and an uncertain outcome. Together, these findings advance our

understanding of a core phenomenon of interest to higher education scholarship.

| find that by institutionalizing the exclusive authority to award the doctorate (but not the
master’s degree) to the University of California (UC) system in 1960, the California legislature
created a crisis of organizational identity within the CSU system. This inconsistency manifested
as a sense of inequity among CSU system faculty and leadership, who sought to resolve the
ambiguity by gaining recognition of their ‘university’ identity that they were inhabiting as a matter

of daily practice. As faculty and leaders within the system made efforts to rectify what they saw
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as an inequity between the ‘research university’ identity granted to the UC system and the ‘normal
school’ identity imposed upon the CSU system, they encountered opposition at various times from
other faculty within the CSU system, the legislature, the governor, other institutional stakeholders,
and the University of California (UC) system. Ultimately, CSU prevailed in the legislature, first
obtaining the right in 1972 to the ‘university’ title, and then in 2005 the right to award doctoral

degrees.
Literature Review
Academic drift at the field level

Although the phenomenon captured by the term ‘academic drift’ has been traced back
several centuries to the founding of the first university in Bologna (Aitkin, 1991), the term
academic drift itself is generally traced to the work of British scholars Tyrell Burgess and John
Pratt in the 1970s, who used it to refer to the process by which non-degree polytechnic schools in
the United Kingdom moved away from technical education and towards higher-status academic
instruction (Tight, 2015, p. 87). This conception of academic drift, grounded in the study of the
status hierarchy of academic disciplines, generally spread in European scholarship over the
ensuing decades as European scholars sought to understand trends in knowledge production away
from ‘practical’ application (Harwood, 2010; Magnell & Geschwind, 2019) and explore the
fieldwide dynamics of organizational differentiation in higher education (Carpentier, 2018;

Huisman, 2016).

In the United States, these phenomena have been studied under an umbrella of terms,
including ‘mission creep’ (Henderson, 2009), ‘mission drift’ (Jaquette, 2013), and ‘striving’ for
prestige (Gonzales, 2014). While fieldwide differentiation in organizational forms has been a topic

of study among US-based scholars (Harris & Ellis, 2020; Morphew, 2009), the majority of
77



scholarly attention in the United States has been paid to understanding changes in organizational
practices, with mostly quantitative longitudinal studies exploring when colleges rename and
rebrand as universities (Jaquette, 2013; Morphew, 2002), professionalize enrollment management
functions and increase out-of-state enrollment (Kraatz et al., 2010; Orphan, 2018), and establish

new graduate programs (Baker et al., 2007; Jaquette, 2011).

Common to both European and American scholarship on academic drift, however, is the
theoretical framing of academic drift as an example of fieldwide homogenization through coercive,
mimetic, and normative isomorphic processes as elaborated by DiMaggio & Powell (1983). In its
canonical framing, higher education is conceptualized as a unitary field whose structures,
processes, and symbols are regulated as fieldwide norms by regulatory and institutional
membership associations (Orphan & Miller, 2020). Lower-status colleges adopt through mimesis
the degree offerings, knowledge production, and symbolic elements of elite and flagship
universities to gain the revenue, prestige, and legitimacy they confer (Holmberg & Hallonsten,
2015; Morphew & Huisman, 2002). In doing so, they cast away their student-centered teaching
missions (Gonzales, 2012; O’Meara & Bloomgarden, 2011), thus increasing organizational
homogeneity in the direction of research-intensive universities. Thus, “the informed view

remains...[that] in the medium to longer term academic drift is inevitable” (Tight, 2015, p. 93).

More recently, scholars have begun to engage with the idea of higher education as an
institutionally plural field (Kraatz & Block, 2008), or even as being comprised of multiple fields
(Warshaw et al., 2019). In this conceptualization, academic drift presents itself not as inevitable
isomorphic homogenization within the unitary field of higher education but rather as a strategic
choice made by colleges and universities to move from a lower-prestige field to a higher-prestige

one. This approach makes salient the importance of the organization’s field position in potentially
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initiating the mimetic behavior that results in academic drift. For example, Warshaw and
colleagues (2019) find that public master’s institutions in the United States are caught between
two distinct fields governed by separate logics—a lower-prestige field of equity and access and a
higher-prestige one inhabited by more selective, research-intensive universities. Universities
situated at the boundaries of the field may be more susceptible to academic drift, as these
universities are less likely to have “strategically clear or institutionally desirable models/templates
of what and how to be” (Warshaw et al., 2019, p. 6). On the contrary, universities that are
embedded centrally within the equity field may face a penalty by exiting the field, as such a move
would “compromise the integrity, trustworthiness, and values [of] core constituents and
stakeholders” (Warshaw et al., 2019, p. 8). Indeed, recent research has found that several regional
public universities actually display behaviors that more deeply embed them in the field of equity
(Orphan, 2020; Warshaw et al., 2020), suggesting that academic drift might not be as inevitable as

previously thought.
The contested nature of academic drift within universities

This recent turn in the research literature raises an important question about how academic
drift happens at the organizational level. If academic drift is not an inevitable feature of a unitary
field but rather a strategic decision by universities to exit one institutional field for another, what
kind of conflict and/or uncertainty does it present to university faculty, staff, and students? In
response to this question, a body of research grounded in qualitative inquiry has examined the
contested nature of academic drift as organizational change. In a series of papers, Gonzalez (2012,
2013, 2014) explores faculty agency and sensemaking within a university in the American
southwest striving to transform its mission to become a “tier one” research university, finding a

range of responses from operationalizing their roles in service of the research mission to active
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resistance to the new mission. Moreover, academic drift may result in a loss of meaning among
faculty, suggest O’Meara and Bloomgarden (2011, p. 66), who find in their study of a liberal arts
college that “the institution‘s aspirations had cast a spell of discontent among the faculty,
decreasing their satisfaction with their own productivity and the ways in which their institution
was supporting it.” The ambiguity generated by academic drift within a university is not limited
to faculty. Orphan (2018) reports results from a multiple-case study in the United States, finding
that administrators’ embedded agency mediated the extent to which elements of the universities’
equity and regional engagement missions were preserved in response to mission drift pressures

brought about by a neoliberal state policy context.

Collectively, this research has yielded an understanding of academic drift as a strategic
decision by a college or university to exit one institutional field or category for another, higher-
status one. This exit can be accomplished through both symbolic actions, like changing the
institution’s name, and substantive ones, such as starting new degree programs and increasing
scientific research output. Within the walls of the university, these actions can result in a loss of
meaning and engender resistance from both faculty and staff. At the field level, the strategic actions
of individual universities to engage in activities leading to academic drift results in gradual
homogenization of organizational form and activity as increasing numbers of universities

resemble—symbolically or substantively—their higher-status peers.
Academic drift: unanswered questions

Despite this progress, the literature leaves two fundamental questions unanswered. First,
although the research literature has convincingly demonstrated that within the university
community, the process of exiting origin fields for higher-status fields is contested, very little is

known about how those actions are contested by other universities within the field, and by the

80



intermediaries that hold normative and regulatory influence in the field (Greenwood et al., 2002;
Orphan & Miller, 2020). The influence of other actors in the field is particularly relevant for public
universities seeking to engage in status-seeking activities, since their missions and range of
activities are often prescribed in statute (Doran, 2015; McGuinness, 2016). Moreover, public
universities are often organized as multicampus systems governed by a single board, rendering
impossible unilateral action on part of any one campus to start a new program or change a name.
Thus, it is likely that the institutional, policy, and regulatory context in which a university or
university system attempts to engage in status-increasing activities plays a role in explaining the

eventual outcome of those activities, as well as the way in which they unfold over time.

Moreover, the academic drift literature makes an important assumption in its theorizing of
the origins of academic drift within universities—namely, that the only motive for the activities
characterized as academic drift—name changes, new degree programs, and changes to admissions
policies—is an inherent desire for greater prestige. For example, Gonzalez (2012) attributes the
striving behavior of the university she studies to a desire by faculty and administrators to acquire
greater prestige, and O’Meara and Bloomgarden (2011, pp. 50-51) summarize faculty perceptions
of their university’s striving behavior as stemming from “an institutional desire to acquire greater
prestige and resources.” In other words, the desire for prestige is inherent—*“prestige is to higher
education as profit is to corporations” (Toma, 2012, p. 119)—and serves as the driving impetus
for activities characterized as ‘academic drift.” Yet, these assumptions about the inherent desire
for prestige and the long-term inevitability of academic drift do not square with recent findings
that public comprehensive universities engage in institutional strategy that more deeply embeds

them in the perceived lower-prestige equity fields (Orphan, 2020; Warshaw et al., 2020).
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Research Setting, Data Sources, and Analytic Methods
The California State University system as a representative case

The California State University system traces its history back to the mid-19th century,
when the first California State Normal School was established to train elementary school teachers,
some eleven years before the California legislature established the first campus of what would
become the nine-campus University of California system (Gerth, 2010, p. xviii). Over the next
century, the seventeen State Normal School campuses would grow under the administration of the
State Board of Education, until united as the California State College system with an independent
board of trustees by legislation implementing the state’s famed Master Plan for Higher Education
(Master Plan Survey Team, 1960). Over the course of the next half century, the State College
system engaged in a series of activities that have been each been described under the theoretical
umbrella of academic drift: lobbying the legislature to change the system’s legal name to the
California State University system; attempting to secure funds and acceptance for increased faculty
research; and eventually securing, via legislation passed in 2005, the ability to independently

award the doctoral degree.

As an interpretive historical case study, this paper investigates a particular phenomenon
(academic drift) in a particular context (the California State University system) over an extended
period of time (1960-2005), with the goal of interpreting or theorizing about that phenomenon
(Merriam, 1988, pp. 24-28). As an instance of academic drift, the case of the CSU system can be
considered a “typical” or “representative” case, where the “puzzle of interest” lies within the case
itself (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 299)—the phenomenon of academic drift, as described by
the literature in higher education, comprises precisely the types of status-seeking activities that the

CSU system attempted over the course of the 45-year period under study. Thus, within the bounds
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of the temporally and institutionally bound case (see Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2014, pp. 33—
34 on boundedness), my goal is to attend to the particular nuances of academic drift within the
CSU system with a particular focus on the dynamics of fieldwide contestation and the importance

of contingent starting conditions.
Archival sources and triangulation

The case narrative presented below is structured narratively, grounded in source material
triangulated across thousands of pages of primary source documents, memoranda, and oral history
interviews archived and publicly accessible at the California State Archives and the archives of
the California State University system. The main archival sources for this study come from the
Inventory of the Donald R. Gerth Papers at that CSU Archives. These papers, donated by Gerth,
the former Chancellor of Sacramento State University, contain nearly 79 linear feet of
documentary sources, including correspondence, memoranda, and transcripts of interviews he
conducted with key informants during as he wrote The People’s University: A history of the
California State University, his part-memoir, part chronicle of the history of the CSU system
(Gerth, 2010). Because Gerth devoted a full chapter of his book to the evolution of graduate
education within the CSU system (2010, pp. 221-240), his papers and the book offer a unique
insight into a CSU insider’s analysis of the evolution of academic drift within the system (although

he does not use the phrase).

Cognizant that each archive reflects the biases of its own creation (Decker, 2013) and
consonant with my interest of developing a history of academic drift within the CSU system at the
field level, | supplemented these archival documents with primary source documents from the
Inventory of the California Postsecondary Education Commission Records at the California State

Library, as well as reports written by CPEC archived on their website (last accessed: December
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2020). Between 1960 and 2005, CPEC served as the state’s independent State Higher Education
Executive Office (SHEEO) and wrote several influential and informative reports about faculty
workload and graduate and doctoral education in the state. These reports served as important
building blocks in locating CSU’s academic drift within a broader history of higher education in
California, and also helped me identify other primary sources and reports that helped me
triangulate information gleaned from the sources in the two archives described above. To gain a
sense of fieldwide discourses and debates about CSU’s academic drift activities, | also consulted
contemporary and retrospective newspaper reports sourced from the California Digital Newspaper

Collection and ProQuest’s historical newspaper database.

In addition to the archival and newspaper sources described above, | also drew inferences
based on 30 hours of original retrospective oral history interviews conducted by me as part of a
broader project exploring the evolution of higher education governance in California. These
interviews were conducted with several individuals across higher education in California who had
first-hand knowledge or experience with the history described below and were conducted with the
intent of illuminating the lived experiences and subjective motivations of key protagonists. The
interviews were conducted in the first half of 2020; due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews
were conducted remotely via zoom, recorded, transcribed and manually verified, and the transcript

shared and approved by participants before being incorporated as source material.
Academic Drift at the CSU system, 1960-2005
From state college to university, 1960-1972

When the California Master Plan for Higher Education was being negotiated in 1959 by
members of the state’s higher education elite, the focal issue was determining how to govern the

three ‘segments’ of public higher education—the elite University of California (UC), the more
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regionally-focused state college system, and local community colleges—and how to plan for
orderly growth given the expected increase in postwar student enrollment (Douglass, 2000a,
2000b). Behind this ostensive statewide planning, however, was a complex political negotiation
orchestrated by UC President Clark Kerr, who sought to maintain the UC system’s independence
from state regulation and preserve its status at the top of the prestige hierarchy (Douglass, 2010,
p. 4). However, negotiations were very nearly derailed by representatives of the state colleges,
who insisted that any final proposal to the legislature include explicit approval for them to award
doctoral degrees and for the state to allocate funding for faculty research. The compromise Master
Plan that was eventually institutionalized legislatively did not preclude the state colleges from
conducting research even as it acknowledged the UC system as “the primary state-supported
academic agency for research” and granted it the “sole authority to award the doctoral
degree....except that it may agree with the state colleges to award joint doctoral degrees in selected
fields” (1960 Donahoe Act, 1960, secs. 22550, 22552; for a full elaboration of the negotiations
and the compromise, see Douglass, 2000a, pp. 289-297). Even as the legislation explicitly
prohibited the state colleges from awarding independent doctoral degrees, it legislated that the
“primary function of the state colleges is the provision of instruction for undergraduate students

and graduate students...through the master’s degree” (1960 Donahoe Act, 1960, p. 22606).

Although the Master Plan legislated several important goals for the state college
representatives—most notably, an independent board of trustees that guaranteed operational
independence from the state Department of Education—it also created dissonance within the state
colleges. If the state colleges were allowed to conduct research and award graduate degrees, then
why were they still colleges? “The California State Colleges,” pointed out chancellor Glenn

Dumke in an speech, “are retaining the title of ‘college,’ although their development and present
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status is much the same as that of institutions in other states which currently bear the ‘state
university’ name” (Dumke, 1963, p. 104). But if the state colleges were functionally universities,
then why didn’t their faculty receive state funding for research, and why weren’t they allowed to

award doctoral degrees?

The inability of faculty and leadership at the state colleges to fully inhabit either category—
a fully undergraduate teaching college or a comprehensive university—brought with it a sense of
inequity and grievance, as faculty members sought unsuccessfully through the remainder of the
decade to right the perceived wrongs of the Master Plan. In 1963, Dumke requested $500,000 in
state funds for research over the objections of the state’s influential legislative analyst, calling it
“one of the most important items” in that year’s budget (Blanchard, 1963, p. 10); yet, neither
funding nor space was explicitly allocated by the legislature to the state colleges (Gerth, 2010, p.
233). By the middle of the decade, frustration within the state college system was palpable. In a
1966 report to the academic senate of the state colleges, a Sacramento State College faculty
member complained about “the placing of the State Colleges in a perpetually and invidiously
subordinate position to the University,” despite their “nearly identical functions” (quoted in
Trombley, 1966, p. H1). As that report railed against the “unwarrantably advantageous position”
afforded to the UC system by the Master Plan, other faculty members within the state college
system “complain[ed] of having been relegated to ‘second-class academic citizenship’” (quoted in

Joint Committee on Higher Education, 1969, p. 64).

In response, Dumke and the state colleges engaged in a two-pronged effort to have the
legislature recognize the state colleges as universities. In 1967, reflecting on the awarding of the
first joint doctoral degree, he argued in interview with the Los Angeles Times that the joint

doctorate was “an intermediate step toward our own solid Ph.D.’s,” and that “sooner or later the
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state colleges can and should give their own doctoral degrees” (Trombley, 1967a, pp. G1-2). In
that interview, Dumke was at pains to reject that the desire to award doctoral degrees was not
motivated by the pursuit of prestige, noting that “we don’t want to be pale images of the university.
We will do our own work in our own way,” which meant educating doctoral students who would
be “especially competent in undergraduate teaching” (Trombley, 1967a, p. G2). Simultaneously,
Dumke and the state college Trustees sponsored legislation in 1967 and again in 1968 authorizing
renaming the system from the California State Colleges to the California State University (Gerth,

2010, p. 544).

Although both proposals were popular within the system, they were met with strong
fieldwide opposition. Arthur G. Coons, a member of the Master Plan negotiating team and the
president of the state’s independent coordinating agency, was clear on both accounts. “There is no
way to construe the present wording of the Master Plan or state Education Code to give the state
colleges the right to offer separate Ph.Ds., not if the English language is still the English language,”
he noted in an interview (quoted in Trombley, 1967b, p. 3). The Los Angeles Times, in a strongly
worded editorial, concluded that “it would be wasteful indeed to permit the state colleges to assume
the responsibility of the University of California to conduct doctoral and post-doctoral programs
of instruction and research” (Los Angeles Times, 1968). And despite some legislative support for
the name change, there was fierce opposition within the Governor’s office. As governor Ronald
Reagan’s chief education advisor Alex Sherriffs recalled, “I fought [it] tooth and nail when I was
in the governor’s office...In the first place, most of the campuses are not, by any definition I’ve
ever seen, a university. A university...includes several colleges and is heavily engaged in

scholarship and research. It gives the doctoral degrees” (Sherriffs, 1984, pp. 84-85).
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Dumke and faculty were caught in a bind. Without state funds to conduct research or the
ability to award independent doctoral degrees, their claim to be a University was seen as
illegitimate. But without the University name, their efforts to conduct research and award
independent doctoral degrees was seen as being ‘against the rules.” As Coons noted in his
interview, “whether you start with the change in mission and then change the name, or change the
name then hope you can change the mission, the results are the same” (Trombley, 1967b, p. 3)—
an illegitimate attack on the state’s carefully negotiated Master Plan. Yet, the change seemed
inevitable absent a viable alternative categorization for the state colleges. In 1969, a legislative
joint committee, although noting that “we do not accept the proposition that there is only one road
to academic distinction,” nonetheless concluded that “the proposed name change should be
discussed openly...as a means of bringing about basic changes in the role and functions of the state

colleges,” (Joint Committee on Higher Education, 1969, pp. 53-54).

In 1971, the state colleges again sponsored legislation, weakened slightly to require
individual state college campuses to secure the approval of the state’s independent coordinating
agency before changing their names. As with the earlier proposal for the name change, rhetoric
was sharp, but not partisan. “I ask you, I plead with you,” argued bill sponsor Richard Barnes, a
republican from San Diego, on the assembly floor, “on behalf of the graduates of these outstanding
institutions who are denied the word university on their diplomas,” even as a Republican colleague
argued that the designation should be reserved “for the great University of California and its
worldwide reputation of achievement” (both quoted in “Bill,” 1970). But with an amendment that
no state college campuses change their names before the state’s coordinating agency had
established criteria to govern a name change, the bill passed and governor Reagan signed it into

law in November 1971 (see Gerth, 2010, pp. 544-546 for a detailed account of the legislative
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negotiations). Five months later, the criteria governing name changes had been established, and
despite UC President Charles Hitch’s assertion that these criteria were not “in any general sense a
definition of a university,” (Trombley, 1972, p. C1) 13 state colleges became universities, and the

California State University (CSU) system was born.
“A normal function of any complicated university”: 1970-1990

To the extent that CSU faculty and leadership hoped that becoming a university would
increase the legitimacy of their involvement in doctoral work, even if jointly with the UC system,
they were soon proven mistaken. In 1972, the state’s influential Legislative Analyst’s Office
(LAO), which advised the legislature on budgetary matters, recommended eliminating funding for
the joint doctoral programs. The program “appears to be a high-cost low productivity activity,” the
LAO wrote in its budget analysis, and “benefits appear to be few” (Legislative Analyst’s Office,
1972, p. 1071). Between 1970-71 and 1980-81, the UC and CSU systems awarded just fifty-eight
joint doctoral degrees (Gerth, 2010, p. 225) and in 1981, the LAO minced no words in
recommending the elimination of joint doctoral degrees: “The joint doctoral programs...have
failed to live up to their promise of becoming an integral part of [CSU]’s educational mission...we
must seriously question whether [the joint doctoral program] serves any meaningful purpose in
enhancing the system’s educational status” (Legislative Analyst’s Office, 1981, pp. 1357-1358).
This time, the proposal evoked a strong response from the CSU faculty, whose academic senate
unanimously passed a resolution opposing their elimination (Academic Senate of the California
State University, 1981), and after mobilizing high-ranking University officials in an effort to save

the programs (Wood, 1981), the legislature ultimately declined to eliminate the programs.

In 1982, after Dumke retired after twenty years as chancellor, the Board of Trustees

appointed W. Ann Reynolds, formerly provost at the Ohio State University, as chancellor. Gaining
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the authority to award the independent doctorate soon became an internal priority for the CSU
administration under Reynolds (Gerth, 2010, pp. 225-226). In 1985, with support from the
academic senate and the Board of Trustees, Reynolds announced the CSU system’s intention to
seek legislation authorizing the system to independently award the doctoral degree in education
(henceforth, the Ed.D.), citing a shortage of adequately trained teachers. Despite Reynolds’ explicit
assurances that “we are not trying to move into the area of doctoral research...we are not research
universities...we do not aspire to be [research universities]” (Roark, 1985, p. 22), the proposal
generated immediate opposition from those in the field. “Nothing could be more damaging” to the
Master Plan, declared Edward Carter, member of the UC Board of Regents (Santa Cruz Sentinel,
1985bh). Patrick Callan, executive director of the California Postsecondary Education Commission
(CPEC), the state’s independent higher education coordinating agency, called it “the most
significant departure from the master plan...in the past 25 years,” adding that “I don’t see any
evidence of an enormous need that is not being met by existing programs” (Savage, 1985, p. 33).
Privately, UC President David Gardner reached out to Reynolds to let her know that the UC would
vigorously oppose the proposal (Gardner, 1997, p. 522); publicly, he called for CPEC to “study”
the demand for the Ed.D. in the state (Statement on Demand for the Doctoral Degree in Education,

1986).

When CPEC released its report, it recommended that “no new doctoral programs in
educational administration be established in any institution not now offering the degree,” noting
that existing supply across the UC system and the state’s private universities was more than
sufficient to meet projected demand (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1987a, p.
33). The report, expectedly, was met with harsh criticism by leaders within the CSU system, with

Claudia Hampton—a CSU Trustee and its representative to CPEC—calling the report “flawed”
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(Roark, 1987). By 1987, despite negotiations between CSU and UC leadership to resolve the
“tension” around the issue (“Compromise,” 1987), it soon became apparent that the initiative was
unlikely to succeed anytime soon (Trombley, 1987). Underscoring this fact was a 1989 report
released by a bipartisan legislative joint committee reviewing higher education in California,
which rejected the “perception of hierarchy” among the public segments as “misleading and
wrong,” and reinforced joint doctorates as the appropriate mechanism for doctoral education in the
CSU system. (Joint Committee for Review of The Master Plan for Higher Education, 1989, pp. 9,
14-16). In January 1990, in a largely symbolic gesture, the CSU Board of Trustees adopted a
resolution to “evaluate” the process of acquiring the independent authority as part of a broader
plan to continue to lay the groundwork for future revision of the legislation limiting its ability to
independently award the Ed.D. (Kerschner & Lemos, 1990). But by April, Reynolds had resigned
from her position under pressure from the Trustees over controversial pay raises made to senior
employees (Gordon, 1990). At the same time, California was in the middle of its worst recession
since World War Il (Cromwell, 1994). So when new chancellor Barry Munitz took over, he
prioritized the fiscal stringencies of the time over the potential establishment of the independent

doctorate, and the momentum of the past few years was lost (Gerth, 2010, p. 226).

Reflecting on her attempt to gain the doctorate several years later, Reynolds noted that “I
still think that being able to offer a doctorate is a normal function of any complicated university;
any sophisticated university, which CSU is” (Reynolds, 2004, p. 20). A similar sentiment was
shared by a high-ranking CSU official who worked under Reynolds at the time: “The reality
was...during the that time faculty from Cal State Los Angeles were also on the faculty at UCLA
teaching their graduate doctoral programs. And the same was true with several others. [...] The

faculty were capable” (David Leveille, personal communication, 2020). But what CSU leadership
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and staff saw as necessary acknowledgement of work that they were already doing, external
stakeholders in the field saw as mission drift or mission envy. A 1992 report by CPEC reviewing
joint doctoral program noted that participating in the joint doctoral programs could “increase the
prestige of a State University campus over what it enjoys as a master’s degree-granting institution”
(California Postsecondary Education Commission, 1992, p. 6). This characterization provoked a
strong response from the academic senate, whose chair criticized the report as “unbalanced,”
“unfair,” and “[displaying] a bias against CSU graduate education, per se” (Wilcox, 1992). In
1993, the California Research Bureau released a report exploring the “cost disease” within public
higher education in California, which it attributed in part to mission drift away from undergraduate
instruction. The report pointed to the push for the name change in the 1970s, the emphasis by the
CSU Board of Trustees on increasing graduate enrollment and faculty research, and CSU’s push
for the independent doctorate as evidence that “the State University...may be subject to the
influence of a dominant national value system that favors research and graduate education at the

expense of undergraduate instruction” (Knutsen, 1993, p. 45).
Audiology and the Ed.D.: 1998-2005

The next—and ultimately successful—push for the doctorate came during the turn of the
millennium. In 1998, Charles B. Reed, the chancellor of the State University System of Florida,
was appointed chancellor of CSU, after Munitz resigned to lead the J. Paul Getty Trust. He soon
formed a strong relationship with state assembly member and former Pasadena City College
president Jack Scott, an advocate for community college issues within the legislature; both Reed
and Scott shared a mutual interest in increasing the production of Ed.D. degrees in California.
Scott, in particular, was frustrated by what he saw as the UC system’s unwillingness to engage in

in applied doctoral education. “I had always felt like I had wanted to see the University of
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California take up and create a really strong training for community college administrators...but
they didn’t ever. I think they were more interested in nuclear physics than in these very practical
things like helping administrators in K-12 and in community colleges get their Ed.D. degree” (Jack

Scott, personal communication, July 1, 2020).

Scott and Reed made common cause. In 1999, the state legislature passed a bill sponsored
by Scott that directed CPEC to study the state’s “capacity” for applied joint doctoral degrees, with
a particular focus on the state’s production of Ed.D. degrees (AB-1279, 1999). While CPEC
studied the issue, Reed organized the legislative caucuses, framing the CSU’s intention to
independently award the Ed.D. as an equity issue. “My first trip through working on the education
doctorate was organizing the caucuses and sharing with them about how people of color couldn’t
get an advanced degree in California, and how few people got it, [and] those that did how much
they had to pay for it at the private institutions,” he recounted in a later interview (Reed, 2006, p.
7). In the same interview, he noted that the Florida State University system was “a combination of
CSU and UC, and I spent 14 years saying ‘no’ to the want-to-be’s [...] I don’t compare CSU to

UC” (Reed, 2006, pp. 1, 9).

In December 2000, CPEC released its report on the state’s capacity to increase Ed.D.
production. In a report that ran over 300 pages, CPEC concluded that the state’s current production
of Ed.D. graduates was sufficient to meet current demand, that there was “little evidence” to
demonstrate increasing demand for the degree, and thus, “no new State policies are needed to
promote increased production to maintain the current demand for doctorates” in the state’s schools
and community colleges (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 2000, p. 266).
Undeterred, Reed wrote to UC President Atkinson in February 2001 informing him that the CSU

system intended to seek the authority to award the Ed.D. “It is time to recognize the overwhelming
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evidence,” he wrote, “that the joint approach has failed to produce the number of high-quality
education doctorates the state should expect from its public universities [...] I have...come to the
conclusion that it is critically important for CSU to have the authority to award the Ed.D.” (Reed,
2001). The same month, now-Senator Scott and fellow Senator Dede Alpert sponsored legislation
seeking to expand the granting of the Ed.D. degree in California. In March, the CSU system
released its own report rebutting CPEC’s recommendations in which it argued that the supply of
Ed.Ds. had been “artificially suppressed” and that future demand would be substantially higher
than the current demand for the degree. The only way to solve this problem in an equitable manner,

the report argued, would be for CSU to award the degree:

Continuing the state’s current policies for producing education doctorates is likely
not only to fail to close the gap between supply and demand [...] but also to fail to
produce a desirable level of ethnic, racial, and gender diversity among those
holding such degrees. [...] These problems can be solved or greatly ameliorated
only by allowing the California State University system to award Doctor of
Education degrees. (The California State University, 2001, p. 27)

As they had done each time the issue had come up over the past four decades, the UC
system mobilized in opposition to this latest threat to their monopoly on the doctorate. Atkinson
wrote to Alpert underscoring the conclusions of CPEC’s independent report, noting that “[t]here
is no evidence...that would justify the large-scale expansion of this degree that would result if
CSU were given independent authority to offer it” (Atkinson, 2001). Clark Kerr, architect of the
Master Plan, ninety years old, and an institution unto himself, was also enlisted in the effort. In a
letter to Alpert, he acknowledged his disappointment with the underproduction of joint doctoral
degrees but was apocalyptic in his characterization of the “mission creep” that would occur were
CSU granted the authority to award the doctorate: “Approval of an independent CSU doctorate
would be a major example of ‘mission creep’ [...] Once set in motion, mission creep is nearly

impossible to reverse. It has cost taxpayers in most states millions of dollars because it has
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generated unproductive competition, overbuilding, and duplication of effort in public higher

education systems around the country” (Kerr, 2001).

As Reed went public with his intentions, the UC system pushed back harder. Even as Reed
characterized UC’s opposition as a case of the proverbial dog in the manger, UC leadership
attacked CSU’s intentions as an attempt to “unravel the master plan” (Selingo, 2001). And
although Reed, through his legislative spadework, was confident that he had the votes in the
legislature, Governor Gray Davis, who shared a strong relationship with Atkinson, made it clear
that he agreed with Kerr and would veto the legislation should it make it to his desk (Gerth, 2010,
p. 228). Without a viable path to the independent doctorate, Reed agreed to Atkinson’s proposal
to establish a joint CSU/UC Ed.D. board to expand joint degree production (University of

California & California State University, 2001).

Although Reed and the CSU system lost that battle, circumstances soon shifted that gave
them a new opening to push for the Ed.D. In October 2003, Atkinson retired and was replaced by
the Chancellor of the University of California San Diego, Robert “Bob” Dynes. In November,
Governor Gray Davis was recalled by special election and Arnold Schwarzenegger was sworn in
as the new governor. In December, Clark Kerr passed away. The elevation of Schwarzenegger as
governor was particularly advantageous for Reed and the CSU system’s cause. Reed had come to
know Eunice Shriver, Schwarzenegger’s mother-in-law, from when he had served as chief of staff
to Florida Governor Robert Graham (Gerth, 2010, p. 228), and Reed had been asked to serve as an
informal advisor to the incoming governor on educational matters (Mathews, 2009). In September
2004, when the CSU academic senate released a report that concluded that “joint PhD programs
have not in general lived up to their promise” and called for the system to consider seeking the

authority to award doctoral degrees in applied fields beyond the Ed.D. (Task Force on Graduate
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and Postbaccalaureate Education in the CSU, 2004, p. 8). Meanwhile, the national accrediting
body for Audiologists—changed their certification requirements to require the attainment of a
professional doctorate as the entry level for the field (La Belle, 2004, p. 10). And with only one
UC/CSU joint doctoral program in Audiology operational in the state, CSU’s governmental

relations staff, sensing an opportunity, began to lay the groundwork for another legislative push.

By the time Scott introduced legislation in April 2005 in the state Senate seeking to grant
the CSU system authority to award clinical and professional doctoral degrees (SB-724, 2005), the
CSU system knew they had the votes in the legislature and the support of the governor. “When we
introduced our bill, we had over 50 co-authors. We already had the votes in both houses as a result.
We had spent six months working with legislators at home, with campus presidents and others,”
recalled Karen Zamarripa, the CSU system’s chief governmental relations executive (Karen
Zamarripa, personal communication, June 2020). UC officials, however, were ready to put up a
fight. Stephen Arditti, the UC System’s Assistant Vice President of State Governmental Relations,

(13

wrote to Scott expressing the UC system’s strong opposition to the bill’s “effort to eliminate one

of the most important features of the Master Plan for Higher Education” and pointing out that the
UC was setting up an “audiology task force” to expand cooperation between UC and CSU (Arditti,
2005). But even as UC’s representatives lined up their supporters in opposition to the bill, they
faced an uphill battle to kill the bill, although they saw a path to narrow the scope of CSU’s degree-

granting authority:

“CSU had done a terrific job of mobilizing lots and lots of people, both campus
people and their alumni, contacting legislators, urging them. And the argument
against it was hard. | mean, it was based on pretty much the master plan and the
rationale for the master plan. And when people said, "well, why do you care so
much about this [Audiology]? It's just a little thing, a little topic over here. Your
people really haven't been all that interested in this anyway, they won't do it, why
are you so [against it]?" It was a difficult argument to make as to why they should
not be able to do this. [...] [But] they just couldn't get enough support for something
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that broad. It's not as though people want to just discard the master plan for higher
education” (Steven Arditti, personal communication, June 2020).

As the legislative negotiations continued through the summer of 2005, the scope of the bill
was narrowed to make an “exception” to the Master Plan in allowing the CSU system to
independently award the Ed.D. degree only. “[That was] a pure read of the votes and the politics,”
recalled Zamarripa; “members of the committee were persuaded about the K-12 and community
college need. Audiology was not as prevalent in their mind. And it was Jack [Scott] and Charlie
[Reed]’s read that we needed to focus on education” (Karen Zamarripa, personal communication,
June 2020). With its scope narrowed to just the Ed.D. and its framing as an “exception” to the
Master Plan rather than the elimination of one of its tenets, the UC system dropped its objections
to the bill, which eventually passed in September 2005. By March 2006, the CSU system had
selected seven campuses to admit the first cohort of students (Simoes, 2006), and in the fall of
2007—mnearly half a century after their first attempt—the first cohort of students were admitted

into a doctoral program independently administered by the California State University system.
Discussion
The origins of academic drift

To the extent that the research literature has considered academic drift as a bounded
phenomenon with a beginning and an end, its origins have been assumed to be grounded in an
aspirational desire for greater prestige or legitimacy (Morphew, 2002; Morphew & Huisman,
2002), which cause an organization to leave one institutional field for another, more prestigious
one (Warshaw et al., 2019). Thus, academic drift represents a “change of templates” (Jaquette,
2013) and an abandonment of “historic missions” of access and equity (Warshaw et al., 2020).
Collectively, the literature has characterized academic drift as a set of actions—changing names,

increasing research output, and expanding graduate programs—stemming from a desire to
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“escape” an institutional category that is deemed to be less prestigious than another, desired
category. It is an escape from “who we are now but do not want to be” to “who we are not but

desire to be.”

The nearly five-decade long arc of academic drift within the CSU system forces a revision
of the assumption that the only motive for academic drift is a desire for greater prestige and
suggests that the findings of quantitative field-level studies of academic drift (Baker et al., 2007;
Harris & Ellis, 2020) may obscure the potential variety of rationales and causal mechanisms by
which universities engage in academic drift activities. This case illustrates an alternative
motivation rooted in the organization’s desire for external recognition of an organizational identity
held by organizational members. Organizational identity is a series of claims made by organization
members to answer the question “who are we as an organization?” (Albert & Whetten, 1985).
These identity claims often take the form of “categorical imperatives—what the organization must
do to avoid acting out of character” (Whetten, 2006, p. 221). However, because the range of
categorically legitimate activities are defined by the organization’s institutional field (Besharov &
Brickson, 2016), organizations seek to verify their categorical claims within their social categories

by explicitly inhabiting the standards of that field (Pratt & Kraatz, 2009, p. 393).

The CSU case, thus, suggests that one alternative motive for academic drift beyond the
pursuit of prestige might be the identity threat (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006) faced by organization
members—the incongruity between the categorical imperatives that organization members believe
they must fulfil to avoid acting out of character, and those that their institutional stakeholders
believe that they need to fulfil. In the present case, CSU staff and leaders believed, right from the
signing of the Master Plan in 1960, that they were fulfilling the categorical imperative of a

doctoral-granting university. Other stakeholders in the field—the legislature, the governor, CPEC,
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and the UC system—did not, however, see the CSU system as belonging to that category and
fulfilling its imperatives. As organizational members gained reflexive awareness of this
contradiction, they attempted to resolve it by seeking to acquire recognition for the identity that
they felt the organization had based on what they were already doing. Thus, CSU system leaders’
and faculty members’ desires for the name change, support for faculty research, and the authority
to award the doctoral degree were motivated not by an aspirational desire to attain a new identity
or to exit the undergraduate teaching field, but in order to gain recognition of their position in an
organizational category—i.e., of their organizational identity—in which they thought that the

system already existed.

In this sense, the early push for the name change was an attempt to seek recognition from
institutional stakeholders for the ‘original’ template that CSU inhabited as a matter of fact but not
as a matter of designation. Similarly, the pursuit of the authority to independently award doctoral
degrees was not about exiting one field for a more prestigious one as much as about fulfilling the
imperative of the category in which organizational members thought CSU was located already. To
this end, CSU’s arguments emphasized the system’s teacher- and administrator-training missions
and their desire to offer a practical education in audiology and education, as opposed to the more
theoretical fields that in which the UC system awarded doctorates. Each Chancellor who pushed
for the authority to grant the doctorate was explicit that they were not trying to attain greater
prestige or emulate the UC system; they were, however, trying to gain recognition and authority

to more fully inhabit the category in which they already existed.
The evolution of academic drift

The second contribution of this paper is to explore the contestation and evolution of

academic drift at the field level. As discussed above, much of the research on academic drift has
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taken a quantitative approach, studying fieldwide institutional diversity (Harris & Ellis, 2020;
Morphew, 2009), college name changes (Jaquette, 2013; Morphew, 2002), and the establishment
of doctoral programs (Baker et al., 2007); These studies have focused more on characterizing the
ends of academic drift, rather than the means by which those ends were achieved. Qualitative
research on academic drift examining the faculty experience at striving universities has shown that
although there are pockets of resistance within the university, academic drift is inevitable once
started (Gonzales, 2014; O’Meara & Bloomgarden, 2011). Yet, as this case study shows, the path
from decision to adoption is historically contingent, non-linear, and far from inevitable. CSU’s
ability to grant the independent doctorate, for example, although decades in the making, was
attained only because a once-in-a-lifetime gubernatorial recall, the death of an influential higher
education statesman, a leadership transition within the UC system, and a change to the
accreditation requirements for audiologists opened a historically contingent window of

opportunity for the CSU system.

This is not to say, however, that the past forty years of attempts were irrelevant—rather,
they were foundational in building the foundation from which CSU could mount its ultimately
successful attempt to fully inhabit its desired identity. Rather, it focuses attention to the role of
time in enabling it. Each time that CSU mounted an effort to gain the authority to award the
doctoral degree, the UC system presented the same defense: that such an action would violate a
foundational tenet of the state’s master plan. Yet, was the influence of the states’ master plan the
same in 2005 as it was in 1965, with many of its writers deceased, and the document itself a
historical artifact? Would the window of opportunity that opened in 2005 have opened forty years
earlier, and would legislators have been open to making an ‘exception’ to a plan so recently

negotiated? These questions are, indeed, counterfactual, but their consideration leads to an
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important point about the evolution of academic drift—that it evolves over a considerable period
of time, with many stops and starts, through incremental progress. Indeed, the process of academic
drift might be inherently historical in the sense of being explainable as the result of the confluence
of “multiple temporal processes operating together...at a particular moment” (Wadhwani &
Bucheli, 2013, p. 10). For example, the signing of the 2005 legislation that awarded CSU the
authority to award Ed.D. degrees can be explained by the historically contingent intersections of a
long-term process (the waning influence of the Master Plan), medium-term processes (the
relationship between Reed and Scott; the decision by the accrediting board of audiologists), and a
momentary event (the recall of Governor Gray Davis). Research that looks at fieldwide change as
before and after ‘snapshots’ (Harris & Ellis, 2020; Morphew, 2002), therefore, misses the

inherently diachronic nature of academic drift and its evolution.

Finally, this case study of academic drift within the CSU system contributes to the
sequenced nature of the activities that comprise academic drift. This finding suggests that as a
phenomenon, academic drift may be able to be processually disaggregated into constituent parts
which are then realized over a period of time. It is telling, for example, that when Dumke failed in
his first attempt to get research funding and the doctoral degree and the name change, he focused
his attention on the name change first. As a symbolic action with no good counterargument, the
acquisition of the University title laid the foundation for the system to then advocate for the
authority to award the doctoral degree—as Chancellor Reynolds noted in the 1980s, just a
“normal” function of any complex university. Extant research has generally examined each
component action independently and has not, to my knowledge, considered the inter-relationships
between, for example, college name changes and the establishment of graduate programs. As

discussed above, however, it is likely that name changes, as symbolic actions (Glynn & Abzug,
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2002), precede more substantive changes to enrollment practices and graduate degree production.
To the extent that future research on academic drift adopts a case study approach such as the one
employed here, it may be worthwhile to attend in particular to issues of chronology and

contingency in both methodological approach and concept definition (Yin, 2014, pp. 154-155).
Limitations and Conclusion

As a single case study, this paper suffers from all of the limitations inherent to the
methodological approach—most notably, the ability to generalize to other types of universities and
higher education systems. Yet, even if as a “black swan” (Flyvbjerg, 2006), this study has shown
that the pursuit of prestige is not the only motive for universities to engage in the activities
commonly considered to comprise academic drift. Thus, rather than generalize the findings of this
case study to all universities, or even to all public university systems in the United States, this
paper seeks to contribute to the “cumulative refinement of contingent generalizations” (George &
Bennett, 2005, p. 112) about the origins of academic drift within universities and the nature of its
evolution over time. Moreover, since California houses the United States’ largest systems of public
higher education and enrolls nearly a quarter of the country’s undergraduate students (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2018; National Student Clearinghouse, 2019), understanding the
nature and evolution of academic drift within the state and the dynamics of the tensions between
its public segments of higher education renders the case intrinsically important in understanding

the evolution of higher education in California.

Ultimately, this paper makes two distinct contributions to the research literature about
academic drift. First, | problematize the notion of prestige as the sole motive for academic drift by
demonstrating that academic drift within the CSU system stemmed not from a pursuit of prestige

but from a desire to reconcile an identity threat. And second, | demonstrate that as a process,
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academic drift is historically contingent, contested both within and outside the university walls,
and far from inevitable. Collectively, these findings develop a more nuanced understanding of
academic drift as a temporal and contested process, uncertain in outcome, and linked to concepts
of organizational identity that have not yet been granted an analytical role in explaining the
phenomenon. Scholars interested in further developing these concepts further may investigate

these links in different contexts and over different periods of time.
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Conclusion

Each of the three papers in this dissertation describes a different aspect of the evolving
relationships between organization members, the organization’s various identities, and its
institutional, social, and historical contexts. In doing so, this dissertation answers Bastedo’s
(2012a) call for organization theorists to engage in “mechanism-based theorizing” in higher
education. Although the study of organizational identities has had a long and complex intellectual
history of its own in organizational sociology (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Corley et al., 2006; Gioia
et al., 2013), higher education scholarship has been far more reluctant to engage with
organizational identity as an explanatory theory (Stensaker, 2015) or to use higher education as an

empirical context for theory-building (Bastedo, 2012b).

The first and third papers in this dissertation do precisely this kind of mechanism-based
theorizing, deploying concepts from the theoretical toolbox of organizational identity to explain
the evolution of key phenomena of interest. The first paper uses organizational identity to explore
the agency of leaders and staff at the California Postsecondary Education Commission (CPEC),
developing not just a novel theory-informed history of higher education coordination in California,
but illuminating the possibility of more nuanced models of state governance of higher education
in general. This paper demonstrated that the contextualized enactment of organizational identities
can shape the relationship between policy intermediaries, higher education institutions, and the
government. The key contribution of this paper is the novel argument that inconsistency in CPEC’s
dominant organizational identity, stemming from a foundational ambiguity in its enabling
legislation, shaped its influence and therefore the evolution of higher education governance in

California over a fifty-year period. Even as this paper demonstrates that organizational identities

104



can explain policy dynamics, it is limited in its ability to consider the dynamic and evolving
interactions between the evolving identities of CPEC, the UC, CSU, and community college
systems over time. Indeed, an interesting extension of this work might consider exploring the
evolution of higher education policy in California and in other states by explicitly elaborating the
identities of each of these entities in relation to the others, in a sort of dynamic, organization-
theoretic yet historically-aware adaptation of Burton Clark’s (1983) foundational and oft-cited

conceptual framework for describing higher education.

The third paper in this dissertation also deploys organizational identity as a mechanism to
challenge the assumptions underpinning nearly forty years of research on academic drift, and to
explore its contours over a timescale rarely studied in the academic drift literature. This paper
demonstrates how drawing on concepts of organization identity as a set of categorical imperatives
(Albert & Whetten, 1985; Whetten, 2006) can help identify an alternative causal driver of
academic drift than the pursuit of greater status and prestige. This paper shows that academic drift
in the context of the California State University (CSU) system stemmed from a desire to stem the
perceived historical injustice of not recognizing the “right” categorical imperatives for CSU, rather

than from a desire to obtain a “new,” more prestigious identity for the organization.

In contrast to Chapters 1 and 3, Chapter 2 goes the other way, developing theory using
higher education as a productive empirical context. This paper uses moments from the history of
the CPEC developed in Chapter 1 to explore the creation and evolution of organizational selves in
their institutional and historical contexts, but most broadly, argues for a greater analytical role for
context in the study of organizational identities and in organizational theory more generally. In
finding that a ‘focal event’ within a historically contingent institutional context is a necessary

condition for the coalescing of the organizational self , this paper argues for a hermeneutic (parts-
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and-wholes) approach to the study of organizational identities and asks what can be learned about
identities, selves, and context by studying each of the three in relation to each other over time. The
finding that context and organizational self are mutually constitutive opens exciting new avenues
for organizational scholars by making organizational scholarship “matter” as an analytical lens for

broader historical and social phenomena.

Beyond the three individual papers, one of the broader goals of this dissertation has been
to demonstrate the possibility and potential of rigorous interdisciplinary engagement between
higher education, history, and organizational theory. This dissertation conducts historical research
at the intersection of organizational identity, higher education governance, but there is no reason
to believe that these are the only dimensions of organizational theory or higher education that could
benefit from this kind of rigorous interdisciplinary examination. And although there is a long
tradition of rigorous historical research in higher education (Reuben, 1996; Thelin, 2011),
engagement between organizational theory and higher education (Bastedo, 2012c; Cohen et al.,
1972), and an emerging ‘historical turn’ in the study of organizations (Bucheli & Wadhwani, 2014;
Maclean et al., 2020), this dissertation shows that research at this intersection of discipline,
substantive area, and theoretical paradigm is not only possible, but perhaps necessary to

comprehend the complex temporal dynamics of societal phenomena.
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Appendix A: List of CPEC’s Statutory Tasks (1973)

The commission shall have the following functions and responsibilities in its capacity as the statewide
postsecondany educstion planning and coondinating agency and sdviser to the Legislsture and Governar:

1. {1} It shall reguire the governing boards of the segments of public postsecondany education to develop
and submit to the commission institutional and systemwide long-range plans in 3 form determined by
the commission after consultation with the ssgmants.

{2} It =hsll prapare 3 five-y=aar state plan for postsecondany education which shall int=grate the planning
effaorts of the public ssgments and other pertinent plans. The commission shall 2=k to resolve
conflicts or inconsistencies among segmentsl plans in consultstion with the segments. |f such
consultations are unsuccessiul the commission shall report the unresolved issues to the Legislature
with recommendations for resolution. In developing such plan, the commission shall consider at least
the following factors: (3) the nesd for and location of new facilities, {b) the rangs and kinds of programs
appropriste to 2ach institution or system, (¢ the budgstany prioritizs of the institutions and systems of
postsecondarny educstion, (d) the impact of various types and levels of student charges on students
and on postsecondary educationsl programs and institutions, (2) appropriste levels of state-fundsd
student financizl aid, (f) scoess and admissions of students to postsecondany educstion, {g) the
edecational programs and resources of private postsecondany institutions, and (h) the provisions of this
division dif ferentisting the functions of the public systems of higher education.

{3} It shall update the state plan annualhy.

{4} It =hall participate in sppropriste stages of the executive and legislative budgset processes 3=
reguested by the executive and legislative branches and shall advise the sxecutive and legislstive
branches as to whether segmentsl programmatic bedgetany reguests are compatible with the state plan.
It is mot intended that the commission hold independent budget hearings.

ta

Rl

— 2481 —
{5} It shall adwise the Legislature and Governor regarding the nesd for and location of new institutions
and campuses of public higher education.
{8} It shall review proposals by the public ssgments for new programs and make recommendations
regarding such propossls to the Legislature and the Govemnor.
{7y It shall, in consultation with the public segments, establish 3 schedule for segmentsl review of
selected educationsl programs, evaluste the program review processes of the segments, and report its
findings and recommendations to the Govemar and the Lagislaturs,
(B} It =hsll s=rve 3= 3 stimulus to the sagmeants and institutions of postsscondary sducation by
projecting and identifying societsl and educstional nesds and encouraging adaptability to changs.
{5} It shall develop and submit plans to the Legislature and the Gowvemnor for the funding and
administration of 3 program to encowrags innowative edecations] programs by institutions of
postsecondany education.

o

-

=

o

o

10. {10} It shall collect or conduct or both collect and conduct studies of projected manpowsr supphy and

damand, in cooperation with appropriate state agencizs, and dissaminats the results of such studizs to
institutions of postsecondany education and to the public in order to improve the information base upon
which student choices are made.

. {11} It shall pericdicalhy review and make recommendstions concerning the need for and availsbility of
postsecondany programs for adult and continuing eduecation.

=

12. (12} It shall develop criteria for evalusting the effectiveness of all aspects of postsecondary

education.

13. {13} It shall msintsin and vpdste annuslhy an inventony of sl of f-campues programs and faciliies for

education, research and community service operated by public and private institutions of
postsecondany education.

14, {14} It shall act 3= 3 clearinghouse for postsecondary education information and 25 3 primany source of

information for the Legislature, the Governor, and other agencies, and develop 3 comprehensive dats
bas= insuring comparability of data from diverse sources.

15. {15} It shall estsblish criteris for state support of new and existing programs, in consultstion with the

public s=gments, the Department of Finance, and the Joint Legislative Budget Committes.

18. {18} It shall comphy with the appropriste provisions of the Education Amendments of 1572 (P.L. 52-218)

as specified in Section 2275,

17. {17} It shall consider the relstionships between scademic and oocupstional and vocational education

programs and shall actively encourage the participation of state and locsl and public and private
persons and agencies with 3 dirsct interest in thess arsas.

18. {18} It shall review all proposals for changes in eligibility pools for

— 2452 —
admission to public institutions and segments of postsecondany education and shall make
recommendations to the Legislature, Governor, and institutions of postsecondary education.

158, {15} It shall report annuslhy to the Legislature and the Govermor regarding the financial conditions of

indzpendant institutions, their enroliment and application figures, the numbser of student spaces
awailable, and the respective cost of utilzing those spsces 3= compared to providing additions] public
spaces. Such reports shall inclede recommendations concemning state policies and programs having a
significant impact on independent institutions.

20. {20} 1t shall, vpon reguest of the Legislsture or the Governor, submit to the Legislature and the

2

Governor a report on all matters so reguested which are compatible with its role as the statewids
postsecondany educstion planning and coordinating agency and may, from time to time, submit to the
Gowernor and the Legislature 3 report which contains recommendstions 3= to necessary or desirsble
changes, if any, in the functions, policies, and programs of the seversl ssgments of public and private
postsecondany education.

. {21y It may endertake sech other functions and responsibilities 35 are compatible with its role a5 the
statewide postsecondany education planning and coordinating agency.

——
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