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Private Enterprise in Education

THE PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS of higher education in the United States and
the business men who have traditionally supported them are more than a
little concerned over the tendency of the State to assume progressively
greater responsibility in the area which they have themselves until recently
dominated. They are particularly alarmed at the recommendations of
the President’s Commission on Higher Education that federal and state
funds be made available to provide for a great increase of the number of
students by 1960. They are worried, too, that if our private institutions
accept public funds the State will impose controls upon them which will
jeopardize the proud and hard-won and necessary freedom of inquiry that
private institutions are alleged to enjoy to a greater degree than public
ones.

It must be obvious that society has the right to the kind and amount of
higher education that is necessary to its standards of civilization. For its
progressively more varied production and service and for its ever richer
cultural life American society demands more education. It is obvious
also that in a democratic society like ours the economic, racial and religious
barriers to equal educational opportunity for American youth must be
removed. To the extent that this expansion of higher education can be
provided by private gifts, we Americans naturally prefer private institu-
tions. But the needs of society and of American youth are paramount;
hence, when the limit of private support is reached, we shall have to resort
to public support.

This, too, scems evident—that freedom of inquiry for teachers and stu-
dents does not depend primarily upon the source of educational funds.
It depends, in both public and private institutions upon the degree to which
public opinion is convinced of its necessity. If the average citizen believes
in freedom to learn, our faculties and students will be safe in its practice.

Perhaps that which more than anything else justifies the private schools
is the same as that which justifies private ownership and management in
business, namely, ENTERPRISE. Private schools are more free than public
schools in the use of venture capital, more free to experiment and to insist
on quality instead of a dead level of quantity, to invent new ways, to try
new ideas.

Bryn J. Hovpe

New School for Social Research,
New York
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